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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Introduction 

Kazan, the capital of the Tatarstan Republic, is one of the most distinctive cities in the 

Russian Federation. What makes Kazan distinctive is that it is a site of integration, collision, 

and amalgamation of two worlds and two cultures: Orthodox Russian and Islamic Tatar. In 

Kazan the tall minarets of mosques stand next to the onion domes of Orthodox temples, 

historical Russian monuments neighbor traditional Tatar buildings, and old Tatar enclaves 

adjoin Russian neighborhoods. The population of Kazan is almost equally divided between 

Tatars and Russians and each ethnic group considers the city its historic home.  

For the vast period of its history Kazan has been a city populated by people of two 

different cultures; however, the sharp contrast between Islamic identity of the city and 

Christian identity began to manifest itself in the early 1990s when Soviet Union collapsed.  

The collapse of Soviet Union produced an immense paradigm shift in the society as 

combined revival of nationalism and religion took place in all parts of post-Soviet space. 

Russia’s ethnic republics have experienced especially vivid religious revivals. A vigorous 

wave of nationalism and religiosity has swept over young generation of Tatar people in 

Tatarstan, while previous generations have experienced the resurgence of national sentiments 

and religious consciousness. The revitalization of religion and nationalism resulted in 

profound changes in the people’s way of life, their opinions, preferences, demands and 

behavior. Changes in the society in turn produced immediate transformation in the urban 

form of Kazan.  
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A significant number of mosques, madrassas, Islamic organizations and other 

religious institutions were established in Kazan since the 1990s. Besides making Tatars more 

religiously aware, these places have performed an important function: they united Tatar 

people under their main common attribute – Islam. In just two decades Kazan has been 

transformed from a typical Soviet city into a spectacular site of Islamic enlightenment and a 

Muslim island in a predominantly Christian part of the world.  

The process of cultural and religious revitalization in Kazan has been going hand-

ihand with ideological changes happening throughout the whole post-Soviet space. Like 

many other cities in the former Soviet Union, Kazan has attempted to get rid of its Soviet 

identity. These changes largely affected the urban environment of Kazan. Most Soviet 

monuments and statues of communist leaders have been taken down and old Soviet regions 

and streets of Kazan have been renamed. These transformations coupled with Tatar 

revitalization of Kazan have resulted in the fact that city has completely changed since the 

Soviet Union collapse.   

 

1.2 Thesis objectives 

My thesis is about the changes that were unfolding in Kazan over time when the 

Soviet Union ended and Kazan was presented with new opportunities. Although my main 

focus is to analyze changes happening in post-Soviet times, I will examine each important 

earlier period in Kazan’s history as well in order to analyze how political forces, dominant 

ideologies and relationships between Tatars and Russians affected the structure and the 

landscape of Kazan. The starting point of the analysis is going to be the historic period when 

Kazan was the capital of the Islamic country the Kazan Khanate (1436-1552). Then I will 
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analyze what the city was like during pre-Imperial Russia (1552-1704), Imperial Russia 

(1704-1929), Soviet Union (1920-199), and most importantly, during the post-Soviet period 

since 1990.  

My main research question is “What changes have happened in Kazan in the post-

Soviet period?” I will examine such changes as construction of new landmarks, memorials, 

buildings, establishments, institutions and organizations which are directly linked with the 

revival of Islam or Tatar nationalism. Changes in the city reveal many important processes. 

Monuments, museums, architectural ensembles and memorials play an important role in 

defining people’s political, national and religious identity. Any changes made in the city’s 

built-up area and landscape demand huge resources and legitimate approval. Therefore, by 

looking at how symbolic places in the city are manipulated, it is possible to determine who 

possesses the power and which political ideology rules. Control over symbolic public places 

may be an important part of a nation’s political agenda. Therefore, changes in the city’s 

landscape may reveal strategic decisions of political leaders.  I focus strongly on the post-

Soviet changes, because they represent the most powerful national revival Tatars have 

experienced since they were conquered by Russians in 1552.  

 Another important question of my thesis is: “Which forces and factors explain the 

extraordinary level of the Tatar revival today?” I call this revival ‘extraordinary’, because 

there are tremendous differences between Tatars in Soviet period and Tatars today. Similarly, 

there is a huge difference between Soviet and post-Soviet Kazan. Certainly, there are many 

important political, economic and social factors that affected today’s Tatar revival, but some 

of them were more important than others. In answering this question, I want to analyze which 

factors were the most important in causing the Tatar religious and cultural revival. 
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Nationalism and religiosity are not attributes of the human identity that take short times to 

develop. In fact, the formation of national consciousness and religiosity may take a person’s 

whole lifetime. How did it happen that the whole Tatar nation experienced such deep 

transformations in such a short period of time? Where were Tatar culture and religion before? 

Were they dormant or were they always present but suppressed? Did the collapse of Soviet 

Union symbolize the fall of the barrier that prevented nations from expressing their national 

feelings and religiosity? Or were the religious and cultural revival caused by the nationalist 

politics of the Tatarstan today? It will be possible to answer many of these questions by 

looking at the history of the relationships between Russians and Tatars and the political 

situation of Tatarstan today. 

This study was undertaken for multiple reasons. First of all, being a Tatar myself I 

want to tell the world about my nation, because in general people, especially those outside of 

Russia, have very little knowledge about Kazan, Tatars and Tatarstan. In general Tatars are 

often associated with something Asiatic or the “Tatar-Mongol Yoke”, while Tatarstan is 

imagined to be a country located somewhere between Mongolia and China. To this extent, 

my greatest desire would be to tell the world about Kazan and Tatarstan and to discredit the 

myths about Tatars.   

Second, Kazan is a unique city which may represent big interest for the academic 

world.  The uniqueness of Kazan is that it is an Islamic city with Eastern spirit; however, it is 

located in the northern Europe which is a predominantly Christian part of the world. Kazan 

has not been studied much by the scholars, and I think that conducting this research will give 

me a good opportunity to present Kazan and call for further academic researches.  
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Third, I chose to write my thesis about Kazan, because it is a unique example of 

symbiosis of two ethnic groups and two religions in one city. There are many multiethnic and 

multireligious cities in the world; however, there are few cities which are almost equally 

divided by two large ethnic groups having different religions. One example would be 

Jerusalem; however, in Jerusalem neither Israelis nor Palestinians want to share the city with 

one another. By contrast, in Kazan Muslims and Christians have been living in peace for a 

quite long time. Thus, Kazan represents a unique case of peaceful coexistence of two cultures 

and two religions despite of the fact that the relationships between these two ethnic groups 

were marked with severe violence in the past. Thus, it is important to study Kazan in terms of 

its interethnic and multireligious composition in order to understand how to avoid conflicts in 

multiethnic environments.  

The paper is going to be constructed in the following way. The first section is 

introductory; it aims to make a reader familiar with the thesis objectives and to provide some 

background information about Tatarstan and Kazan. The second section following the 

introduction is the literature review and the methodology I used for this research. In the 

literature review I will present a summary of the articles that have been written about the 

subject of Tatar revival in Kazan. I will also provide some theoretical frameworks on such 

concepts as nationalism and national sentiments and will try to explain why cities are 

constantly changing. Then, I will continue with a chapter that analyzes four main periods in 

Kazan history: (1) the Islamic period (1436-1552), (2) the pre-Imperial Russian period 

(1552-1704), (3) the Imperial period (1704-1920) and (4) the Soviet period (1920-1990). 

After that I will proceed to the actual analysis of the Tatar religious and cultural revival in the 

post-Soviet (post-1990s) Kazan in which I will present my data and findings from the field 
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research I conducted in Kazan. In the final analysis part, which will conclude the thesis, I 

will propose some statements explaining what has caused Tatars to champion their identity-

based resurgence.  

 

1.3 Important facts about Tatarstan 

Tatarstan is one of the most economically advanced, industrialized, and urbanized 

republics in Russia. Tatarstan enjoys strategic geographic location: it is situated in the heart 

of the European part of Russia, and the republic’s boundaries intersect two largest Russian 

rivers – the Volga and the Kama, and two main rail lines linking central Russia with the 

Urals and Siberia (Moukhariamov, 1997, p. 213). The figure 1 shows the location of the 

Tatarstan Republic within Russia. Tatarstan has no borders with foreign states; however, it 

borders several ethnic republics within Russia including Bashkortostan, Chuvashia, Mari-El 

and Udmurt Republic. The strategic geographic location of Tatarstan is coupled with the 

presence of significant energy reserves in the region, which makes it one of the most 

economically advantageous regions in Russia.  

     Figure 1: Map showing the location of Tatarstan within Russia  
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Tatarstan is a constituent unit within the Russian Federation. In the late 1980s and the 

early 1990s the situation in Tatarstan, as in many other autonomous units within Soviet 

Union, was complex and tense. Tatarstan, along with the Chechen Republic, attempted to 

gain independence as the Soviet Union collapsed; however, both republics failed to become 

independent. Tatarstan was on the verge of a potentially dangerous and violent conflict with 

Russia, but it avoided it by making orderly negotiations and compromises with Moscow. 

Although Tatarstan failed to receive sovereignty, it achieved special political status which 

has been often referred to as the ‘Tatarstan model’ or ‘asymmetric federalism’ (Walker 1996; 

Moukhariamov 1997, p. 220). The ‘Tatarstan model’ or ‘asymmetric federalism’ basically 

refers to a power-sharing “Treaty on the Delimitation of Powers between Russian Federation 

and Tatarstan” signed in 1994. This treaty was a compromise between Moscow and Kazan. 

According to this treaty, Tatarstan became ‘a state united with Russia’ meaning that 

Tatarstan was supposed to have greater political and economic autonomy from Moscow than 

other federal units of Russia (Waller, 1998). In this treaty Tatarstan was not described as 

‘sovereign state’; however, its ‘sovereignty’ was not denied. And while this treaty did not 

describe Tatarstan as ‘subject to international law’, it stated that Tatarstan ‘participates in’ 

international political and economic relations (Walker, 1996).  

Many important agreements between Tatarstan and Russia were part of the power-

sharing treaty. Tatarstan received the right to make its own economic policies, lead 

international trade and have a bigger quota of its oil exports compared to other regions 

(Coppietiers and Sakwa, 2003, p. 145). Moreover, Tatarstan received the substantial power 

over taxation whereby the republic collected all the taxes on its territory and transferred a 

small proportion to the federal budget (Crosston 2004, p. 63). Overall, Tatarstan transferred 
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only about 15% of all collected taxes to Moscow. More specifically, Tatarstan gave about 1% 

of its income tax, 13% of the profit tax, and 50% of the VAT to the Russian federal budget. 

To compare, regions which did not sign the power-sharing treaty transfer about 85% of the 

VAT to Moscow (Crosston 2004, p. 64).  

Tatarstan symbolizes and represents Tatar national and religious revival in all its 

aspects. The republic began its existence with the struggle for independence. Having failed to 

achieve it, the Tatarstan government promoted national revival in order to strengthen the 

position of the republic within the Russian Federation. This included not only reviving the 

important parts of national identity of Tatars such as language, culture and religion, but also 

making Tatarstan strong in terms of economy, political and social stability. These attempts 

were successful and Tatarstan in now regarded one of the most economically, politically and 

socially developed regions in Russia.  

Tatarstan is a highly industrialized region within Russia. The Republic possesses 

substantial energy reserves which have created great economic potential. The desire to 

control its own energy resources has been a powerful factor explaining why Tatarstan wanted 

to loosen the bonds linking the republic with Moscow. The energy sector accounts for about 

43 percent of the total industrial output in Tatarstan. Oil, petroleum gas, heavy fuel oil, and 

diesel fuel are major products of the energy industry. Another substantial industry in 

Tatarstan is the chemical and petrochemical industry which accounts for 20.1 percent of total 

industrial production. Machine engineering and metal processing is the third industry in 

Tatarstan accounting for 19 percent of the total industrial output. The republic manufactures 

aircraft, cars and trucks. The figure 2 demonstrates all major branches of Tatarstan’s 

industrial production.  
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Figure 2: Branches of Tatarstan industrial production 

 
Source: McCann, L. (2005). Economic development in Tatarstan: global markets and a 

Russian region, Oxon: RoutledgeCurzon, p. 21 
 
Tatarstan is one of the most urbanized regions in Russia. The table 1 represents the 

increase in the percentage of the urbanized population of Tatarstan between 1920 and 2002.  

Table 1: Dynamics of population of Tatarstan from 1920 to 2002 

Years 
Total 
population 

Urban 
population 

Percentage 
of Urban 
Pop. 

1920 2,925,200 246,400 8.4 
1926 2,587,500 280,500 10.8 
1939 2,914,200 614,300 21.1 
1959 2,850,400 1,190,300 41.8 
1970 3,131,200 1,613,900 51.5 
1979 3,435,600 2,172,100 63.2 
1989 3,641,700 2,654,800 72.9 
2002 3,779,300 2,790,700 73.8 

Source: Iskhakov, D. (2007). Tatary i Tatarstan v XX-nachale XXI Vekov (etnostatistika). Kazan: 
Institut Istorii AN RT p. 18 

 
Note that the population of Tatarstan increased by almost one million between 1920 

and 2002, and the proportion of people living in cities increased from only 8.4 percent in 

1920 to almost 74 percent in 2002, which is an astounding increase in a period of 80 years. 

This means that most people migrating to Tatarstan from other regions in Russia during this 

period settled in cities, and that there was substantial flow of migrants from rural areas to 
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cities within Tatarstan itself.  The city which received the largest proportion of migrants was 

Kazan – the capital.  

 

1.4 Important facts about Kazan 

Kazan is the capital of Tatarstan and the city which is most directly associated with 

Tatars, Tatar culture and Islam. Various authors described Kazan as “the beauty of the East”; 

“Gates of Asia”; “Tatar Jerusalem” and “the Thebes of the north” (Mihailova and 

Korshunova, 2005, p. 9). However, the most famous description of Kazan belongs to 

Alexander Herzen – a famous Russian writer and philosopher, who wrote, “Kazan is the 

great caravanserai between the Europe and Asia” (Tagirov, 2007, p. 245). Kazan is the place 

where two cultural worlds – Islamic and Christian – meet and intertwine. Kazan is also 

known for its peaceful atmosphere, the culture of tolerance and interreligious dialogue.  

Kazan, a city of about 1.1 million, is situated at the confluence of the two rivers – the 

Volga and the Kazanka. The following map represents the location of Kazan within 

Tatarstan. The vast area of the city is occupied with water. Three rivers – Volga, Kazanka 

and Bulak run through the city. Volga River is an important part of cultural identity of Tatars 

(Tagirov 2007, p. 49). The connection between Tatar culture and Volga River are so deep 

that Tatars are even sometimes referred to as ‘Volga Tatars’ and the Volga river is sometimes 

called as ‘Mother Volga’. 
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Figure 3: Location of Kazan within Tatarstan  

 
Source: http://www.kcn.ru/tat_en/economics/profiles/_cities/city-map.html 
 
Kazan has a very special meaning not only for Tatarstan, but also for Russia. In 2009 

it was awarded the title “Russia’s Third Capital after Moscow and St. Petersburg” by the 

Russian Patent Office. Kazan was competing with Nizhniy Novgorod for this title. The 

reasons why Kazan won was that it is large, economically advanced, culturally diverse, and 

relatively clean city with spectacular landmarks and monuments. Like many other cities in 

Russia, Kazan has the Kremlin, which stands for the central area of the city containing 

ancient landmarks surrounded by thick walls. The beauty of the Kazan Kremlin’s 

architectural ensemble simply cannot go unnoticed. With its thick white walls the Kremlin 

looks like the crown of the city and reflects the mix of all Kazan’s historic identities (see the 

illustration 1).  
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Illustration 1: Spectacular landscape of the Kazan Kremlin 

 
Source: Denis Larkin (2009) http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Kazan_Kremlin_night.jpeg 

 

Because of the absence of historical records, there are long-running disputes about the 

origins of Kazan. Some artifacts such as ancient coins, the origin of which date back to 930-

950, were found on the territory of the modern Kazan Kremlin in 1990s. These artifacts 

demonstrated that the age of Kazan could be more than 1,000 years. However, some scholars 

still believe that there is no direct evidences that let estimate the precise year of Kazan’s 

establishment.  

At the present time, the population of Kazan is about 1,105,300 people (The Russian 

Population Census 2002). Kazan is the eighth largest city in Russia according to population 

(The Russian Population Census 2002).The population growth of Kazan was very rapid in 

the first half of the 20th century. In 1920 the population of Kazan was only 145,495 

(Oficialniy Portal Goroda Kazan 2010). At that time the percentage of Russians was 82 

percent, while the percentage of Tatars was only 15.8 (Oficialniy Portal Goroda Kazan 

2010). Subsequently, a huge flow of Tatar migrants from rural areas resulted in the rapid 

growth of Tatar population of Kazan. By 1959 the proportion of Tatars increased to 33.3 

percent, while the proportion of Russians decreased to 60.9 percent. Between 1960 and 2000s 
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the Tatar migration continued. At present, almost the entire population of Kazan consists of 

either Tatars (52 percent) or Russians (43 percent) (The Russian Population Census 2002). 

Chuvashs, Bashkirs, Azerbaijanis and Maris account for the remaining 5 percent of Kazan’s 

population.  

Kazan has been a very industrial city since the early Soviet Period. In the Soviet 

Period Kazan was one of the major suppliers of arms for the Soviet Army. Other major 

industries in Kazan are automotive, aircraft, chemical and food industries. Kazan is the 

largest producer of the ‘Tupolev’ planes, gunpowder, leather, and polyethylene. 

 

1.5 Background information about Tatars 

Providing background information about Tatars is not only important, but absolutely 

necessary because some facts in the Tatars’ history have direct links to the process of 

national and religious revitalization that happens today. The term ‘revitalization’ implies the 

process that unfolds over time, so it is impossible to understand all dimensions of the process 

without having background information about the past. In addition, by providing some 

background information about Tatars I want to eliminate common misconceptions and 

stereotypes about this ethnic group.  

The word ‘Tatar’ has been a fuzzy and vague concept for most of the people 

unfamiliar with the history of modern Kazan/Volga Tatars.  The appearance of the Mongol 

empire and Golden Horde on the historical arena made Europeans perceive Tatars through 

the lens of ‘Tatar Mongol yoke’. As a result, for a long time Tatars have been perceived not 

as a concrete ethnic group, but as the embodiment of the ‘barbarian’ nomadic Asian world 

(Tagirov, 2007, p. 36). Meanwhile, Kazan Tatars have little in common with any ‘barbarian’ 
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Asian world and ‘Tatar’ is not their original ethnonym. The original name of the Tatars is 

‘Volga Bulgars’. Since the times of the Golden Horde, Russians have been using the 

ethnonym ‘Tatars’ to identify almost all Muslim Turkic ethnic groups including Azerbaijanis, 

Balkars, Kumyks, Nogais, Kazakhs, Volga Bulgars and others. In the beginning of the 20th 

century Azerbaijanis, and then other ethnic groups successfully distanced themselves from 

the ethnonym ‘Tatar’; however, this ethnonym has stuck permanently to Kazan Tatars.  

Kazan Tatars are Turkic speaking, Sunni Muslim people. The ancestors of Tatars 

were Turkic speaking tribes that migrated from the Ural Mountains to the present region of 

the Volga River. Then they assimilated with Finno-Ugric and Slavic ethnic groups that were 

already present in the region (Walker 1996). The process of ethnogenesis of Kazan Tatars 

was long and complex. It started with the formation of Volga Bulgaria civilization in the 9th 

century, continued with the Golden Horde period in the 13th century and then with the 

establishment of the Kazan Khanate in the 13th century. In the following pages I will briefly 

tell about two major periods in the history of Tatars: the Volga Bulgaria period and the 

Golden Horde period.  

 

1.4.1 The Volga Bulgaria period (9th-12th centuries) 

The Volga Bulgaria period may be considered to be the beginning period of the 

history of Kazan Tatars. Volga Bulgaria was a feudal Islamic state that existed between 9th 

and 13th centuries. Volga Bulgaria was well-developed economically and culturally 

(Yemelianova 2002, p. 16). The territory occupied by Volga Bulgaria corresponds to the 

territory of the modern Tatarstan. The figure 4 represents territory of Volga Bulgaria within 
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Eastern Europe region. Arrows radiating from Volga Bulgaria represent ancient trade routes 

that stretched from or passed through Volga Bulgaria. 

Figure 4: Map of Volga Bulgaria 

 
Source: www.tataroved.ru/obrazovanie/textbooks/2/2/ 
 

Tatars regard the year 922 as the official date of their conversion to Islam, because 

their ancestors, the Volga Bulgars, officially converted to Islam when Muslim ambassadors 

from Baghdad came to Volga Bulgaria in 922. Islam has become the most salient part of 

Volga Bulgars/Tatar’s ethnic identity. The life of Volga Bulgars was organized according to 

Islamic rules and norms. Volga Bulgars also replaced old runic script with the Arabic, which 

had tremendous effect on the system of education. The establishment of official Arabic script 

promoted the development of the diplomacy in Volga Bulgaria and Volga Bulgars became 

actively involved in political and economic relationships with Islamic countries. Thus 

conversion of Volga Bulgars to Islam became one of the greatest changes in the history of 

Volga Bulgars.  

Volga Bulgaria is the symbol of national pride of modern Tatars, because Volga 

Bulgaria was famous for its developed economy, educated population and high level of 
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urbanization. The economy of Volga Bulgaria was mainly based on trade. Volga Bulgaria 

enjoyed strategic location at the cross of important trade routes. The biggest trade route 

which passed through Volga Bulgaria was the Volga-Caspian route which connected Volga 

Bulgaria with Rus’ (the ancient name of Russia), Central Asia, Iran, China, India, Byzantine 

Empire, Baltic and Scandinavian lands (Tagirov 2007 p. 189). Volga Bulgars took advantage 

of their location and actively participated in trade. They traded home-made products 

including metals, weapons, leather goods, wool clothes, and jewelry. Gold and silver jewelry 

made in Volga Bulgaria was in great demand in Eastern Europe. Besides participating in 

trade directly, Bulgars collected taxes from foreign merchants whose route passed through 

the territory of Volga Bulgaria.  This tax equaled one tenth of the total value of goods they 

traded (Farisov 2009).  

Volga Bulgaria was a highly urbanized state. Archeologists’ findings reveal that 

about 100 cities existed in Volga Bulgaria (Tagirov 2007, p. 196). It is known that some of 

Volga Bulgaria’s cities (such as Bulgar, Bilyar and Suvar) were territorially equal to or 

bigger than London, Kyiv, Paris and Novgorod at that time (Klimov, 2009). All cities of 

Volga Bulgaria were well planned and had advanced fortifications. The biggest city and the 

capital of Volga Bulgaria was the city of Bulgar. The area of Bulgar is known to have been 

900 hectares (Tagirov 2007, p. 197). Bulgar was mentioned in the writings of many Arabic 

authors such as Al Balhi, Al Istahri, Ibn Haukal and Ibn Fadlan as large city with educated 

Muslim population, predominantly wooden buildings, big mosques and large marketplace. 

The fact that Volga Bulgaria was highly urbanized state shows that Tatars were not barbarian 

nomads, which is one of the biggest stereotypes about them.  
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The population of Volga Bulgaria was well educated and enlightened. All cities of 

Volga Bulgaria had mektebs (primary Islamic schools) and madrassas. Mektebs taught 

children basic religious rules and also how to read and write. Madrassas were advanced 

schools in which young people were taught religion, Arabic, Persian, geography, astronomy 

and mathematics. The best graduates of Volga Bulgarian schools were sent to Bukhara, 

Samarkand and Baghdad to continue their education there (Tagirov 2007, p. 201). Due to the 

developed system of education high proportion of Volga Bulgars was literate. Volga Bulgars 

also had astonishing level of printing technologies: hundreds of books made from paper and 

having metal covers were found on the territory of the Bulgar city. To such extent, Volga 

Bulgaria was one of the most advanced states in the medieval times.  

 

1.4.2 The Golden Horde period (13th-15th centuries) 

Volga Bulgaria ceased to exist when it was conquered by Mongols and incorporated 

into Golden Horde. Volga Bulgaria disintegrated into several administrative units such as 

Bulgar, Zhukotin, Shongut and Narovchatsk which were ruled by the old Volga Bulgarian 

elites (Yemelianova 2002, p. 16). The mongols generally did not interfere into political and 

social life of Volga Bulgars and other nations they ruled and there was relatively little 

interethnic mix between Volga Bulgars and Mongols. Volga Bulgars mainly continued to 

live the way they did before the Mongol invasion. The economy of Volga Bulgars was still 

organized around trade. During that time, trade routes expanded and Volga Bulgars 

developed good economic relationships with Muslim regions within Golden Horde.  

Generally speaking the strength of the Golden Horde was in the fact that many 

Muslim Turkic ethnic groups united under a single state, the official religion of which was 
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Islam. Thus, Muslim regions had opportunities to develop politically, economically and 

culturally. During the peak of the Golden Horde’s economic and political growth (1312-

1357) the state developed very good relationships with Islamic countries. There was an active 

exchange of goods, resources, ideas and human capital between the Golden Horde and the 

Arabic-Persian world. In addition, the Golden Horde traded with non-Muslim states of 

Western Europe, as well as with India and China. During this period, all Muslim Turkic 

groups of the Golden Horde, including Volga Bulgars, enjoyed good opportunities to develop 

economically, politically and culturally.  

Golden Horde lasted for two centuries. The fall of Golden Horde was linked with 

internal political struggles between Mongol authorities. In the 15th century, the Golden 

Horde disintegrated into seven independent states: Siberian Khanate, Nogai Horde, Kazan 

Khanate, Crimean Khanate, Kazakh Khanate, Astrakhan Khanate and Uzbek Khanate. This 

was the end of the Golden Horde and the beginning of new history for Tatars of Kazan 

Khanate.  

 

1.5 Conclusion 

The stories of Volga Bulgarian civilization and the Golden Horde have important 

implications for my work. The modern Tatar religious and cultural revitalization to some 

extent manifests longing for the historic Volga Bulgaria – independent, economically 

advanced and culturally rich Islamic state. In the early 1990s, when Tatar national and 

religious revitalization began to take off, the Tatar intelligentsia started to reconsider the 

importance of Volga Bulgaria in Tatars’ history. Thereafter several nationalistic movements 

advocating the returning of the ethnonym Volga Bulgars emerged in Kazan in the early 1990. 
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These actions came as a response to the history of Tatars written by Soviet historians.  Soviet 

historians generally neglected the period of Volga Bulgaria when teaching the history of 

Tatars and developed the idea that Tatars, along with Mongols, were active participants in the 

establishment of Tatar-Mongol yoke. Thus Tatars and Mongols were often blamed for 

‘violent crimes against Russians’ and the economic backwardness that Russia suffered during 

Golden Horde period. As a result of such false interpretation of history, Tatars started to 

perceive their ethnic identity as something shameful. Therefore, they wanted to distance 

themselves from their ethnonym and return back to the ethnonym Volga Bulgars. The 

national and religious revitalization has been largely a reaction to the long period of 

oppression and accusations thrown at Tatars by Russians. The national revival represented 

the great desire of Tatars to distance themselves from those accusations and wrong 

stereotypes. One of the ways to do that was to reconstruct history by emphasizing the period 

of Volga Bulgaria as the starting point of Tatar ethnogenesis. Thus, Tatars attempted to 

transform Tatarstan into an independent, economically advanced and culturally rich Islamic 

state – just as Volga Bulgaria had been when it existed.  
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW AND RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

2.1  Literature Review 

This is the literature review about the main issues which are raised in my thesis. In 

my thesis I talk about many issues, the most central of which are cities and why they are 

changing over time over time. When I talk about city changes I generally focus on changes in 

the city’s landscape and built-up area. In this literature review I want to compile a set of 

different opinions which would help me to answer the following questions: “Which factors 

best explain why cities are constantly being changed and modified? Why are symbolic 

landmarks being manipulated? Who executes these changes and manipulations?”  

The issue of nationalism and national revitalization is another important part of my 

work. Tatar revival in Kazan began in the period when Tatarstan was struggling for 

international recognition as nation-state and a nationalistic agenda became very important. 

During the struggle for independence, which lasted between 1990 and 1994, nationalist 

sentiments became so high that relationships between Tatars and Russians became very 

unfriendly. However, Tatarstan avoided violence and chose a strategy that both supported 

Tatar revival and protected the interests of Russians in Tatarstan. In the second part of this 

literature review, I want to discuss the concept of nationalism and reflect on how nationalism 

can be linked to the revitalization process which has happened in Kazan after the collapse of 

Soviet Union.  
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2.1.1 Literature review on the subject of religious and ethnic revitalization in Kazan 

A considerable quantity of writings about the religious and national revitalization of 

Tatars has appeared; however, few scholars have analyzed Kazan specifically as the main 

platform of the revival. Consequently, there are few articles written about this subject. One of 

the most interesting articles about Kazan was written by Tatar sociologist Denis Garaev in 

2008. This article analyzed the religious revitalization in Kazan by looking at the increase in 

the number of Tatar women wearing the Muslim headscarf in the last two decades. As he 

wrote, a woman with the hijab – the Muslim headscarf – has become a natural part of the 

Kazan urban landscape, along with mosques, madrassas, and other religious establishments 

(Garaev, 2008).  

Garaev viewed the growth in the religious consciousness of Tatar women as 

‘challenge of modernism’, ‘unwillingness to accept Western values’ and ‘the desire to live 

moral life’ (Garaev, 2008). According to Islam, a woman must cover her head and other parts 

of the body excluding her face and palms. The interesting fact to notice about these women is 

that a considerable portion of them are university students and recent graduates whose 

childhood passed in secular and sometimes even atheist environments. The decision to wear 

headscarf was often criticized and viewed as extreme by the women’s parents and friends. 

Moreover, these women often have troubles in finding jobs. Despite of these difficulties, 

many women prefer to adhere to the religious rule (Garaev, 2008).  

Tatar Muslim women have been very active in fighting for their social and religious 

rights. Several years ago, a group of Tatar Muslim women from Kazan won a court hearing 

about the right of Muslim women in Russia to be illustrationed in headscarf for passport and 

drivers license (Garaev, 2008). This was a big achievement considering the fact that, for 
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example, in Turkey – a country with Islam as the official religion – debates about 

headscarves have been hot and Turkish women still cannot use illustrations with headscarves 

for their identification cards.  

Another interesting work about the revival of Kazan is the article ‘Repossessing 

Kazan as a form of Nation-Building in Tatarstan, Russia’ written by Helen Faller in 2002 for 

the Journal of Muslim Minority Affairs. Faller believes that Tatar revival of Kazan was 

caused by the efforts of Tatar intellectuals – politicians, intellectuals and educators – who 

wanted to create a more just environment for their children from the one they were raised in. 

Her main argument is that Tatar culture was forcefully made rural and was different from the 

Russian culture that was equally represented in both urban and rural areas. Thus, she 

interprets Tatar revival in Kazan as an attempt to repossess Kazan from Russians by people 

whose ancestors were exiled to the rural areas (Faller 2002, p. 81). 

Faller makes a very interesting and convincing argument. In the deep past, in the 

periods of Volga Bulgaria, the Golden Horde and the Kazan Khanate, Tatars had a highly 

urbanized culture. When Ivan Grozny (the czar of Russia from 1533-1584) invaded Kazan 

Khanate in 1552, he exiled all Tatars from urban centers to the countryside. In such a way, 

Tatars culture “was denuded of its urban element” (Faller 2002, p. 81). In order to support 

her argument, Faller makes interviews with Tatar residents of Kazan who moved to the city 

from Tatar villages and encountered difficulties in adapting to the ‘Russified’ city in which 

they couldn’t speak their language. Faller notices, that some of the most active Tatar 

nationalists, such as Fauviya Bayramova, were villagers, who experienced grievances when 

trying to accommodate in Kazan (Faller, 2002, p. 83).  
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Although I consider Faller’s argument being interesting and plausible, I question it at 

some points as well. Tatars began to repossess the urban areas long before the Tatar 

revitalization started. In 1926 only 12 percent of Tatars were urban; by the end of 1989 more 

than 70 percent became urban (Iskhakov, 2007, p. 8). The flow of Tatar migrants from 

villages to cities was especially huge in the first half of the 20th century and after WWII. 

Thus, by the time Tatar revitalization started the majority of Tatars were already well 

incorporated into the urban fabric of the region. Therefore, I do not necessarily view the 

Tatar revival in Kazan as merely repossessing of city by villagers. This could be one of the 

strong factors contributing to the start of revival, but other political, economic, and social 

factors should also be considered. In the last chapter of this work I will discuss some of the 

specific processes that might have led to the Tatar revival. 

   

2.1.2 Why do cities change?  

Following the collapse of the Soviet Union, most of the cities in the post-Soviet space 

experienced tremendous and rapid changes. Almost all post-Soviet cities tried to erase or at 

least diminish their Soviet identities and return to their historic roots. Soviet monuments have 

been dismantled; Soviet statues have been replaced with statues of pre-Soviet national 

heroes; and mikroraions (neighborhood districts), streets and parks have been renamed. For 

example, in Tallinn the Estonian government relocated the Soviet monument of the Bronze 

Soldier from the city center to a cemetery on the outskirts of the city (Kononova 2009).  

Ukrainian president Viktor Yushchenko advocated throwing all Soviet monuments in the 

country into “the rubbish dump of history” (Gulf Times 2009). In the Ukrainian city of Lviv, 

several Soviet monuments were dismantled in 2009. The same happened in cities of 
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Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and Georgia. The important question to consider is: “Why do post-

Soviet cities get rid of the landmarks which were considered almost sacred several decades 

ago?”  

At the same, restoration and construction of religious temples and symbolic national 

landmarks has been proceeding very actively in most post-Soviet cities. In Moscow the 

administration of Yuri Luzhkov restored several churches including the Cathedral of Christ 

the Savior and the Kazan Cathedral (Forest and Johnson, 2002, p. 531). In the cities of 

Russian Republic Dagestan about 1500 new mosques and 178 Islamic schools were opened 

between the late 1980s and 1999 (Roshchin, 2003).  Getting rid of Soviet identity and 

resuscitating national culture and religion were the main activities which dramatically 

changed not only the landscape of post-Soviet cities, but their very natures. Soviet cities 

could be described as identical and irreligious, while post-Soviet cities have become religious 

environments with strong national flavors.   

Throughout the entire work I tried to understand why the cities are changing. More 

precisely I wanted to know who or what stands behind the changes happening in a city’s 

landscape, structure and functions. The simple answer to this question would be: cities are 

changing because the society is changing. In Kazan’s case, the powerful national revival has 

affected the entire city, thus one can derive a conclusion that the ethnic group – or people 

constituting this ethnic group – were the main agents causing the changes. However, most of 

people in the society are incapable of affecting decision-making process on the upper 

echelons and thus cannot change urban environments. Thus, my assumption is that changes 

in the cities are caused by political elites to a great extent.  The literature review I have made 
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generally supports my point that it is the upper echelons of society who decide how the cities 

are going to change.  

I would like to begin with the pertinent observation of Forest and Johnson (2002) who 

wrote an article about monuments of Moscow in the Soviet and post-Soviet periods. They 

stated that key symbolic components of a city’s landscape such as memorials, museums, 

monuments and statues play an important and unique role in the creation of national identity 

(p. 526). The symbolic historic places have very important functions – they infuse locations 

with a sense of the common identity and they can provide a sense of shared ‘we-ness’. By 

manipulating symbolic landmarks it is possible to reinforce the importance of certain historic 

events and diminish the importance of others. In such a way, the creation of common identity 

can be realized by erecting, destroying, replacing and changing certain monuments, 

memorials, landmarks and buildings in the city.  

Why is it possible to create common identity by manipulating symbolic public 

places? “Identity is a matter of memory” and “group identity is a matter of collective 

memory” (Morley and Robin, 1995). Collective memory is an ongoing process which aims to 

produce shared historic consciousness which addresses two important questions: “who are 

we?” and “where do we come from?” Collective memory is not static and is susceptible to 

being challenged and modified. Many scholars view national memory as an invented concept 

(Azaryahu and Kellerman 1999). The easiest way to create and modify collective memory is 

through manipulation of symbolic central places, because they usually express national 

identity or collective national pride.  

Thus, the landscape of the city often reflects how political elites prefer to “represent 

the nation publicly” (Forest and Johnson 2002, p. 526). Political elites choose particular 
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symbolic landmarks in order to ‘immortalize’ certain historic figures that become national 

heroes and define historical incidents that become the key events of a nation’s identity. This 

observation seems to be logical considering the fact that establishing public landmarks 

demands huge financial investments and power. In most cases, only people who have both 

power and resources can determine what the city’s most important public places would be. 

Forest and Johnson (2002) conclude that symbolic public places are “an elite representation 

of the imagined community of the nation” (p. 523).   

Duncan and Duncan (1988) suggest that landscapes can be read just in the way as 

literary texts. Moreover, they suggest that landscapes can be read as texts that are 

transformations of the political ideologies into a physical form. Ideology is “a comprehensive 

political belief system that seeks to guide and justify organized political and social actions” 

(Bilski et al, 1980). To gain actuality ideology has to be expressed in tangible representations 

that seek to move society towards certain goals and outcomes (Bollens 1998). Thus political 

elites deliberately manipulate symbolic landmarks in order to advance particular ideology or 

to define their interests (Forest and Johnson 2002, p. 526). Some examples of manipulation 

might be destroying old landmarks, erecting new ones, changing the design of landmarks or 

changing their location.  

Political elites in general have much greater power than does the general public in 

determining how a city will look and function. What about the role of public in the formation 

of distinctive urban landscape? The public might make its contributions to shape urban 

landscape, but the actions of public often come only as a reaction to projects implemented by 

the state or political elites. The article by David Harvey ‘Monument and Myth’ (1979) talked 

about the Basilica of Sacre-Coeur in Paris. Constructed in the aftermath of the Franco-
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Prussian war, the Basilica was supposed to become a cure for France’s misfortunes. 

However, in the years that followed the laying of Basilica’s foundation stone, the 

predominantly republican population of France started to view this project “as a 

manifestation of reactionary monarchism” erected in the middle of Paris. Thus they sought to 

stop the entire construction. Although they could not fully succeed, the Basilica for many 

years was viewed as a negative political symbol by the majority of population (Harvey 1979, 

p. 362).  

Good example can be provided about Kazan too. During the Imperial Period, Russian 

authorities put the symbol of the Russian Empire – a two-headed eagle – on the top of the 

Syuyumbike tower – an ancient Tatar building which was probably the only building that 

remained since Kazan Khanate time. During perestroika period in the end of 1980s some 

Tatar activists of Kazan publicly demanded the replacement of the two-headed eagle with the 

crescent – the architectural symbol of Islam. The public initiations ended with success and 

the imperial symbol was replaced with the national Islamic one. These examples demonstrate 

that the public may take collective action to change the urban landscape and redefine national 

identity through communication with the political elites.  However, the influence of common 

people on the landscape of the city is much smaller than the influence of political since the 

latter possess the financial resources and the power to make decisions.  

In general, urban landscape tends to change slowly and gradually. Under normal, 

path-dependent circumstances rapid and big changes in the city and its landscape are unlikely 

to happen.  Forest and Johnson (2002), referring to Collier and Collier (1991) and Krasner, 

(1984) point out that big and rapid changes in cities tend to happen during ‘critical junctures’ 

–  that is moments which put existing political, economic and social systems under danger or 
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a question. Critical junctures diminish usual, path-dependent ties among political institutions 

and this creates a suitable moment for redefinition of the national identity. During or after 

critical junctures political elites have an opportunity to redefine the national identity by 

manipulating the landscape of city, its functions and structure. Following this statements, we 

could interpret the collapse of Soviet Union as a ‘critical juncture’ which changed political 

and economic ideology. New political leaders redefined national identities and embodied 

them in the city’s landscape. 

These critical junctures are tied to certain geographical area and to certain time 

periods (Forest and Johnson 2002, p. 527). The most striking changes usually happen in 

cities and especially state capitals. Moreover, state capitals are usually the earliest receivers 

of elite driven changes. Small cities and cities far away from the capital generally receive less 

attention by political elites and, therefore, remain relatively unchanged. This explains why 

Kazan was the main site of Tatar revitalization in Tatarstan. In addition, the more time passes 

from the moment of the critical juncture the more difficult it becomes to incorporate dramatic 

changes in the city’s landscape. Almost all changes that happen after critical juncture period 

represent interests of the ruling ideology and people who are in power at the moment.  

Let me draw some important points from this literature review. The decisions on how 

cities would look like and what they would contain are generally made on upper echelons of 

society. Political elites change and modify cities in order to create common national identity, 

to advance particular political ideology or to represent their interests. Symbolic places such 

as memorials, monuments, statues and temples can be important strategic tools for the 

political elites. By manipulating symbolic landmarks and public places it is possible to 

emphasize certain aspects of collective memory and diminish the others. Thus, the landscape 
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of the city is not being changed spontaneously; each major change in the city’s landscape 

represents carefully selected strategic moves of political elites.  

 

2.1.3 Nationalism and theories of nationalism applied to the Tatarstan case 

 Patriotism – the love of one’s homeland – has existed since earliest hisotry, while 

nationalism as a doctrine and a system of beliefs, dates back to the nineteenth century, more 

precisely to the period of the emergence of nation-states and nations. Many scholars view 

nations as ‘imagined communities’ meaning that nations are not organic entities that evolve 

naturally, but invented concepts that are subject to manipulation and modification. “The 

nation is imagined as limited, has finite, if elastic, boundaries, beyond which lie other 

nations” (Anderson 1991, p. 7). To such extent, nationalism is also a flexible concept with 

elastic boundaries which are subject to manipulation and modification.  

Since the period of its emergence, nationalism has become such a powerful idea and 

such an important political agenda, that it reshaped the whole structure of society and 

institutions (Kallis 2009, p. 24). Nationalism has become a strong historical power of both 

aggregation and fragmentation. Tom Nairn in his book Faces of Nationalism (1997) 

compared nationalism to the double-faced Roman god Janus, one side of whom represents 

liberty, fraternity, and the attainment of positive collective goals, while the other side 

symbolizes violence, hatred, fragmentation, war and destruction.  

Many works have been written about the concepts of nation and nationalism. 

Prominent scholars who have studied nationalism are Ernst Gellner, Elie Kedourie, Anthony 

Smith and others. There is no concrete and commonly accepted definition of nationalism and 

each scholar has his/her own understanding about this concept. Kedourie (1993) views 
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nationalism as an invented European doctrine which holds that people are grouped into 

nations by certain characteristics and that the only legitimate form of government is national 

self-government (Kedourie 1993, p. 1-2). Anthony Smith believes that nationalism consists 

of three parts: a language and symbolism of a nation, a social and political movement on 

behalf of the nation, and a doctrine and ideology of a nation (Smith 2001 p. 5-6). Gellner 

(1983) describes nationalism as “a political principle, which holds that the political and 

national unit should be congruent” (p. 1). To this extent, nationalist sentiment is the feeling 

of satisfaction which is aroused by the fulfillment of this principle, or the feeling of anger 

aroused by the violation of this principle (Gellner 1983, p. 1).  

Gellner provides examples of a number of ways in which nationalist principle can be 

violated. He states that among these examples, one particular case serves as very strong 

driver for the arousal of nationalist sentiment. This case can be described as follows: If the 

political unit is ruled by people who belong to a different nation than that of the majority of 

the ruled, then such a situation represents a particularly intolerable violation of the nationalist 

principle (Gellner 1983, p. 1).  

Contemporary literature distinguishes two types of nationalism: civic and ethnic 

nationalism. Civic nationalism refers to the assertion of a society’s collective identity and 

political sovereignty based on its adherence to a common set of political values and on its 

common allegiance to a territorially defined state (Roshwald 2001 p. 5). Ethnic nationalism 

refers to the assertion of collective identity formed around a belief of common biological 

descent (Roshwald 2001 p. 6). Ethnic nationalism denotes a claim of territorial sovereignty 

based on that belief.  
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Let me elucidate the situation in Tatarstan in the early 1990s in terms of the 

abovementioned definitions. Following the collapse of the Soviet Union, Tatarstan wanted to 

gain independence from Russia to be able to control its own resources and have the full right 

to make political decisions; however, its attempts failed. Moscow did not want to grant 

Tatarstan sovereignty, because Tatarstan had strategic geopolitical and economic importance 

for Russia. Following these events, the level of nationalist sentiments became extremely high 

in Tatarstan, because Tatars did not want to be ruled by anybody else except Tatars 

themselves. This situation clearly falls under the Gellner’s case of a particularly intolerable 

breach of the nationalist principle described in the paragraph above. The nationalism that 

awoke in Tatarstan could be categorized as ethnic nationalism. 

A high level of nationalism could be mostly observed among some segments in 

political elites of Tatarstan; however, over time it diffused also to general public. An ultra-

nationalist Tatar party Ittifak (translated as ‘Union’ from Tatar) continued to claim immediate 

independence from Russia and promoted openly hostile policies against Russians living in 

the Republic. Radical Tatars of Ittifak insisted that Tatar should be the only official language 

in the republic and that Russians had to be deported from the Republic. In order to gain mass 

support, ultra nationalist Tatars claimed that Russians are the ones who always colonized 

Tatars and called for “throwing off the Russian yoke”. The leader of the party Ittifak, Fauziya 

Bayramova, published an article in which she asked:  

Would a Tatar who had any pride really look on calmly as his sacred 
lands were parceled out to others? Would a Tatar who had any pride really toil 
like a donkey for four centuries, pulling along the Russian newcomer? The 
Russians are laughing at us in a mocking way. They eat our bread, but they 
don't even consider us human beings (Walker 1996).  
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This was an effective strategy with the help of which Tatar nationalists divided Tatars 

and Russians into ‘us’ and ‘others’ and made Russians ‘scapegoats’ not only for failure to get 

independence, but also for all past grieves and traumas. Following the activity of radical 

Tatars, the wave of nationalist sentiments went from up to bottom and swept over common 

people. The conflicts along ethnic lines and the relationships between Tatars and Russians 

became tense and unfriendly throughout the entire Republic of Tatarstan. Extreme 

nationalism was about to fragment the Republic into two camps.  

The literature says that extreme nationalism generally emerges when division 

between ‘us’ and ‘others’ becomes too polarized and when the mechanism of ‘scapegoating’ 

starts to work. The mechanism of scapegoating displaces responsibility, relieves the in-group 

from obligations, and seeks to reassure interpretations for adverse developments elsewhere 

(Douglas 1995, p. 137).  ‘Scapegoating’ may also be a collective act of condemnation for all 

claimed injuries, like it was in the case of Tatars blaming Russians for colonization (Kallis 

2009, p. 28-29). Thus, we can see that in Tatarstan extreme nationalism was not emerging on 

its own, political elites deliberately exaggerated it in order to advance their own interests.   

 However, Tatarstan managed to avoid violence and ethnic-cleansings. When 

relationships between Tatars and Russians became too hot, Moscow threatened to dispatch its 

troops to Tatarstan. At that time Tatar political elites, except radical nationalists, realized that 

Tatarstan should stay away from interethnic conflict and violence. Thereafter, the head of 

Tatarstan, Mintimer Shaimiev, chose a wise strategy that reconciled the interests of both 

ethnic groups. He made it clear that he would actively oppose Tatar ultra-nationalists and 

protect the rights of Russians, but at the same time he would do his best to promote and 
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support Tatar cultural and religious revitalization and gain more autonomy for Tatarstan from 

Moscow (Walker 1996). 

Shaimiev also mobilized a nationalist agenda, but the nationalism he called for was 

moderate and was intended to satisfy the interests of Tatar nationalists by restoring national 

consciousness of Tatar people that was damaged during Soviet Union. The best ways to do 

that was by elevating the status of the Tatar language by making it the official language of 

the republic, and by constructing Tatar schools and promoting Tatar media. Reviving Islam 

as one of the most important parts of Tatar national identity was another important step. 

Islam was to be revitalized by the construction of mosques, madrassas and other religious 

institutions. Maintaining the presence of Tatars in the legislative and executive bodies was 

another important strategy for protecting interests of Tatar nationalists and serving to 

strengthen Tatar revitalization. Over 73 percent of the deputies of the State Council of 

Tatarstan were Tatars, and only 25 percent were Russians (Walker 1996). Tatars were also 

over-represented in all ministries of Tatarstan.  

In his 2004 book The Myth of Ethnic Conflict: Serbia and Croatia in 1990, Valere 

Gagnon argues that political elites use nationalist and ethnic agendas to serve their own 

interests. Such a strategy is commonly used when in moments of high political mobilization, 

economic and political liberalization and democratization. (p. 7). His argument serves to 

explain situation in Tatarstan in the 1990s. The moment Tatarstan was confronted with 

struggles for independence and growth in nationalism was a moment of high political 

mobilization, economic liberalization and democratization which swept over all post-Soviet 

space. So, is it possible that Tatar national and religious revival was the direct result of 

mobilization of nationalist agendas by political segments of Tatar society in order to serve 
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their interests? Yes, because reviving parts of Tatar national identity such as language and 

religion helped to satisfy the interests of Tatar nationalists and avoid upcoming violence 

between Russians and Tatars. Moreover, the Tatar national and religious revival had positive 

consequences for the entire Tatar nation. First of all, the revival united Tatars under the roof 

of a common national identity. National and religious values became more important and the 

level of interethnic marriages decreased.   

Let me finish by summarizing some of the key points from this section. One of the 

most important ideas is that nations are ‘imagined communities’ and thus nationalism is a 

flexible concept which is subject to manipulation. The particular political ideologies that 

people live in affect the level of nationalism in a society. For example, in the Soviet Union 

Tatar nationalism was almost non-existent, while in the post-Soviet period it suddenly swept 

over the entire republic. Political leaders are capable for provoking and reducing national 

sentiments and generally use nationalist agendas in order to define their interests or advance 

particular ideologies.  Moreover, the situation in Tatarstan supported the observation that 

nationalism can either serve to unite people or to divide them. Political leaders can actually 

make nationalism to work to either unite or divide people.  

 

2.2 Research Methodology 

I used two different research methods for this work – fieldwork and textual analysis. 

My main research method was fieldwork, and textual analysis was a subsidiary method that 

helped me to gain data I could not get during the fieldwork. First of all let me explain why I 

had to use these two research methods. In my thesis I described changes that were unfolding 

in Kazan in the last six centuries.  I divided this time frame into several historic periods: the 
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early Islamic period (1436-1552), the post-war or Russian pre-Imperial period (1552-1708), 

the Imperial period (1708-1920), the Soviet period (1920-1990) and the post-Soviet period 

(1990-present). In fact, my main focus and the heart of my work was the post-Soviet period, 

but I had to incorporate other historic periods in the analysis, because it is impossible to find 

out how the object is changing without knowing how it used to be in the past. I conducted 

fieldwork in order to witness and analyze changes happened in the post-Soviet period. When 

fieldwork observation was not enough and in order to learn how Kazan was changing deep in 

the past, I had to rely on textual analysis of the historic literature.  

Fieldwork is a research method that employs firsthand observations made in the 

actual studied environment as opposed to those done in controlled environments (Pandey 

2008). Fieldwork is widely used in geography, anthropology, sociology and education. 

Fieldwork is very important as a research method in geography primarily because geography 

is an empirical field of science and the data for geographic research usually come from real 

world observations in present time (Gerber and Goh, 2000, p. 38). An American botanist 

W.H. Brewer stated that “The best book of geography is the face of the earth itself” (Brewer 

cited in Gerber and Goh, 2000, p. 16). Consequently, there is no better way to do 

geographical research than conducting fieldwork.  

Fieldwork is a valuable tool to study urban environments and document changes 

happening in them. Jennifer Frew (1993) emphasized the importance of fieldwork method for 

urban studies by stating that “Cities are ever changing environments and the fieldwork which 

finds out these changes and seeks to explain them can transform a geographer into a 

detective” (Frew 1993, p. 32). Thus fieldwork not only allows the collection of data first 

hand, it also helps to develop critical thinking skills in a researcher. 
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Like any other research method, fieldwork can follow either a deductive or an 

inductive approach. I used the inductive field study method. The inductive method implies 

moving from particular observations to broader generalizations and theories. Inductive 

fieldwork method begins with the area exploration and collection of data and follows with 

the analysis of data. During the analysis of data the specific patterns can be identified and 

transformed into generalizations. The inductive approach ends with broad conclusions and 

theories (Barcelona Field Studies Center 2010).  

Let me explain the process of my fieldwork study. My fieldwork research began in 

June 2009 and ended in August 2009. During those three months I stayed in Kazan and 

explored the city. I was mainly interested in the changes that happened in the last two 

decades and were related with Tatar religious, national and cultural revival. By saying 

‘changes’ I imply physical changes in the landscape of the city such as construction of new 

landmarks, memorials, monuments, buildings, institutions and other establishments. Changes 

related to religious revival included the construction of new mosques and reconstruction of 

the old ones, establishment of religious educational institutions and organizations, and the 

emergence of business establishments aimed to serve Muslim population of the city.  

Changes related with the rise of Tatar nationalism involved the renaming of streets and 

mikroraions1, establishment of national symbols such as flags, emblems and coat of arms, 

and construction of Tatar schools and kindergartens. Cultural changes included the 

construction of buildings that used traditional Tatar architecture. I kept records of all new 

                                                           
1 A mikroraion is an area of city or a town which has been given official boundaries for the purpose of 
administration. It was used in Soviet and is used in post-Soviet cities.  
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landmarks, establishments and other features that I could observe in Kazan. My records were 

in the form of notes and illustrations.  

Why did I choose to analyze physical elements of the city such as landmarks, 

buildings, memorials and other structures as evidences of the revival of Tatar national 

consciousness? There are many ways to express national identity. People can express their 

national identity in songs and folklore; they can wear traditional clothes or they can speak 

their national language. However, landmarks and buildings are the most concrete expressions 

of people’s national identity, because they are one of the most difficult forms of expression. 

Landmarks, buildings and other physical establishments are costly in terms of money, time 

and efforts. Thus a change in the city’s landscape is an indicator of the very strong desire to 

express people’s national identities. Conducting the fieldwork in Kazan helped me to 

understand how big was the desire of Tatar people to transform their identities into the solid 

form.  

There are many reasons why I chose fieldwork as my main research method. 

Fieldwork is not only an exciting thing to do, because you are actively engaged with the 

environment you are researching, but it is also a very efficient research method if it is 

planned and done carefully. I wanted to document changes in the urban environment of the 

post-Soviet Kazan and no other research method could be as useful for me as the fieldwork 

was. I had all evidences right before my eyes and I could document even the slightest 

changes that happened in the city. Indeed I would not be able to find the data I could collect 

in any other places but the city itself.  

I think that it is important to mention that conducting fieldwork was a very 

appropriate research method for me also because Kazan is my hometown and I have been 
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familiar with its environments for my whole life. I was in Kazan during the Soviet times and 

during the 1990s and remember how it looked like in those periods. Thus, I was able to easily 

locate the changes that happened since the collapse of Soviet Union. Also the factor that I 

haven’t resided in Kazan continuously for the last seven years, but visited it annually, helped 

me to analyze how the city was changing year by year. If I was a permanent resident of 

Kazan, many changes would probably go unnoticed by me.  

Another reason why I have chosen this research method is that because fieldwork 

helped me feel the actual soul of the Tatar cultural and religious revitalization in the city. A 

city is not the spiritless permanent settlement made of tall buildings and being urban does not 

only mean residing in this spiritless environment.  It is important to view “urbanism as a way 

of life” (Wirth 1938, p. 1-24). Exploring Kazan at firsthand provided me an opportunity to 

analyze urban lifestyle of the city from the perspective of Tatar revival.  People influence 

cities, but at the same time they are influenced by cities. Thus, changes in the society itself go 

hand in hand with changes in the environment in which they live. While I was doing my 

fieldwork I could actually observe and feel that people residing in Kazan have changed to a 

great extent in the last decade. They were influenced by this identity-based resurgence and 

many people changed their lifestyles and the way they look. Feeling the spirit of Tatar 

religious and cultural revival in people helped me to interpret changes that happened in the 

landscape of the city.   

Despite all its advantages, fieldwork has some limitations on the generalizability of 

the findings. The findings I could derive from the data I collected during fieldwork are 

localized; thus, application of my findings to different geographic areas may produce 

inaccurate results even if those areas have similar trends. Many regions in the former USSR 



39 

 

have experienced national resurgence in the post-Soviet period, but it does not mean that all 

regions will follow a common path. The common factor of being a constituent unit of Soviet 

Union may be a powerful factor allowing some degree of generalizability; however, many 

other factors should be carefully considered before making any generalizations.   
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CHAPTER 3 

EVOLUTION OF KAZAN FROM KHANATE TO SOVIET REPUBLIC 

3.1 Introduction 

Kazan is a city of multiple identities. It was an ancient capital of a medieval Islamic 

state until it was conquered, subjugated and forcefully remade. It was the city which slowly 

rose from ashes and remains of its Tatar past, yet it could not return to its original purely 

Islamic condition. Instead, it became a provincial and ethnically segregated Russian town in 

which Islamic identity was totally replaced with a Christian Orthodox one. In spite of this 

fact, Kazan was a city that retained some small traces of Tatar culture and religion which 

were transmitted/transferred/passed from generation to generation. It was the city which 

became an industrial pride of the Soviet Union; and finally, in 1990, it has become the capital 

of the oil-rich Republic of Tatarstan, which despite of its name, is as Russian as it is Tatar, 

and as Christian as it is Muslim.   

In this section I will tell about four different periods of Kazan history: Kazan Khanate 

period (1436-1552), the pre-Imperial Russian period (1552-1704), the Imperial Russian 

period (1704-1920) and the Soviet period (1920-1990). I will tell how city’s landscape 

changed in each historic period and draw attention on the relationship between interests of 

political elites and the appearance of Kazan. The objective of this chapter is not only to show 

how Kazan was changing over time, but also to trace the level of representation of Tatar 

culture, religion and nationalism in Kazan in each of these periods. The level of 

representation of Tatar identity in Kazan throughout the history has been generally cyclical – 

i.e., increasing and decreasing in different historical periods (see table 2). Note that the level 
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of Tatar identity in Kazan varied from very high during the Kazan Khanate period to 

practically non-existent in pre-Imperial period.  

Table 2: The level of Tatar identity in Kazan in different historic periods  

Historical 
Periods 

Kazan 
Khanate 
Period 

Pre-Imperial 
Period 

Imperial 
period 

 Soviet 
period 

Post-Soviet 
period 

Level of Tatar 
identity very high very low moderate very low high 

 
Understanding the pattern of this cycle would provide an opportunity to understand 

which processes were causing the revival. 

 

3.2 Kazan during the Kazan Khanate period (1436-1552) 

In no other period of its history Kazan was as Islamic and as ‘Tatar’ as in the Kazan 

Khanate period. During this period the city was the capital of the Tatar Islamic state – the 

Kazan Khanate, so it was inhabited predominantly by Tatars and was saturated with Tatar 

Islamic culture. During the Kazan Khanate period, Kazan was the main center of Islamic 

culture in the northern Europe and was visited by the ambassadors of foreign states. It also 

was the largest and the wealthiest city in Volga region.  

The Kazan Khanate seceded from the Golden Horde in 1436. It was established on 

the northern and western parts of the old lands of Volga Bulgaria, the southern area of the 

present-day republic of Komi and the south of the present city Perm. Kazan Khanate was 

ruled by khans coming from the same dynasty. The population of the Kazan Khanate was 

about 2.5 million in the end of the 15th century. Kazan had population of 40,000 in the 

beginning of the 16th century and was the third most populous city in Eastern Europe after 

Moscow and Novgorod (Tagirov 2008, p. 262). 
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During the Kazan Khanate period Kazan was a representation of Tatar national 

identity. The architecture of Kazan was of Islamic oriental style. The landscape of the city 

was dominated by the Khan’s palace, the Qul-Sharif mosque, the courthouse, a caravanserai 

(an “inn” for caravans), and public baths. These landmarks were constructed from fine brick 

and had stone vaulted rooms, tall columns, arcades and ceilings decorated with oriental 

frescoes and marble floors (Matthews and Bukharaev 2000, p. 19). 

 One of the most important landmarks of Kazan – the Qul-Sharif mosque – was a 

spectacular and unique work of art. It was a huge construction with eight tall minarets. 

Historic evidence such as recorded memories demonstrate that St. Basil’s cathedral, which 

was built later in Mosque to commemorate Russian invasion of the Kazan Khanate, copied 

the style and architecture of destroyed central mosque of Kazan (Tagirov 2007, p. 245). 

Another symbolic construction – the central residence of Kazan’s khan – was a two-storey 

palace with huge arcade and pillars supporting the roof. In short, Tatars were very advanced 

in architecture. Since Islam was tightly incorporated into the political system of Tatars, every 

corner of the city manifested Islam. Kazan was also abundant with mosques, religious 

schools and institutions.  

Much of the traditional Tatar architecture was found during the Kazan Khanate 

period. During the Kazan Khanate period, Tatars developed their traditional styles in mosque 

and house construction.  They started building wooden mosques consisting of a rectangular 

block and a single minaret erected on the top of this block. Additionally, during Kazan 

Khanate period Tatars established their traditional approach to decorating and painting 

houses and yards. Woodcarving became a common method to decorate windows and doors 

of houses and gates of yards. Tatars usually used floral patterns in woodcarving since 
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depiction of living creatures is forbidden in Islam. Tatars also began using bold combinations 

of colors in paining their houses (for example, yellow with green, green with red, yellow with 

blue). Because of rich decorations each Tatar house represented unique traditional art. 

(Tagirov 2007, p. 247). Tatar architectural style, which is still used in Tatarstan in our days, 

is a direct legacy of Kazan Khanate period.   

Kazan of the Kazan Khanate period could be compared with such cities as Bukhara or 

Samarkand. Being important regional cities, they were centers of Islamic culture and 

education. Kazan did not represented any other identities except Islamic Tatar one, since it 

was established and populated by Tatars. Since Islam was the dominant ideology of the 

Kazan Khanate, the authorities were interested to promote and embed Islam in every corner 

of the city. They were also interested in making the citizens of Kazan religiously aware since 

they built madrassas and religious institutions in considerable numbers. Thus the 

representation of the Islam and Tatar identity in Kazan was extremely high in the Kazan 

Khanate period.  

Being a wealthy capital of a developed state, Kazan was an attractive target for 

external forces. Russians descried Kazan as “the Garden of Eden desired by all” (Hudyakov 

1991). Russian publicist Ivan Peresvet wrote that “Kazan should have been conquered even if 

it had been a friend of Russia’” (Hudyakov 1991). Thirteen attempts were made to conquer 

Kazan during the Khanate period. Tatars successfully repelled these invasions; however, they 

were significantly weakened by constant wars. In 1552, Russians organized a final military 

campaign led by Russian czar Ivan IV ‘Grozny’ (‘Grozny’, which means fearsome in 

Russian, was the title given to Ivan IV for his cruel and aggressive personality). The war 
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lasted for more than one month and ended with subjugation of Kazan. The 1552 siege 

officially marked the end of the Kazan Khanate period and the decline of Tatar nation.  

 

3.3 Kazan in the pre-Imperial Russian period (1552-1704) 

The pre-Imperial Russian period was the worst period for Tatars and for Kazan in 

terms of Islam and Tatar identity. Only 6,000 out of Kazan’s 40,000 residents survived after 

the 1552 siege (Tagirov 2007, p. 262). Russians implemented a massive forceful remaking of 

Kazan. Spectacular mosques, palaces, madrassas and other landmarks constructed by Tatars 

were demolished, and the skyline of the newly remade city came to be dominated by the 

Christian churches and monasteries. Several symbolic landmarks were built in Kazan’s 

Kremlin as symbols of Kazan’s conquest. Ivan Grozny personally selected the sites of 

construction for the symbolic landmarks (Zagoskin 2005, p. 144). These landmarks included 

Spasskaya church, St. Kiprian and Ustinia churh, the Annunciation cathedral, Zylant 

monastery and a memorial to the Russians who died during Kazan siege (Zagoskin 2005, p. 

141). All of these landmarks were constructed hastily, because Russians wanted to 

commemorate their victory over Tatars as quickly as possible. Therefore the quality of 

landmarks was sacrificed for the speediness. For example, the Annunciation Cathedral was 

built in just three days, but was only a small wooden building at that time. Later it was 

reconstructed into a huge cathedral made of white stone. Another important fact to notice 

about these landmarks is that they were erected at the exact place where old demolished 

buildings used to be.  

Religious hatred is very important in explaining why Russians were completely 

reconstructing Kazan. At that time there was significant clash of Russian Orthodox and 
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Muslim Tatar identities. Tatars were mainly identified by Russians as “adherents to different 

faith”. Moreover, they had been their enemies since the time of the Golden Horde. Spreading 

Christianity and eliminating other religions was a sacred mission for Russians. Ivan Grozny 

used religion as his main tool of governance and every action of Ivan Grozny was done “in 

the name of Christianity”. In this way, destroying Kazan’s main Islamic landmarks 

symbolized the assertion of Russian power upon the conquered city. 

However, Tatar identity was not fully eradicated from the city. It was displaced to a 

place called Tatar Sloboda, which basically meant Tatar settlement (in Russian ‘sloboda’ 

means large village or settlement populated by non-serf peasants). Tatar sloboda became the 

main place of residence for Tatars who survived the siege of Kazan. It also became the 

enclave that enabled Tatars to retain their religious and cultural values and subsequently to 

transmit them from generation to generation.  

Tatar sloboda was located in the outskirts of Kazan and separated from the rest of the 

city by a wall (Gilyazov, 2002, p. 61). Russians controlled the population growth of Tatar 

settlements in order to minimize the possibility of insurrection or revolt. The precise 

population of Tatar settlement is not known; however, according to Gilyazov (2002) it 

consisted of no more than 150 households. Tatar slobodas did not contain any mosques 

because Russians did not allow Tatars to practice Islam publicly. Moreover, periodically 

Russian government implemented forceful Christianization policies.  

Post-war Kazan became a deeply segregated city. Following the siege about 7,000 

Russians migrated to Kazan (Tagirov 2007, p. 262). Russians moved primarily into the 

central parts of Kazan, including into the Kremlin area. The whole Kremlin area became a 

huge gated community, because Tatars were not allowed to enter its territory. German 
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traveler Adam Oleariy wrote in seventeenth century, “The Kremlin was inhabited only by 

Russians and Tatars could only enter its territory with special permission granted by Russian 

authorities. Those who disobeyed were executed” (Gilyazov, 2002, p. 63). Such a deep ethnic 

segregation persisted until the establishment of Soviet Union. 

The forceful remaking of cities has been relatively widespread strategy of political 

elites implemented after conquests or changes in the dominant ideology. The remaking of 

Kazan has striking similarities with forceful remaking of Jerusalem which took place after 

the Israeli occupation in 1967. Replacing Palestinian identity with the Israeli one by 

demolishing Palestinian landmarks and public places was the Israeli strategy which reminds 

of the strategy of Ivan Grozny in Kazan. In Jerusalem, the Palestinian public place – the 

Maghrebi Quarter – was demolished immediately after the Israeli occupation (Samman, 

2007, p. 2-3).  Another city which had similar destiny to that of Kazan was Byzantine 

Constantinople which underwent huge process of ‘Islamization’ and transformed from a 

Christian city into an Islamic capital of the Ottoman Empire.  

Control of location of the defeated population and its movement is another important 

strategy implemented by political elites in conquered or occupied cities. Like the post-siege 

Kazan, modern-day Jerusalem is also a deeply segregated city with Palestinians living in the 

eastern parts of the city and Israelis residing in western parts. A segregation wall was built in 

Jerusalem in 2002 in order to divide Palestinians from Israelis and limit commuting 

opportunities of Palestinians. It has similarities with the segregation wall that was built in 

post-siege Kazan to separate Tatars from Russians.  

To summarize, pre-Imperial Kazan had the lowest representation of Tatar identity and 

Islam. In a very short time it transformed from a spectacular Muslim city to a typical Russian 
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city with churches and monasteries in which Tatars were only a tiny minority with no 

political and social rights.   

 

3.4 Kazan during the Imperial Russian period (1704-1920)  

During the Imperial period Kazan was still predominantly a Russian Orthodox city; 

however, it experienced moderate-scale Tatar revival beginning from the late 18th century. 

This was due to improving attitude of Russians towards Tatars which began with the rule of 

the Catherine the Great. Tatars received more political, economic and social rights and thus 

had more influence on the city than before.  

 In 1704 Kazan became the center of Kazan province of Russian Empire. Kazan 

province was a vast region stretching from Nizhniy Novgorod to Astrakhan. During the 

Imperial period, Kazan began to experience relatively quick economic and social growth and 

became one of the largest cities in Volga region. What promoted economic growth was that 

Kazan became the main center of shipbuilding for the Caspian fleet after Peter the Great’s 

visit in 1718. In addition, Kazan became a large industrial center processing fur and leather 

and producing textiles and soap. By the end of eighteen century about 200 factories were 

operating in Kazan (Tagirov 2007, p. 273). In terms of industrial production the city was the 

fourth in Russia after Moscow, Vladimir and Novgorod.  

In the Imperial period Kazan consisted of three parts: the Kremlin, trading quarters, 

and Tatar slobodas. The Kremlin was the center of the city’s administration and the heart of 

Orthodox Christianity. The Kremlin contained the governor’s office, the governor’s house, 

the Annunciation Cathedral, two monasteries, ten churches, the bishop’s house, and a 
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guardhouse. People of high political, economic and social status resided close to the center 

and people of lower status lived in areas further away from center. Trading quarters were the 

area which contained open markets and houses of Russian nobility.  

Ethnic segregation continued to be persistent. There was an east-west divide in the 

city in terms of ethnic segregation. Russians generally lived in the eastern parts of the city 

which were close to the Kremlin, while Tatars lived in western parts of the city in Tatar 

slobodas/enclaves which were located beyond the trading quarters. In the 1730s, the walls 

that had separated Kazan from Tatar slobodas were destroyed and the city merged with 

slobodas. This signified the beginning of Tatar integration with the rest of Kazan; however, 

ethnic segregation continued to be persistent until the Soviet period.   

In the second half of the eighteenth century, Kazan became a site of big construction, 

because there was a need for more housing for people migrating to Kazan. There also was a 

need to modify the structure of Kazan since before 1780s there was no any urban planning in 

Kazan and the city was very inefficient. Streets often ended with dead ends and houses were 

built on any empty plots of land. By the request of the Empress Catherine II, architects made 

plan on Kazan’s urban development. Nine new streets were constructed around the Kremlin. 

These streets had sidewalks, which was an innovation for Kazan at that time. Moreover, 

several bridges were built, including bridges crossing the Kazanka and the Bulak Rivers.  

 

3.4.1. The Tatars of the early Imperial Kazan 

The conspicuous construction and city’s improvement was done only in the central 

parts of Kazan while Tatar enclaves remained the most neglected and were the poorest areas. 
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This was due to the fact that the economic and social status of Tatars in Kazan continued to 

stay relatively low in Imperial period. The worst period experienced by Tatars was the rule of 

Peter the Great (1682-1725). Tatars living in Slobodas had to pay a variety of taxes to 

Russians. Most of Tatars living in the settlements were peasants and Peter the Great used to 

assign them to difficult tasks. For example, after establishment of the shipbuilding industry 

the majority of Tatars were sent to forests to cut timber for ships from October to April. This 

was a hard job as a result of which thousands of Tatars died from cold and various diseases. 

Moreover, their households left behind in Kazan were decaying. About 5,000 Tatars from 

Kazan were sent to construction of St. Petersburg. Another 5,000 were sent to construct a 

fortress on the river Kura in the Caucasus Mountains (Tagirov 2007, p. 274-275). As the 

result, the male workforce was often absent and Tatar slobodas were deteriorating.  

There was a significant economic inequality among Tatars. The majority of Tatars 

were poor people making their income from agriculture. Rich Tatars were mostly the people 

who established manufactories and became relatively successful merchants exporting their 

products to foreign countries. The number of successful Tatar merchants increased by the 

middle of eighteen century.  About 34 factories operating in Kazan at those times were 

owned by Tatars. The products they manufactured included furs and leather. Some of the 

travelers visiting Kazan in the second half of eighteen century noticed that Tatars in general 

were more successful as merchants than Russians (Tagirov, 2007, p. 273). For example, 

Tatar merchants Ishmuratov, Mamatov, Dautov and others established trade links with 

Muslim regions including Central Asia, Persia and Bukhara where Christian Russians simply 

could not enter (Tagirov 2007, p. 274). The houses of Tatar merchants were generally large, 
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luxurious and decorated with woodcarving patterns. The illustration 2 represents the house of 

the dynasty of famous Tatar merchants the Apanaevs located in old Tatar sloboda.  

 
      Illustration 2: The house of the Tatar merchants, the Apanaevs2 

 
 
Slobodas did not have any religious landmarks because the Russian government of 

the early Imperial period enforced anti-Islamic and policies. The construction of mosques 

and madrassas was not allowed and the Islamic clergy was persecuted. During the rule of the 

empress Anna Ioannovna, who ruled Russia after Peter the Great from 1730 to 1740, the 

‘Committees of Christianization’ were organized. Methods used by these committees were 

quite cruel. For example, Muslims were gathered near the riverfront and those who did not 

agree to convert to the Christian faith were shot. Despite these measures, relatively few 

Tatars actually converted and the majority remained Muslims. Moreover, significant attempts 

were made in order to ‘Russify’ Tatars. For example, Tatars were not allowed to print any 

books in the Tatar language. The attempts of Tatar merchants to establish printing press were 

suppressed by Russians.  Because of the absence of printing press, thousands of works of 

                                                           
2 All illustrations belong to the author unless otherwise noted  
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Tatar writers did not reach our days. To summarize, in the early Imperial period Kazan did 

not have many differences from the pre-Imperial Kazan since Russians were in power and 

Tatar identity was suppressed.  

The attempts of Russians to diminish Tatar identity resulted in the fact that national 

consciousness of Tatars suffered significantly. Many Tatars were ashamed of calling 

themselves ‘Tatars’ and instead preferred to identify themselves as ‘Muslims’. A 

considerable proportion of Tatars, especially the youth, was ignorant of their origins and 

thought that they had always resided under Russian suppression. This situation was to be 

changed with the rule of Catherine the Great.  

 

3.4.2 Tatar Religious and Cultural Revitalization of Kazan in the 19th century 

Kazan changed considerably in the 19th century. Tatars began to open mosques and 

religious schools. This was due to the fact that the attitude of Russians towards Tatars 

became more tolerant and Tatars received more religious and cultural freedom. However, 

Tatars could influence only western part of the city, i.e. Tatar neighborhoods. They were not 

allowed to change central parts of the city.  

The empress Catherine II (Catherine the Great; ruled years 1762-1796) played an 

important role in changing the status of Tatars. Catherine II believed that establishment of 

interethnic and interreligious dialogue in Russia was a key to a stable and successful 

monarchy. Therefore, she annulled most of the discriminatory measures against non-

Christian ethnic groups such as Bashkirs, Kazakhs and Kyrgyzs, as well as Tatars.  

In 1767 she travelled around the Volga region and visited Kazan in order to look and 

understand what kind of policies had to be taken towards Tatars. During her visit to Kazan 
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she wrote: “I am in Asia! I wanted to see this country with my own eyes. In Kazan, there are 

twenty different nations which are nothing like each other and I have to sew for them one 

garment to suit everyone” (Znamenitye Lyudi O Kazanskom Krae 1987, p. 38). With the 

word ‘garments’; Catherine probably implied taking measures which would satisfy the needs 

of diverse cultures and religions. The visit of Catherine the Great to Kazan resulted in 

considerable changes to the appearance of Kazan.   

As a highlight of her visit to Kazan, Catherine the Great had an official meeting with 

Tatar religious officials. A result was that Tatars received the right to build mosques and 

religious schools in their settlements. In 1767 Tatars built Al-Majani mosque – the first 

mosque constructed in the city after the 1552 siege. The first gymnasium was opened in 

Kazan in 1758 and one of the subjects taught there was the Tatar language. Furthermore, 

under the rule of Catherine, printing press was established to print the books in the Tatar 

language (Akiner 1983, p. 58). This was very important achievement in Tatar history because 

ever since that time Tatar literature had played crucial role in spreading information and new 

ideas among all Tatars. Indeed, this was the first Tatar religious and cultural revival of Kazan 

since the 1552 destruction (Tagirov 2007, p. 277).  

As a result, Catherine the Great has long been regarded as a relatively positive ruler 

by many Tatars. She was even called “ebi-patsha’ which means ‘grandmother-tsarina’ in 

Tatar (Tagirov 2007, p. 281). However, there were also criticisms of Catherine’s policies. 

There is an opinion that Catherine II abolished severe measures against Tatars because she 

was afraid that they would revolt and damage the integrity of the Empire (Batulla 2009). 

Another point is that although she did grant permission to build mosques and open schools in 

Kazan, she did not give Tatars any money from the government’s budget. For example, the 
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Al-Mardjani mosque and other mosques were constructed entirely on Tatars’ donations 

(Batulla 2009). Rich Tatar merchants often covered the full constructions costs of mosques. 

Meanwhile the construction of Orthodox churches and other landmarks in Kazan was heavily 

subsidized by the government. Books published in Tatar underwent through censorship, 

while books published in Russian were generally not supervised. Religious literature was 

very costly and the majority of Tatars could not afford it. For example, the price of the Quran 

was 200 rubles, which equaled to the price of 100 horses (Karimullin 2007). Thus, providing 

Tatars religious and economic freedom was a carefully implemented strategic step as the 

result of which Catherine II not only won the love of Tatars but also secured the integrity of 

the Russian Empire.  

Nevertheless, even with this relatively insignificant degree of religious and cultural 

freedom Tatars managed to change the western parts of Kazan significantly. Before the rule 

of Catherine II Tatar settlements already differed from the rest of Kazan, but after Tatars 

received permission to construct mosques and open religious schools, the contrast between 

their settlements and the city became even more obvious. The illustration 3 represents one of 

the streets of Tatar sloboda. The houses were probably constructed in nineteenth century and 

belonged to middle class Tatars. The minaret belongs to the Blue Mosque constructed in 

1815-1819 from donations of Tatar merchant Ahmet Zamanov. The mosques built in the 

Imperial Kazan were generally modest, since government put limits on size and area of the 

building and the height of minarets. Moreover, the mosques were generally built by Russian 

architects who did not use traditional Tatar architectural style. The idea was to keep the 

mosques small and modest so that they would not attract too much attention and remain 

unnoticeable in the overall skyline of the city.  
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          Illustration 3: A street in the Tatar sloboda 

 
 
Tatar houses were built in traditional Tatar architectural styles. Painting houses in 

bright colors and woodcarving were widespread means of decorating Tatar houses. Houses of 

rich Tatar merchants were especially distinctive and represented a unique works of art.  

Illustration 4 represents renovated houses of Tatar merchants living in slobodas in the 

nineteenth century. 

         Illustration 4: Renovated house of a Tatar Merchant in Tatar sloboda 
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In the nineteenth century Tatars experienced the reshaping of their national 

consciousness. The initiator of this rebirth was the Tatar writer and historian Shigabutdin 

Mardjani (1818-1889). Marjani was a very important individual in Kazan’s history because 

he united all Tatars under common national identity. Mardjani was the first to write the full 

history of the Tatar people. He was also the first to complain that Tatars had become 

indifferent and ignorant about their own history and origins. He was first to ask a question: 

“Who are we, if not Tatars?” Mardjani devoted a significant portion of his life to increase 

awareness among Tatars about their own origins and history.  

Marjani and his followers had a great effect on the city. The followers of Mardzhani 

were the founders of the Jadidism movement (from Arabic, Jadidism means modernization) 

which became very widespread among all Tatars in Kazan and then other Muslim people 

living in Russia in late nineteenth century. The followers of the movement – Jadids, 

advocated modernization of religion and rise of Tatar national consciousness. Education was 

to become the main tool of Jadids. They were assured that education was the only 

appropriate solution to society’s problems such as ignorance, poverty and division. True 

social justice had to be created through adequate, universal education. Thus Jadids insisted 

on modifying the system of Tatar education, which at that time was primarily religious. Tatar 

religious schools in Kazan were secularized. In 1911 the English journal “The Moslem 

World” analyzed education in Tatar religious schools of Kazan and concluded that they were 

almost identical to classical gymnasiums except for the fact that they taught Arabic and 

Persian instead of Greek and Latin (Hanbikov 1979, p. 62).  

Although Tatars had relatively little influence on the structure of central Kazan, they 

made many significant changes in the areas where they lived. In general, Tatars had 
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implemented considerable efforts to rise from the condition of political and social oppression 

which had persisted since 1552. They had almost fully integrated to political, economic and 

social life of Russia. The relationships between Russians and Tatars were improving and 

there was less ethnic and religious intolerance. However, Kazan remained a deeply 

segregated city with Tatars mainly concentrated in western poor neighborhoods situated at 

edges of the city and Russians residing in Kazan’s central and eastern parts.  

 

3.5 Kazan during the Soviet period 

The Soviet period of Kazan started on 27th May of 1920 when Bolsheviks announced 

the establishment of the Tatar Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic, the capital of which 

would be Kazan. No period in history produced such huge impact on Kazan as the Soviet 

period did. During the Soviet period the Tatar national and religious revitalization that took 

off in the late Imperial period was stopped. The Tatar identity of the city was diminished 

even in the old neighborhoods where Tatars resided. During the Soviet period Kazan was 

transformed into an irreligious socialist city, which meant that Orthodox identity was also 

significantly diminished.  

The start of the Soviet period was a ‘paradigm shift’ in all aspects of political, 

economic, social and cultural life. Everything was affected by the Soviet ideology. The main 

objective of Soviet leaders was to construct a common Soviet identity for citizens of 

multinational Soviet Union in order to secure the integrity and unity of the state. The 

construction of a common Soviet identity could only be achieved by eradicating the national 

and ethnic identities since they prevented the establishment of new identity. Thus, Soviet 

ideology had to create a common lifestyle for all individuals and get rid of everything that 
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stood out against a common background. Cities served as most important tools for creating 

new generation of people united under common Soviet identity.  

Throughout the whole Soviet period, vigorous attempts were made in order to 

reconstruct capitalist cities of old Imperial Russia into ‘socialist’ ones (Malysheva and 

Salnikova 2005). Kazan underwent large scale modifications as well. Many of the first 

actions of Soviet governments after the 1917 Revolution involved renaming places and 

changing important monuments. Old monuments, which were seen as ‘unnecessary’, were 

dismantled and the new ones were erected, urban planning was totally changed, and different 

types of architecture were promoted. A large scale remaking of the city began in the late 

1920s when Stalin came to power. Huge changes happened in Kazan during Stalinist period. 

The nature of city, the organization of city, the architecture of city – everything was changed.  

Let me start by describing architectural changes. Buildings which were constructed in 

Kazan since the start of Soviet period significantly differed from the buildings constructed 

before. Modern architecture became the main architectural style for residential, institutional, 

and administrative buildings of Kazan. This style could be characterized by the simplification 

of forms and elimination of details seen as ‘unnecessary’ such as ornaments and patterns. 

The illustration 5 represents evident contrast between Soviet and Imperial constructions. This 

illustration depicts one of the central streets of Kazan – the Baumana Street – as it looked 

like in 1930s. The building on the left side was constructed in the 19th century. The sign ‘15’ 

erected on the top of the buildings means that fifteen years had passed since the 1917 

Revolution. The big building on the right is the Publishing House constructed in late 1920s 

early 1930s. The modern architectural style of this building is evident in its straight vertical 
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and horizontal lines and the absence of ornaments. The only ‘decoration’ of the Publishing 

House was the big portrait of Joseph Stalin which was hung on the wall of the building.  

 
         Illustration 5: Kazan in the 1930s 

 
 

Stalin promoted forceful industrialization in Soviet Union and during his regime 

Kazan was transformed into a city of gigantic industries. Industrialization was so rapid that 

by early 1930s Kazan already functioned as large industrial center which manufactured 

planes and trains. One of the largest and most vital industries established in Kazan was the 

processing of fur. In 1930s Kazan produced 50 percent of the Soviet Union’s fur, 32 percent 

of shoes and 43 percent of the typing machines (Malysheva and Salnikova, 2005; Tagirov, 

2007, p. 330). In such a way, Kazan transformed into one of the most industrialized cities in 

Soviet Union.  

The growth of industry attracted a huge flow of migrants from rural areas and small 

towns. “Thousands of migrants coming to Kazan nested in any empty space they saw. They 

were ready for any kind of job and any amount of money” (Nosov, 1994, p. 13). The Tatar 
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population in the city was also increasing. While in 1920 the percentage of Tatars in Kazan 

was 21.9, in 1926 the percentage of Tatar population became 26 percent. In 1974 the 

proportion of Tatars reached 31.1 percent (Smith, 1996, p. 93). Tatar migration continued 

throughout the whole period of Soviet Union until it reached about 50 percent of Kazan’s 

population in 1989.  

An important change that happened in Kazan was shifting of some important 

functions from the ancient Kremlin to the ‘Square of Freedom’ (Ploshchad’ Svobody). The 

‘Square of Freedom’ was the largest public square in Kazan which is located to the south east 

of the Kremlin. The old name of this square was Teatralnaya Square (Theatre Square). In 

1924 it was renamed to ‘Square of Freedom’. Many important symbolic, political and 

cultural landmarks were established on the square. One of the most important symbolic 

landmarks was the statue of Vladimir Lenin erected in the center of the square (see the 

illustration 6). Other examples included ministries buildings, a national conservatory, one of 

the buildings of Kazan State Technological University, and the academic theatre for opera 

and ballet. Generally speaking, education and art were very important in Soviet times, 

because they served to unite all people and distance them from their national identities.  
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        Illustration 6: The Statue of Vladimir Lenin at the “Square of Freedom” in 
Kazan 

 
 

Another aspect which significantly changed the city’s landscape was the erection of 

symbolic monuments such as statues of Vladimir Lenin and other Soviet leaders. These 

statues were erected in most important public places of central Kazan. One of the most 

famous statues of Lenin in Kazan was the statue erected at the front of Kazan State 

University from which Lenin graduated. Moreover, Kazan streets were renamed after the 

names of famous Soviet leaders or other people idealized by Soviet government. For 

example, there were Lenin Street, Karl Marx Street, Nikolay Ershov Street (famous Kazan 

Bolshevik and revolutionist); Chapaev Street (Russian national hero of the civil war) and 

many other streets which somehow symbolized the pride of Soviet Union. The images of 

sickle and hammers also started to appear on virtually every square meter of Kazan’s space.  

Substantial efforts were made to make Soviet society relatively egalitarian and 

‘classless’. Thus the spatial organization of cities was restructured in order to provide all 

citizens equal access to all elements of urban infrastructure, including housing and services. 
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The same was done in Kazan. Rukavishnikov, who studied the spatial organization of Kazan 

in 1970s, claimed that ‘no rigid relationship between an individual’s status in society and his 

place of residence is to be found in Kazan’ (Smith, 1996, p. 93). Almost every Soviet citizen 

had the right to live in free housing.  Single people working in factories received rights to 

accommodation in hostels, while families had rights to receive a flat in an apartment block 

(Kerblay, 1983, p. 61). In order to receive free housing, people had to stay on waiting lists, 

sometimes for years, because demand for housing significantly exceeded supply. Housing 

space was allocated according to a per capita standard which was set as 9 square meters in 

1922 (Smith, 1996, p. 78). However, some groups of people such as professors, artists, or 

writers could be entitled for additional living space. This was due to the fact that 

intelligentsia received the same wages as skilled workers and thus had to be rewarded in 

other non-monetary ways. Housing quality used to be relatively standard; however, in some 

cases houses constructed at earlier periods were worse than houses constructed at later 

periods. For example, houses constructed before World War II were significantly worse than 

houses constructed later. The illustration 7 shows Soviet houses constructed before the World 

War II period.  
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Illustration 7: Soviet houses built before the World War II 

 
 

The most widespread type of Soviet houses was the so-called ‘Khrushchevkas’. These 

were houses constructed during the Khrushchev era in all cities of Soviet Union between 

1960s-1970s. They were hastily constructed in great quantities and thus they can be found in 

almost every district of Kazan and other cities of Soviet Union. Khrushchev’s houses 

represent five-storey rectangular blocks with absolutely identical planning of apartments, 

identical colors and entrance doors.  The main idea behind construction of identical houses 

was to make all people equal regardless their ethnic identities or employment positions.  

Due to the idea of common equality and justice, the Soviet period had tremendous 

effect on the ethnic composition of the city. Tatar settlements were abandoned and Tatars 

moved to apartments constructed provided by the Soviet government. In 1974, 

Rukavishnikov produced detailed maps for Kazan based on a survey and also reconstructed 

some features of the turn of twentieth century so that Soviet Kazan could be compared to 

Imperial patterns. He found out that some districts with relatively high proportion of Tatar 
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population could still be identified; however, there was no district containing more than 80 

percent of Tatar population. Tatars were living in all parts of the city, often side by side with 

Russians. Based on his findings Rukavishnikov identifies ‘mosaic ethnic structure of Soviet 

Kazan’, compared with the obvious segregation that existed before the Revolution (Smith, 

1996, p. 93).  

 

3.5.1 The effect of the Soviet period on Tatar identity of Kazan 

During the Soviet period the representation of Tatar identity and religion in Kazan 

was very low. From one side, the Soviet government was not interested in making cities 

ethnically distinctive. From another side, Tatars themselves showed little interest in 

embedding their culture and religion in the cityscape. This was due to the fact that Soviet 

period negatively affected the national consciousness of Tatars. The Soviet practice of 

defamation of Tatars, which stemmed from the negative interpretation of the ‘Tatar-Mongol 

yoke’, significantly degraded Tatars’ perception of their own ethnic identity. Soviet history 

books described Tatars as hostile enemies of Russia. Mongols and Tatars were described as 

almost identical ethnic groups who wanted to subjugate and destroy Russia.  Thus, Soviet 

authorities attached negative label on Tatars as an ethnic group. This resulted in the fact that 

Tatars became ashamed of their ‘Tatarness’ and started to reject their own ethnic identity 

(Schamiloglu 2008).  

The Soviet period in general had very negative effects on status of Tatar language. In 

Kazan all Tatar schools were closed and Tatar was taught only as a secondary language in 

Russian schools. It was not always like that though. The early Soviet period started with the 

process of ‘korenizaciya’ or ‘indigenization’. Soviet officials aimed to get rid of Russian 
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domination in ethnic republics of Soviet Union. The Russian language ceased to dominate 

and there was more publishing in the Tatar language. More Tatar schools were opened in the 

republic and in Kazan. Tatars were promoted to become leaders of Communist parties and 

often given preference over Russians in employment (Tagirov 2007, p. 334). In the 1920-

1930s, the Tatar language experienced renaissance. However, after World War II Soviet 

officials stopped giving privileges to Tatars. The official language of the republic was set as 

Russian and Tatar was used only as a secondary language. In 1958 only 79 percent of all 

Tatar children in the republic were taught Tatar in schools. While Tatar was still widely used 

in rural areas with large proportions of Tatar population, in cities Tatar virtually ceased to 

exist because in cities Tatars were more affected by Soviet ideology. Tatars living in cities 

regarded Tatar as “out of style” and not sophisticated enough to be used in modern science 

(Giuliano, 2000, p. 305). The status of Tatar language in Kazan was the worst: only 16.8 

percent of Tatar children were taught Tatar in schools (Tagirov 2007, p. 352). This resulted 

in the fact that Tatar people started to consider Russian their native language. In 1926 96.3 

percent of Tatars living in Kazan considered Tatar to be their native language; by the end of 

Soviet period in late 1980 this percentage dropped to 79 (Iskhakov, 2007, p. 22). Soviet 

practice of neglecting Tatar language resulted in the fact that only half of all middle-aged 

Tatars living in Kazan could speak, understand and write in Tatar in 1990s, and only 2 

percent of Russians living in Kazan can understand and speak Tatar (Iskhakov, 2007, p. 32). 

By the end of the Soviet period, Tatar had become a language which was only used in homes 

and was rarely used in public.   

Religious oppression changed Kazan significantly as well. In the Soviet period all 

religions and religious beliefs were generally regarded as harmful prejudices and vestiges of 
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the past. Therefore, both Islam and Christianity and other faiths, were under the threat. Many 

sacred places were destroyed and all places of worship were closed. The only period in 

Soviet history when Islam was not suppressed were several years following the 1917 

Revolution. In the early years of Soviet Union, Bolsheviks aimed to make amends for ethnic 

and religious crimes implemented by tsars of the Russian Empire. In 1917 Bolsheviks issued 

declaration ‘To all Muslim workers of Russia and the East’ which stated: 

Muslims of Russia…all you whose mosques and prayer houses have been 
destroyed, whose beliefs and customs have been trampled upon by the tsars 
and oppressors of Russia: your beliefs and practices, your national and 
cultural institutions are forever free and inviolate. Know that your rights, like 
those of all the peoples of Russia, are under the mighty protection of the 
revolution... (Crouch 2006) 
 

Sacred Islamic landmarks and monuments were placed under protection of Soviet 

government and confiscated books were returned to their owners.  

Oppression of Islam and destruction of religious landmarks began with the Stalinist 

rule. In the mid 1920s Stalin initiated the attack on Islam in Muslim republics of Soviet Union 

under the banner of fighting against ‘crimes based on custom’(Crouch 2006). One of the 

issues he was particularly outraged by was the Islamic practice of veiling women. On March 

8, 1927 mass meetings were organized in the Muslim republics where women were called up 

to step on the podium and throw their veils on bonfires (Crouch 2006). Generally speaking, 

Soviet authorities were more engaged with criticizing trivial attributes of Islam rather than 

actual Islamic theology (Alautdinov 2010). However, they widely used the help of 

professional scholars to disprove the idea of the existence of God and its prophets. Thus anti-

religious propaganda became a part of everyday life of Soviet citizens.  
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As part of their anti-religious propaganda, Soviet authorities eliminated all outward 

manifestations of Islam such as mosques and madrassas. All mosques and religious schools 

which were built before the Revolution in Kazan were closed or used as space for offices. 

The only mosque that functioned in Kazan was the Al-Marjani mosque – the first mosque 

built in Kazan since Ivan Grozny’s destruction in 1552. However, that mosque was opened 

only for conducting religious rituals such as weddings, burials and giving names to children. 

Giving religious lectures and preaching was prohibited. Religious organizations were also 

banned. In 1921 there were 598 Muslim organizations in the Tatar Autonomous Socialist 

republic. In 1930s all religious organizations were banned (Tagirov 2007, p. 338). Several 

generations of Soviet citizens were growing up in the atmosphere of anti-religious 

propaganda and had no opportunities to receive unbiased religious knowledge. As a result, by 

the end of the Soviet Union the number of religious people in Kazan significantly decreased.  

Thus the Soviet period was one of the periods when the representation of Tatar 

identity in the city was extremely low. This makes the Tatar revival which happened right 

after the collapse of the Soviet Union a particularly interesting phenomenon to observe and 

analyze. The ethnic and religious oppression was a serious barrier which prevented Tatars 

from expressing their religion and culture in the landscape of the city. However, it does not 

fully explain why the apathetic urban Tatars gained sudden interest in religion and became 

interested in preserving their nation and culture.  
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CHAPTER 4 

TATAR REVIVAL IN POST-SOVIET KAZAN 

4.1 Introduction  

Hundreds of new landmarks, monuments, establishments were built in order to 

recreate the atmosphere of the traditional Islamic Tatar city. In this chapter I will share my 

findings from fieldwork in Kazan during which I collected data for this work. I tried to be as 

detailed as possible, because each new construction, each new activity done in order to 

‘repossess’ Kazan, is significant and contains symbolic meaning. Changes that happened in 

the city’s landscape represent the revival of different parts of the Tatar national identity. 

Some changes can be described as religious, others linguistic, and others still cultural. 

However, all these changes are united by the desire of the Tatar people to repossess their city 

and resuscitate it as the main city of the Tatar nation, culture, and religion.   

After analyzing the changes that happened in the city, I could clearly see the longing 

and nostalgia for the past when Kazan was the capital of the Kazan Khanate.  Together with 

this, Tatars say they do not want to eliminate Russian culture from their city. Nevertheless, I 

could feel and witnessed the silent competition for urban space between Christian religious 

establishments and Islamic ones, and at present, mosques are winning over churches. They 

are built in greater quantities and in more prestigious places than churches. However, 

Tatarstan’s government explained this by saying that mosques are much simpler in exterior 

and interior designs than luxurious churches, thus it is easier to find money for construction 

of mosques. Moreover, Tatar businessmen cover considerable portion of construction 

expenses for mosques with their own money.  
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The table 3 summarizes my findings. The table consists of two parts. The left part 

represents evidences of the religious revival. The objects names (mosques, colleges, 

organizations, etc) are listed in the first column and the numbers of these objects are listed in 

the second column. The third column lists the countable objects of the national revival and 

the fourth column provides how many of those are in Kazan. Note that all those objects have 

been built or established in the 1990s-2000s.  

Table 3: Data Summary: changes in Kazan in 1990s-2009 

Evidences of religious 
revival  Number 

Evidences of national 
revival  Number 

Renovated mosques 9 
Tatar schools and 
gymnasiums 28 

New mosques 45 Tatar kindergartens  69 
Madrassas 5 Street renaming 19 
Islamic college 1     
Islamic University 1     
Islamic Organizations  6     
Halal food markets 87     
Halal cafes and restaurants 16     
Muslim clothes shops 10     

 

4.2 Construction of mosques 

In the last two decades religion has been returning to the social, cultural and spiritual 

life of people of the post-Soviet space. Kazan has become one of the cities where religious 

revival has been especially vigorous. A sociological survey conducted in the 1990s showed 

that only 34 percent of Tatars could identify themselves as ‘believers in God’, while four 

years later in 1994 the percentage of religious Tatars increased to 66. That represents almost 

double increase in believers of God among Tatars in a period of just 4 years. By 1997, 81 

percent of Tatars became ‘believers’. The increase in religiosity was observed among Tatars 
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of different ages and different social statuses (Musina, 2008, p. 176).The changes that 

happened in the spiritual feelings of people significantly affected their lifestyles, opinions, 

preferences and consumer demands, which in turn, instantly reflected on the landscape of 

Kazan as mosques, madrassas, religious institutions, shops and restaurants for Muslims. At 

the same time, newly built religious establishments produced further increases in the number 

of religious Tatars by providing religious knowledge and education.  

Before the collapse of the Soviet Union Kazan looked like a typical Russian 

Orthodox city rather than a Tatar Islamic one. During the Soviet period there were about 

twenty five churches and monasteries in Kazan, while the number of mosques was about ten. 

Moreover, churches were located at the city’s most visited central parts, while mosques were 

dispersed across the decaying Tatar neighborhoods of the city.  An important fact to mention 

about the old mosques built in Kazan before the 1917 Revolution is that almost all of them 

were designed and constructed by Russian architects.  

The late 1980s –early 1990s was a period of the great and rapid changes. All mosques 

which were closed during Soviet period were renovated and reopened. More than 32 new 

mosques were built in Kazan between 1988 and today. Mosques that have been constructed 

since the late 1980s were mainly designed by Tatar architects and many of them used Tatar 

traditional styles of architecture.  The mosques were built everywhere, beginning from the 

most central parts of Kazan and ending with Kazan’s distant suburban areas. Several 

mosques were also built in the most prestigious areas of the city such as the Kremlin and 

riverfronts and became the new symbols of the city. 

 The figure 5 shows the map of a distribution of the newly constructed mosques in 

Kazan. The largest number of mosques clusters in the central parts of Kazan and old 
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mikroraions adjusting to the center. At the suburban districts of Kazan such as Yudino, 

Tasma, Kadyshevo, Kinderi, Samosyrovo, Sviyaga and Salmachi mosques have been built 

relatively scarcely.  

  Figure 5: The distribution of mosques in Kazan 

 
 Source: Russian mosques 2010 http://www.russian-mosques.com/ 

 

The newly built mosques are much more functional than pre-Revolutionary mosques. 

At that period mosques served to gather Muslims for obligatory prayers and preaching and to 

conducts religious rituals such as wedding, naming a child or burial. The mosques renovated 

or constructed after the collapse of the Soviet Union in Kazan provide free weekend courses 

in which people are taught Islamic theology, Arabic and the Quran. The mosques serve to 

increase the number of educated and religiously conscious Muslims.  

The newly built mosques range both in size and in the number of regular visitors3. 

The biggest mosque built in Kazan is the Qul-Sharif mosque with the regular number of 

visitors ranging from 2000 to 2300 people. The smallest mosque built in Kazan is the Jomga 

mosque with the average number of visitors ranging from 15 to 20 people. The average-sized 

                                                           
3
 I obtained information about the numbers of regular visitors by going to mosques or making phone calls and 

asking the representative of the mosques 
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mosque typically has 200 to 300 regular visitors. The important fact to mention, that the 

majority of the visitors are predominantly young people aged 20-35. On the illustration 8 you 

can see the young Tatars gathering for the Friday sermon. Clearly, the new generation of 

Tatars is much more religiously conscious than generations raised in the Soviet period.  

   Illustration 8: Tatar Muslims of Kazan at the Friday sermon in the Al-Marjani 
mosque 

 
 

4.2.1 The Qul-Sharif Mosque 

The Qul-Sharif mosque (see the illustration 9) was not only the biggest mosque built 

in Kazan; it became the most important mosque in Tatarstan and Russia. The Qul Sharif 

mosque is the first mosque to be constructed on the territory of the Kremlin since the 1552 

siege. It is located in the western part of the Kazan Kremlin, right on the place where the 

mosque that had been destroyed by Ivan Grozny was thought to have been. The dome of the 
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mosque is decorated with patterns which are similar to those found in the crown of Kazan 

khans4.  

      Illustration 9: The Qul Sharif Mosque  

 
 

The construction of Qul Sharif mosque represented the culmination of the religious 

and architectural revival in Kazan. The name of the mosque speaks of Tatar revival: Qul 

Sharif was the name of the famous Kazan theologian who had headed the defense of one part 

of Kazan during the 1552 siege. At the same time it serves as a memorial to victims of the 

1552 siege. Finally, it symbolizes the peaceful coexistence of Islam and Christianity in 

Kazan, as it is located side by side with the Annunciation Cathedral (see illustration 10). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
4 The Kazan crown belonged to khans of Kazan Khanate. It was made of gold and decorated with 
gems and fur. After the siege of Kazan it was taken to Moscow 
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Illustration 10: Symbolic coexistence of Islam and Christianity in Kazan: The Qul 
Sharif mosque (on the left) and the Annunciation Cathedral (on the right) side by side  

 
The whole project of the construction of Qul-Sharif was a long project which was 

carefully implemented by the government. The construction of mosque began in 1996 when 

president of Tatarstan Shaimiev assigned to recreate the Qul-Sharif mosque for the purpose 

of maintaining ‘historic succession’. The construction of the mosque was to be finished by 

2005 – the year of Kazan’s millennium. The competition for the best proposal for the mosque 

was held among the most professional architects of Tatarstan. This competition consisted of 

two parts, at the end of which the best proposal was selected. The best proposal combined the 

best ideas of several Tatar and Russian architects. The construction ended in 2005, as 

planned. This shows how responsible the Tatar government was to the idea of recreating the 

destructed mosque.  

The construction of the mosque was financed not only by the Tatarstan government 

but also by donations of Tatar businessmen and common people. An interesting fact is that 

the mosque has a big book which lists the names of every single individual who donated 

his/her own resources, no matter how large or small that amount it was, for the mosque’s 
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construction. The mosque also contains valuable gifts made by governments of other 

countries. For example, the carpets of the mosque came from Iran and the chandelier was 

from the Czech Republic. Thus, the construction of the Qul-Sharif mosque was a spectacular 

event that involved many people and countries that were not only aware of the religious 

revival happening in Kazan, but that also supported this revival financially. 

 

4.2.2 The Kazan Nury Mosque  

Mosques are being constructed in very prestigious places of Kazan including 

riverfronts. One of the new mosques constructed near a riverfront is the mosque Kazan Nury 

(see illustration 11). The name Kazan Nury means ‘the Light of Kazan’. This mosque was 

the second mosque built in the Novo-Savinovskiy mikroraion of Kazan. The mosque stands 

like an exotic beauty on the background of the gloomy Soviet apartment blocks. However, if 

you look at the mosque from another side, a completely different view appears. It is situated 

near the riverfront of the Kazanka River and neighbors modern landmarks such as the new 

hotel Riviera, Kazan’s central aqua park, newly built restaurants, clubs and sport stadiums. 

To the right side of the mosque are apartment blocks of Novo-Savinovskiy mikroraion and 

the riverfront with modern construction is located to the left side of the mosque.  Kazan Nury 

mosque gathers about 350-400 people every Friday – mainly the residents of Novo-

Savinovskiy mikroraion.  
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    Illustration 11: The Kazan Nury Mosque 

 
 

The construction of the Kazan Nury mosque represented the revival of Tatar 

architectural traditions. First of all, the mosque itself represents a rectangular block with 

single minaret erected on the roof. As it was mentioned before, such style of mosque 

construction was invented by Tatars of Kazan khanate. Second, wood was the primary 

material used in the construction. Traditionally, the mosques and houses of Tatars were 

constructed only from wood and stone was not used. Third, the windows, minaret and doors 

of the mosque are decorated with rich woodcarving. Finally, the roof and minaret of the 

mosque are painted in a green color, which itself is a symbol of Tatar and Islamic revival.  

 

4.3 Establishment of Islamic institutions in Kazan 

Mosques were not the only landmarks representing religious revival in Kazan. Kazan 

has become the city which has the biggest number of religious institutions and organizations 

in Russia.  The scope of educational institutions that opened in Kazan vary from basic 

weekend courses provided in mosques to advanced higher Islamic education provided by the 

university or madrassas.  
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The most significant event of religious revival was the establishment in 1998 of 

Russian Islamic University in Kazan which became one of the most important Islamic 

universities in Russia. The university was founded by the Spiritual Assembly of the Muslims 

of Tatarstan, The Council of Muftis of Russia, and Tatarstan’s University of History. The 

objective of the university is to prepare specialists in Islamic theology, highly qualified 

imams, and Quran hafizes (reciters).  

The university is located in one of the mikroraions of Kazan. The building itself is an 

old Russian construction which was renovated and given over to the University. However, it 

is located right in front of the modern mosque Eniler, which is a modern and spectacular 

mosque built in 1990s. The proximity of the university and the mosque enables students to 

make all obligatory prayers in time. Generally speaking, the part of Kazan where the Islamic 

University and the mosque Eniler are located looks like an Islamic enclave in a Soviet 

mikroraion. The illustration 12 represent the Russian Islamic University (on the right), and 

the mosque Eniler located in the front of the university.  

Illustration 12: The Mosque Eniler and the Russian Islamic University located at the 
mosque’s front 
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Other religious institutions opened in Kazan in post-Soviet period were madrassas 

that were not tied to mosques. Some of the largest madrassas opened in Kazan are 

‘Muhammadiya’, ‘1000 years since the adoption of Islam’, ‘Rizvan’, ‘Farukh’ and ‘Sultan’ 

madrassas. The most famous of these madrassas are ‘Muhammadiya’ and ‘1000 years since 

the adoption of Islam’. Recently ‘1000 let so dnya prinyatiya Islama’ and ‘Muhammadiya’ 

madrassas have been recognized the best madrassas in Tatarstan by the government.  

‘Muhammadiya’ was one of the madrassas that was closed in Soviet period. 

‘Muhammadiya’ existed since Imperial Russia. It was opened in 1882 by a famous Tatar 

jadid and reformer named Galimjan Barudi. It provided higher religious education for 

Muslim Tatars. Initially it was a small building with the dimensions of 16 and 8 meters. 

However, the popularity of Muhammadiya became so large that students could not fit into 

the building and it was enlarged. Muhammadiya was closed in 1918 and reopened in the 

early 1990s. Since that time it became one of the largest educational centers for Muslims. Its 

main advantage is affordability and accessibility. The education is free and everyone is 

accepted no matter how old he/she is. The large portion of students consists of elderly retired 

Tatars who decided to devote their lives to studying Islamic theology and Quran.  

The district in which ‘Muhammadiya’ is situated is one of the oldest districts of 

Kazan, situated near old Tatar sloboda. Several old mosques constructed before the 

Revolution are located in close distance to Muhammadiya. Since Muhammadiya was opened 

in early 1990s, the nearby areas have changed significantly. Many shops selling halal food 

(food which is permitted to eat by the Islamic law), Islamic literature, religious attributes, and 

modest clothing for Muslim women were opened nearby. Restaurants and cafes serving halal 
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food were also opened in the area. Thus the area around the madrassa has become a main 

Islamic spot in Kazan.  

Another achievement in the revival of Islamic education was the opening of the 

school ‘Usmaniya’ in the Aviastroitelniy mikroraion of Kazan in 1994. This school was the 

first school in Tatarstan and Russia to provide the combination of secular and religious 

education. This school is also located near another religious establishment – the mosque Nur 

Islam. The illustration 13 depicts the school on the background of the mosque’s minaret. It is 

a typical Soviet building which has transformed into a religious establishment even though it 

was not much changed externally.  

 
  Illustration 13: The school Usmaniya  

 
 

The establishment of ‘Usmaniya’ was a prominent event and an important innovation 

in the system of Kazan’s education. Since its opening, many Muslim Tatars have been 

demanding the establishment of more religious schools similar to ‘Usmaniya’, because every 

Muslim parent wants his/her child to gain a good religious education without sacrificing the 

quality of the secular. Another fact that increased demand for such schools is that Usmaniya 

strictly observes religious rules.  For example, the food provided to students is only halal and 



79 

 

the class schedule is adjusted to the times of daily obligatory prayers. Female students are 

expected to wear modest clothing including headscarves. In non-religious schools such 

clothing can be criticized, but in Usmaniya it is a requirement. Muslim Tatars have been 

actively filing petitions which are presently under consideration of the government. Thus 

more and more religious educational establishments will probably open in Kazan in the near 

future.  

In the last two decades the number of religious organizations in Tatarstan has 

significantly increased. As the capital of Tatarstan Kazan became the city with the largest 

number of religious organizations. The largest religious organization opened in Kazan was 

the ‘Duhovnoe Upravlenie Musulman Respubliki Tatarstan’ which translates as ‘Spiritual 

Assembly of the Muslims of Tatarstan’. This organization was established in 1998 in the 

central part of Kazan. It has connections with Tatarstan government and is in charge of 

running nearly all religious institutions, madrassas and mosques. The main functions of the 

organization is revitalizing religious and spiritual consciousness of people, helping Muslims 

of Tatarstan, organizing social Islamic events and regulating relationships between the 

Tatarstan government and its people.  

The Spiritual Assembly occupies a beautiful old building in the central part of Kazan 

(see the illustration 14). This building was probably built in the nineteenth century because 

its architectural style is similar to Russian constructions of that period. In the Soviet period 

this building was used for medical purposes. In early 1990s this building had belonged to 

Tatar cultural house and finally it became occupied by the Islamic Spiritual Assembly. When 

the Spiritual Assembly was established, the sign of the crescent was erected on the top of this 

building. The crescent has been a traditional symbol of Islam used to decorate the minarets of 
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mosques and other religious buildings. In such a way, an old Russian construction built in the 

center of Kazan in the 19th century, when Tatars did not have many social rights, was 

transformed into the most powerful Islamic organization in the republic.  

Illustration 14: The Imperial Russian building repossessed by the “Spiritual Assembly 
of the Muslims of Tatarstan’ 

 
 

The spiritual assembly has four committees which have different functions. These 

committees help Muslims to follow religious rules. The first committee ‘Waqf’ (from Arabic 

the word ‘waqf’ translates as inalienable religious endowment used for charity) is responsible 

for resuscitating religiosity, religious consciousness and Islamic traditions. The second 

committee ‘Halal’ is in charge of controlling the production and trade of halal food products 

in Russia. The third committee ‘Zakat’ (Zakat is one of the pillars of Islam) is responsible for 

collecting annual donations that have to be paid by every adult working Muslim. The fourth 

committee ‘Idel Hadj’ is responsible for organizing Tatar pilgrimage to Mecca. Paying 

‘zakat’ – an annual donation and making the pilgrimage to Mecca once in a lifetime are two 

of five pillars of Islam. Thus the last two committees have become very important 
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establishments because with their help Kazan Muslims have all opportunities to follow 

religious rules.  

 

4.4 Expansion of business activities serving Muslim customers 

The big Islamic wave that swept over Kazan stimulated considerably the 

entrepreneurial and business activity in the city. The growth in the number of religious 

people created a relatively attractive and profitable market for businessmen. Because of that, 

more and more enterprises serving various needs of Muslim people began to operate in 

Kazan. One of the most notable achievements was the growth of the halal food industry. 

According to Islamic law, Muslims can only consume meat “which is slaughtered in the 

name of Allah” and cannot consume pork, and alcohol (Quran, 2:173). In addition, Muslims 

are prohibited from eating “animals that have been strangled, beaten (to death), killed by a 

fall, gored (to death), savaged by a beast of prey” (Quran, 5:3). According to Islamic laws, 

animals must be slaughtered by a swift, deep incision with a sharp knife on the neck, cutting 

the jugular veins and carotid arteries on both sides but leaving the spinal cord intact. In such 

a way, the animal dies painlessly and quickly. Moreover, meat should be carefully inspected 

and sold separately from non-halal meat.  Because of the existence of such requirements in 

Islam, Muslim people obviously cannot eat food which is slaughtered in a standard way for 

mass market. 

The growth of the halal industry significantly affected the city because it produced 

concentration of Islamic activities in some places of Kazan. About 80 new halal stores were 

opened in different mikroraions of Kazan. The biggest number of food stores – 33 – was 
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opened in Novo-Savinovskiy raion. Privoljskiy mikroraion has had 20, Sovetskiy mikroraion 

– 14, Vahitovskiy mikroraion – 6, and 4 food stores was opened in Mioskovskiy and 

Aviastroitelniy mikroraions. The stores themselves are usually small places located near 

mosques or other Islamic establishments. Thus the establishment of halal food stores near 

mosques increases the concentration of Muslim people in certain areas of Kazan.  

At the same time, many restaurants and cafes offering a great variety of halal food 

were opened in Kazan. At least fifteen halal cafes were opened in Kazan’s mikrarions and at 

least three high quality food restaurants were opened. Most of the restaurants and cafes were 

located in Kazan center near big mosques; however, few of them are located in mikroraions 

as well. Moreover, some cafes such as ‘Suyumbike’ and ‘Barbeque’ are chain cafes that are 

located in modern shopping malls. These are cafes and restaurants which are under the 

control of Committee of Halal food industry. It is highly probable that more local cafes and 

restaurants which are not under the Committee’s control exist in Kazan. The opening of cafes 

and restaurants for Muslims was a great achievement of religious revival. In the Soviet 

period there was no halal food industry, and Muslims had to consume haram food (food 

which is canonically forbidden). Nowadays, not only can Muslim Tatars find whatever food 

products they want to consume at home, they can also go out, entertain themselves and not 

worry that they will do something forbidden.  

Today’s Tatar halal cafes and restaurants represent Islam not only by serving halal 

food, but also with their interior designs. The walls of the restaurants are often decorated 

with the verses from the Quran written in calligraphic Arabic. Rich traditional Tatar patterns 

decorate the walls and roofs of the restaurants. The illustration 15 represents the interior 

design of a restaurant ‘Jemchujina Islama’ (translated as ‘The pearl of Islam) located in the 
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central part of Kazan. This interior recreates the atmosphere of the East penetrated with 

Islamic spirit. Moreover, such restaurants and cafes have special room for prayers where 

Muslim customers can pray on time. 

Illustration 15: The interior design of the Islamic restaurant in Kazan  

 
 

Another important business activity was opening of stores which sell different goods 

related with Islam or for Muslim people. The most widespread goods are Islamic books and 

modest garments for Muslim men and women. Since the religious oppression was over, the 

book market has been overloaded with religious literature. Thus, the opening of religious 

bookstores has become a profitable business in Kazan. In some cases stores selling religious 

literature also sell other items such as pictures, beads and clothes. Some shops also specialize 

at selling extremely expensive handmade items such as mantles for imams. Selling of clothes 

for Muslim Tatars has become an extremely profitable business. According to Sharia law, in 

public Muslim women should cover all the parts of her body except her face and palms. Such 

clothing used to be either unavailable or very rare in Kazan. In recent years markets selling 

modest garments have expanded and many clothing shops have opened. There are at least 
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eight big shops selling clothes for Muslim women in Kazan. The illustration 16 shows the 

interior of a shop for Muslim customers in the centre of Kazan.  

 
  Illustration 16: The interior design of a Muslim shop 

 
 

Moreover, Kazan has become the first city in Russia to offer a wide variety of 

specialized services for its Muslim population. The Islamic service industry started to 

develop relatively recently, in 2000s. Due to the high demand of Muslim consumers more 

and more establishments offering services began to appear. The services offered to Muslims 

in Kazan include fitness center for Muslims, hospitals and dentistry for Muslims, beauty 

salons for Muslim women and even taxi service for Muslims. According to Islam, a woman 

has the right to unveil only before her relatives or other Muslim women. The new hospitals, 

dentistry clinics and beauty salons for Muslims pay attention to Islamic requirements. This 

explains why there is a need for such services in Kazan.  

To conclude the overview of religious revitalization of Kazan, I would like to make 

several important points to summarize my findings. First of all, there are many evident 
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changes in the city’s landscape and structure caused by Tatar religious revival. Some changes 

that happened in the city are so striking and amazing that people living in Soviet period even 

cannot believe that this is happening right before their eyes. Moreover, as the scale of 

religious revival increases the city is likely to change even more in the future. Second, the 

changes that happened in the city generated significant number of jobs in different sectors 

such as city planning, construction, architecture, design, and service sectors. There is a high 

demand of professionally educated Muslims who can provide high quality knowledge to 

people of different age and economic status. The third observation is that there is a clear 

pattern that certain types of establishments serving Muslims of Kazan tend to cluster near 

each other. This produces concentration of Muslim people and religious activities in certain 

areas of Kazan. Thus the religious revival has not equally affected all parts and mikroraions 

of Kazan so far. However, since Tatar population is represented in every mikroraion of 

Kazan in relatively equal proportions, further demand in expansion of religious 

‘infrastructure’ is likely to change the appearance of every mikroraion. Thus as the wave of 

religious revival increases, more and more areas of Kazan are likely to be affected.  

 

4.5 National revival of Kazan 

An important aspect of the Tatar revival in Kazan was the attempt to embed national 

identity of Tatars into the city’s landscape. In Soviet period people visiting Kazan could 

hardly see any representation of Tatar national or cultural attributes. Since 1990s Tatars have 

been incorporating the signs and symbols of national revival into Kazan streets, squares, 

public places and buildings. The construction of important new public places resuscitated 
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forgotten Tatar architectural style. In short, Kazan started to throw off the Soviet image and 

embrace new Tatar national identity.  

Renaming of mikroraion and streets has become one of the most important 

representations of incorporating Tatar national identity into the city. In fact, renaming of 

streets and mikroraions had two functions: to diminish the Soviet identity of the city and to 

increase city’s ‘Tatarness’. Before the 1917 Revolution most of Kazan streets were named 

after famous Russian individuals such as writers, poets, artists, musicians or merchants. 

When Soviet period came streets were renamed after famous Soviet leaders, socialist thinkers 

or dates of important Soviet events. Mikroraions also had typical Soviet names. As Tatar 

revitalization began, some mikroraions and streets were renamed.  

Renaming of mikroraions in Kazan took place in the early 1990s. It coincided with 

the peak of anti-Soviet sentiments that swept the largest portion of post-Soviet space. The 

people in power were eager to get rid of Soviet symbols. In 1994 one of the biggest 

mikroraions of Kazan – Leninskiy mikroraion –  ceased to exist and three new mikroraions 

were formed. These mikroraions received the names Novo-Savinovskiy, Aviastroitelniy and 

Moskovskiy. Novo-Savinovkiy mikroraion was named after large Tatar-Russian settlement 

that was formed after the 1917 Revolution on the territory of the modern Novo-Savinovskiy 

mikroraion. It contained equal proportions of both Tatar and Russian population and was 

among the first settlements to be equally Tatar and Russian. Aviastroitelniy mikroraion was 

named after the pride of Kazan city – its aircraft industry – which is located on the territory 

of the mikroraion (Aviastroitelniy means construction of planes in Russian).  By renaming 

Leninskiy mikroraion Kazan officials erased allusion to the name of the famous Soviet leader 

from the city’s mikroraions.  
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In the 2000s, active renaming of streets began in Kazan. Most of the streets were 

renamed after 2005 – the date when Kazan celebrated its millennium. Thus renaming of 

streets symbolized the end of Soviet era and start of new ‘Tatar ‘epoch for the city. Thirty 

eight streets of Kazan have been renamed since 2005. Most of these street names were 

somehow related with Soviet period. For example, there were seven ‘Soyuznaya’ streets in 

the city (‘Soyuz’ means Union of Soviet Union), one ‘Serp i Molot’ street (Sickle and 

Hammer street), one ’10 let Oktyabrya’ (10 years since October [revolution]), one ’50 let 

oktyabrya’ (50 years since October [revolution]), one ‘Revolyuciya’ (Revolution) street. 

These were typical names of streets in a Soviet city which became obsolete with the collapse 

of Soviet Union.  

Nineteen of the former Soviet streets were named after famous Tatar individuals or 

after Tatar words and phrases. For example, ‘Sacco i Vanzetti’ (Sacco and Vanzetti) street 

was named after famous Tatar composer Rustam Yahin. Revoluciya street (Revolution) was 

named after Tatar poet and writer Naki Isanbet. Sovhoznaya street, which translates as Soviet 

household street, was named after Tatar writer Safin. Uhtomskiy street was named after 

famous Tatar politician Burhan Shahidi (Aleksey Uhtomskiy was Soviet scientist). Kalinin 

street was named after Amirhan Yeniki – a Tatar writer (Mikhail Kalinin was Soviet 

politician). Volodarskiy street was named after Tatar politician and writer Gayaz Ishaki 

(Vladimir Volodarskiy was one of the initiators of the 1917 Revolution). Kirpichno-

Zavodskaya street was named after Hadi Atlasi – Tatar historian. Zemlyanichnaya street was 

named after Rahim Sattar –  Tatar journalist and writer who died during WWII . 

Zabaykalskaya street was named after Tatar Jadid and the establisher of madrassa 

Muhammadiya Galimjan Barudi. Naberejnaya street was renamed to ‘Azatlyk’, which means 
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‘freedom’ in Tatar. By renaming these streets Tatars were virtually saying: ‘We don’t want to 

hear the names of Soviet and Russian politicians, scientists, revolutionists anymore. We want 

to name streets we live in after our own national heroes.’ Moreover, renaming of Kazan 

streets helped to increase awareness about Tatar history and culture.  

Another important national aspect of Tatar revival was replacing Soviet symbols with 

symbolic attributes of Tatarstan and Tatars. These symbols include Tatarstan’s flag, coat of 

arms, emblems and other symbols. 

One of the most important symbolic attributes used in decoration of Kazan is 

Tatarstan’s emblem which represents winged white leopard. This emblem has been effective 

since February 1992. The emblem itself is the Tatarstan’s major symbol of national revival. 

The colors used in the emblem are green, red, white and gold. The major color is green, 

which represents Tatar revitalization; red symbolizes the power and strength of this 

revitalization; white symbolizes the purity and moral values of Tatars, while the gold 

represents the wealth of Tatarstan. The leopard is depicted with lifted right paw, which 

symbolizes step from the right leg. Stepping from the right leg was the recommendation of 

the Prophet Muhammad. The Tatar winged leopard replaced Soviet sickles and hammers and 

became traditional elements in decorating city. The winged leopard has appeared in forms of 

pictures, statues and even topiaries decorating central streets of Kazan. The illustration 17 

represents the topiary of winged leopard established on the central street of Kazan.  
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        Illustration 17: Tatarstan’s national emblem as a topiary 

 
 

Another important national symbolic element widely used in decoration of Kazan is 

the Zilant. A Zilant is a mythical creature which represents something between dragon and 

snake, and Zilant has had symbolic meaning for Tatars since the times of Volga Bulgaria. 

The depiction of the Zilant was used in the State Seal of Kazan Khanate. After the 1552 siege 

Ivan Grozny started to use the depiction of a Zilant in Russian State Seal. In 1730 the image 

of a Zilant was officially adopted as coat of arms of Kazan province and all cities within the 

province.  When Soviet Union came in, all Imperial symbols including the Zilant ceased to 

exist as Kazan’s symbol. In 1990s Tatars restored the Zilant as the city’s official coat of 

arms. The Zilant has become very widespread attribute of decoration of Kazan. The 

illustration 18 shows the image of a Zilant on the background of the Qul-Sharif mosque.  
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Illustration 18: Kazan’s national coat of arms – the Zilant – on the background of the 
national mosque – the Qul Sharif 

 
Source: http://farm4.static.flickr.com/3093/3265769407_3b7cf7d0fb_o.jpg 

An important aspect of Tatar revival was the revitalization of Tatar architectural 

styles. Tatar architectural traditions have been shaped for centuries and have been largely 

influenced by the cultural and religious norms and values. For example, traditional Tatar 

house was wooden building surrounded by fences. Houses were usually constructed at least 

two meters beyond the edge of the road. Such planning can be explained by religious values: 

Islam does not encourage women to show off themselves to strangers. Volga Bulgars also 

used to distance their houses from roads, but they did it mainly for defense reasons. Both 

historic and religious traditions affected planning of Tatar houses.  

Tatar houses were usually single-family houses with triangular roofs made of wood 

and painted in bright colors. Painting was the biggest difference between Tatar and Russian 

houses. Russians used only woodcarving in decoration of houses, while Tatars used both 

woodcarving and painting. Tatars painted not only facades, but also windows, gates and 

fences. Colors used in painting were mainly blue, green, yellow and white. In the 20th 
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century Tatar architectural styles almost disappeared from cities because old buildings were 

replaced by Soviet apartment blocks. Moreover, construction of single-family houses was not 

encouraged. Thus, Tatar architectural styles survived only in rural areas. In recent years, 

Tatar styles have become very popular again. People living in single-family houses started to 

resuscitate forgotten national traditions and decorate their houses in the way Tatar used to do. 

The illustration 19 represents modern Tatar house in the settlement which is located on the 

edge of Kazan.  

       Illustration 19: The Tatar traditional house in Kazan 

 
Moreover, Tatar architectural style became popular not only in construction of private 

houses, but also in construction of large public places. Several years ago a new elite 

entertainment center was opened in Kazan. The name of the center is ‘Tugan avylym’, which 

translates as ‘home village’ from Tatar. The name of the center justified its style: the center 

was constructed in the form of a traditional Tatar village. The center has a group of Tatar 

houses with yards and each house has different functions. Some houses function as 

restaurants, other function as night clubs.  The houses are surrounded by tall wooden gates 

just like in a traditional Tatar village. The houses and gates have rich floral woodcarving 

patterns and roofs of the houses are painted in bright green color (see the illustration 20). For 
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the first time in Kazan’s history since perhaps the 1552 siege, forgotten old traditions became 

so popular that they revived in a modern and elite entertainment center.   

Illustration 20: Tatar modern entertainment complex constructed as Tatar traditional 
village 

 
 

4.6 The revival of the Tatar language  

Another important element of Tatar revival was revitalization of Tatar language 

which significantly affected Kazan and its residents. As it was mentioned before, in the 

Soviet Union status of Tatar language was extremely low in Kazan. Since the 1990s the 

situation related with status of the Tatar language has significantly changed and now serious 

efforts are being spent on the ‘Tatarization’ of Kazan. About 24 schools using only Tatar as 

the main language of instruction, 41 schools using both Tatar and Russian as main languages 

of instruction and 4 Tatar-Turkish schools were opened in Kazan. National schools are 

equally dispersed in all mikroraions of Kazan so that all residents of Kazan have equal 

opportunities to send their children to Tatar schools.  
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Additionally, significant efforts were made in order to incorporate Tatar language in 

preschool education. Preschool education is very important in all post-Soviet countries. Most 

of children attend kindergartens starting from the age of two or three and graduating at the 

age of six or seven.  In the Soviet period there were no Tatar kindergartens in Kazan. At the 

present time there are 69 Tatar kindergartens educating 8,188 children (Bogdanova 2009). In 

these kindergartens the main language of communication is Tatar; all the paperwork is done 

in Tatar and employees are predominantly Tatars. Tatar kindergartens work not only to teach 

children to speak Tatar; they also work hard in order to incorporate understanding of Tatar 

culture in children. These kindergartens admit both Tatar and Russian children and relatively 

significant number of Russians prefer to send their children to Tatar kindergartens. For 

example, a typical class in kindergartens consists of 20-30 children, 20-25% of whom are 

Russians. Most of other kindergartens in Kazan are bilingual and use both Tatar and Russian 

language to communicate with children.  

As a result of these national efforts, the young generation of Tatars is much better in 

Tatar language than elder generations. The number of children who can speak Tatar is more 

than the number of adults. In 2006, 52 percent of adult Tatars could understand, speak and 

write in Tatar, while the number of Tatar children who could do the same was 67.4 (Ishakov 

2007, p. 31-32). Moreover, even Russians living in Kazan started to learn Tatar. Only 2 

percent of adult Russians are fluent in Tatar; the number of Russian children who are fluent 

in Tatar is almost 9 percent (Ishakov 2007, p. 31-32). This represents outstanding progress 

since the Soviet period.  
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4.7 Conclusion 

In this section I attempted to present a comprehensive picture about the Tatar national 

and religious revival in Kazan. It can be clearly seen that the Tatarstan government makes 

significant efforts in order to revive Tatar national identity in the city and that people 

responded to these changes very quickly. Each year I visited Kazan, I was amazed at changes 

in Kazan residents. Each year more and more Tatar speech could be heard in public places. 

More and more Tatars expressing pride for their nation and acknowledged about their history 

could be seen. And of course, more and more Tatars repossessing strong attachment to Islam 

can be met. 

What has caused this tremendous level of Tatar revival? Certainly there are more than 

one answer to this question. The next chapter is dedicated to finding the reasons and causes 

of the Tatar revitalization phenomenon. 
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CHAPTER 5 

ANALYSIS AND CONCLUSION 

 5.1 Analysis 

The Tatar revitalization of Kazan is a very important urban phenomenon which 

reveals many important political and social processes. Having presented my data, I wanted to 

analyze my findings and try to reflect on the question, ‘who or what stand behind the 

religious and ethnic revitalization’. In this analysis, I wanted to zoom out of Kazan and tried 

to look at a larger picture capturing social factors of the phenomenon of revitalization. My 

intention was to make deep comprehensive analysis that would touch upon important 

political and social changes that could affect the emergence of the identity based resurgence. 

By compiling all my information together, I could identify several statements explaining why 

the Tatar revitalization wave has swept over Kazan. These statements are the following:  

1) National and religious consciousness has always existed and never died, even in the 

Soviet period 

2) Glasnost and Perestroika reforms initiated the increase in the number of religious 

people and nationalists even before the Soviet Union had collapsed 

3) The collapse of the Soviet Union has resulted in the revival of national and religious 

consciousness 

4) Nationalist politics of the post-Soviet republics caused the religious and national 

revitalization 

5) The global revival of Islam has contributed to the increase in religious thinking after 

the collapse of Soviet Union 
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As you can, see I arranged these statements in a chronological order. My first 

statement mainly covers the Soviet period (1917-1991), my second statement covers the 

period starting from implementation of perestroika and glasnost reforms and ending with the 

collapse of the Soviet Union, my third and fourth statements are based on the events that 

happened following the collapse of the Soviet Union, and finally my last statement is about 

the period which covers period from 1970s to present time.  

I want to analyze each of these statements separately and compare their relative 

importance. It should be noticed that I don’t view these statements as mutually exclusive. On 

the contrary, I believe that each statement does not explain the reasons of religious and 

national revitalization on its own. In order to understand the full picture of this phenomenon, 

all four statements should be considered simultaneously and other possible factors should be 

considered.  

1) National and religious consciousness  

Soviet period was one of the most negative periods in Tatars’ history in terms of the 

survival of religion and nationalism in people’s minds. The Soviet Union was a secular state 

based on an ideology of atheism. Soviet atheism was derived from Lenin’s thinking who 

considered religion ‘the opiate of the people’ (Forest 2005, p. 2). Lenin’s atheism suggested 

that humans are masters of their own destiny and that they can construct a paradise on earth 

by their own hands (Vyver 1996, p. 289). Thus the Soviet ideology aimed to eliminate the 

religious consciousness of people and replace it with atheism by employing propaganda of 

atheism and oppression of religion. Demolition of religious places and strict censorship of 

literature were common measures taken to eliminate religion. The religious oppression which 
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lasted for 70 years significantly changed people in the Soviet Union. Many people lost their 

religious beliefs and became indifferent towards the religion. In the worst cases, people were 

becoming atheists.  

However, it would be false to think that Soviet system fully eradicated religion from 

people’s minds. In Chapter Three I showed that Tatars managed to retain their religious 

beliefs even in the most deadly times, i.e. the destruction of Kazan by Ivan Grozny, severe 

Christianization policies, and the total ban of Islam in pre-Imperial and early Imperial 

periods. Each time the attitude to Tatar became more tolerant they started to build mosques 

and opened religious schools. Fitcher (cited in Hayretdinov) stated that “it is naïve to think 

that Muslim ethnic groups have been irreligious since their cultures is so deeply connected 

with religion” (Hayretdinov). Moreover, Tatars generally had higher proportions of religious 

believers than Christian Russians. Kaariainen and Furman (1999) state that if a minority 

ethnic group has a different religion than the majority, it tends to be more religious than 

majority, because religion becomes an inalienable part of the national identity. Thus, it would 

be reasonable to expect that considerable portion of Tatars retained the religious beliefs even 

in the most oppressive periods.  

Sociological surveys demonstrate that the number of religious Tatars in the Soviet 

period was low. In the beginning of the 1980s only 15.7 percent of rural Tatars had religious 

beliefs (Musina 1997). This number is low because rural people were expected to be more 

traditional and more religious than urban people. This can be explained by the fact that rural 

people were more isolated and were less influenced by the Soviet propaganda of atheism 

(Hayretdinov). Consequently, the number of religious people in urban areas might have been 
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far below 15.7 percent. However, sociological surveys implemented during the Soviet period 

may simply not represent the true picture. Many people hid their religious beliefs and 

practiced religion covertly because of the fear to be persecuted by the Communist Party. 

Thus, many of those people could be dishonest when answering the questions about religion 

in governmental surveys. When I asked some Tatars during my trip to Kazan whether they 

practiced religion during Soviet Union, they replied that they did but were afraid of being 

reported to the Party. Religious books were hidden and parents asked their children to not 

even mention in schools that they were praying or reading the Quran at home. Thus the 

actual number of believers could be significantly higher than that reported in surveys. 

Consequently, it is reasonable to expect that people who remained religious in Soviet times 

served as carriers and transmitters of religious thoughts, and therefore religion never died.  

The same might be true for nationalism. Despite of the efforts to eliminate national 

consciousness from the people’s minds, it still existed. It was oppressed and was in a ‘sleep 

mode’; however, it would not be reasonable to say that Soviet ideology could erase 

nationalism. Tatars were always described as people with a non-eradicable national identity. 

“A Tatar is someone who begins crying when he hears a national song even, if he could 

never speak a word in Tatar” (Naydenov 2007). In this connection, Imperial Russia can be 

compared with the Soviet period. In Imperial Russia the level of national sentiments was 

relatively low because of Russian oppressive and discriminatory policies towards Tatars. The 

situation even reached the point that Tatars were ashamed to identify themselves as ‘Tatars’. 

However, the charismatic Tatar scholar Shigabuddin Marjani was able to switch on the 

nationalist sentiments and initiate the nationalist movement only by asking the question, 

“who are we, if not Tatars?” In Soviet period, particularly before the collapse of the Soviet 
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Union, the level of nationalist sentiments of Tatars rose dramatically due to the emergence of 

nationalist parties who attempted to draw public attention and point at the critical situation 

Tatar people were in because of the decline of the Tatar language and Tatar culture. The 

public attention was drawn and nationalist sentiments increased dramatically throughout the 

entire Republic. This may mean that nationalism along with religion never died, it just 

existed in smaller proportions and in a ‘sleep mode’. Thus, the Tatar religious and national 

revitalization in Kazan was not a new phenomenon and it did not start from scratch.  

2) Glasnost and Perestroika Reforms  

One of the factors that could lead to the religious and nationalist boom in the late 

1980s was the Perestroika and Glasnost reforms implemented by Gorbachev in 1985 when he 

became General Secretary of the USSR. It seemed reasonable for me to analyze this 

statement separately, because before the Glasnost and Perestroika reforms the Soviet Union 

was very different from what it became afterwards in terms of the national and religious 

freedom. Perestroika refers to the restructuring of the ideology by loosening control over 

economy and implementing steps towards more democratic government, while the Glasnost 

means openness. The formal meaning of Glasnost was “free, unrestricted access to any 

unclassified documents (Sawatsky, p. 1; McNair 1991 p. 77). The main aim of the 

Perestroika and the Glasnost was to ‘perfect socialism, not to dismantle it’ (Sawatsky, p. 13). 

However, many people think that it contributed to the demise of the Soviet Union because 

the nationalist sentiments skyrocketed and union republics separated from the USSR. 

Perestroika and Glasnost reforms were caused by the serious reconsideration of the 

communist ideology and values. Rethinking of the meaning and importance of religion was 
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very essential part of this reconsideration. In the 1980s Soviet officials acknowledged that the 

oppressive measures against religion need to be stopped for a number of reasons. Konstantin 

Kharchev, the Chairman of the Council of Religious Affairs in Soviet Union in 1984-1989, 

stated that “there is no need for Soviet power to fight against religion. In fact, such a struggle 

is deviation from Marxist principles” (Sawatsky, p. 11). Kharchev went on further explaining 

that Bolsheviks were able to win the power because of the support of poor workers and 

peasants, the majority of whom were religious at that time. Moreover, he recognized that the 

ideals of Communist Party and religious teachings had common points. For example, 

eradication of the inequality between rich and poor, a fight against alcoholism and drug 

abuse, morality and disapproval of sexual freedom are values that were approved and 

promoted both by the Communist party and the religion, no matter whether it is Islam or 

Christianity. Moreover, a Moscow specialist on ethics, Vladimir Shcherbakov, stated that 

‘the thesis of incompatibility of religion and socialism is untrue. You cannot find anything in 

the Quran or the Bible that contradicts to the idea of common ownership” (Sawatsky, p. 12). 

Hence, the Soviet administration realized that “it was a mistake to create artificial difficulties 

for religious institutions.” Moreover, they acknowledged that at that time “religious could 

play a positive role in society” (Sawatsky, p. 11). This was an unexpected and shocking 

development in the Soviet political system which resulted in abolishment of the atheist 

propaganda and religious freedom, which, in fact, promoted the religious revival.   

While Perestroika restructured the values of the existing Soviet ideology, Glasnost 

provided more freedom for articulation of religious and nationalist sentiments. Soviet media 

began to speak about previously excluded subjects such as religion, nationalism, the KGB, 

the economic disparity between Soviet elites and common people and other drawbacks of the 
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Soviet regime. A nationalist movement in Tatarstan emerged instantly after the Glasnost and 

Perestroika reforms were implemented.  By early 1988, Tatar intellectuals and nationalists 

started to express their grievances that had been previously kept silent. Initial complaints 

were about negative representation of Tatars as ‘barbarian Tatar-Mongols’ in Soviet history 

books. Then Tatars began to complain about the poor status of Tatar language, especially 

about the inability of Tatar children to learn Tatar; about the bad treatment of Tatar draftees 

in the Soviet army; and finally they complained that only 2 percent of the industrial 

enterprises belonged to Tatar Republic while the rest was owned by the Soviet government 

(Walker 1996). Nationalist sentiments increased so much that Tatarstan, along with 

Chechnya, started its struggle to separate from USSR and establish its own nation-state.   

The number of people returning to religion and the number of people admitting they 

had religious beliefs significantly increased after the Glasnost and Perestoika reforms.  For 

instance, in the beginning of the 1980s only 15.7 percent of rural Tatars had religious beliefs 

(Musina 1997). In 1989 34.1 percent of urban Tatars and 43.4 percent of rural Tatars had 

religious beliefs (Musina 1997). As I noted before, the actual number of believers in 1980s 

could be higher, but some people could have been hiding their true religious beliefs because 

of the danger of persecution. Since the implementation of Glasnost that fear has dissapeared 

and more people became able to identify themselves as believers. The religious freedom 

which began after the implementation of the reforms resulted in increase of opportunities to 

‘find’ the religion. Some of these opportunities were the availability of religious literature, 

which was not available in Soviet period and the opportunity to conduct overt religious 

dialogue without danger of being persecuted.   
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In short, after implementation of Perestroika and Glasnost people were presented with 

with tremendous opportunities to express their thoughts and ideas and have access to 

previously censored themes such as religion and nationalism. Perestroika and Glasnost 

provided people with opportunities to behave in ways they might have wanted to behave but 

simply couldn’t because of the existence of strict ideological control in Soviet times. Thus 

these reforms were powerful drivers initiating the religious and national revival in the post-

Soviet space.  

3) The Collapse of the Soviet Union  

The collapse of the Soviet Union and its particular political ideologies is one of the 

main factors explaining why ethnic and religious revitalization in Kazan and other places in 

the post-Soviet space took place. While the Glasnost and Perestroika initiated the identity 

based resurgence, the collapse of the Soviet Union has driven the ethnic revivals by tearing 

all ties linking people to the past. Conspicuous construction of mosques, establishment of 

religious organizations, incorporating Tatar language into the system of education, struggles 

for national independence – all of these events started right after the collapse of the Soviet 

Union.  

The end of the strict ideological control and transition to democratic values was one 

of the consequences of the collapse that led to the emergence of the national and religious 

revitalization. Kazan was not the only city and Tatarstan was not the only region that 

experienced similar ethnic and religious explosions. For instance, in Uzbekistan alone, more 

than two thousands mosques have been built since the collapse of Soviet Union. During the 

Soviet period, there were only about four hundreds (Jonnson 2006 p. 285). Moreover, Islam 
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was not the only religion that revived, and minority ethnic groups such as Tatars were not the 

only ethnic groups which have developed strong sense of nationalism. The revitalization in 

Islam was only a part of the broader social phenomenon of religious revitalization that swept 

over the entire post-Soviet space. The collapse of Soviet Union also marked the revival of the 

Orthodox Christianity as part of the Russian national identity. This phenomenon significantly 

changed the cityscapes of Russian cities. The capital of Russia – Moscow - has become a city 

of the spectacular cathedrals and churches, the construction of which was promoted and 

funded by the national government of Russia. For instance, in Moscow a 103 meter-high 

Cathedral of the Christ the Savior located just two blocks away from the Kremlin was 

reconstructed in only a year. The Cathedral of the Christ the Savior was Russia’s biggest 

church demolished by the Bolsheviks in 1931 to empty the space for construction of the 

Palace of the Soviets, which was a never completed project. The foundation pit of this project 

served as gigantic outdoor swimming pool between 1960 and 1993, and now the Cathedral 

has replaced the pool (Sidorov 2000, p. 548). The new Cathedral symbolized the reversal of 

the Soviet practice of fighting against the religion through demolition of churches, 

monasteries and other religious establishments.  

The collapse of Soviet Union had important political, economic and social 

implications which contributed to the religious rise in the years following the collapse. The 

fall of the ‘Iron Curtain’ which promoted freedom of movement and unrestricted trade and 

the provision of the religious freedom by total abolishment of censorship were very 

important factors which had big effect on the increasing level of religiosity among common 

people. People had opportunities to travel outside of their countries and gain religious 

exchanges, they could buy religious literature imported from abroad and translated in 
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Russian. Later on, as religion gained more authority in people’s minds, a huge flow of 

domestic religious literature swept over markets and people came across with something they 

had never experienced in Soviet times – the abundance of religious books, journals, 

magazines, web-sites and other sources of information.  The increase in the number of 

churches, mosques, religious institutions, and the incorporation of religious education in 

schools were other important consequences of the ideological change. Thus, people started to 

have innumerable opportunities to satisfy their religious interests and increase their religious 

consciousness.  

The demise of the Soviet period also explains national revival. In the Soviet period 

ethnic nationalism was a relatively rare phenomenon, because all people, regardless of their 

ethnicities, were united under a common Soviet identity, which was based on the attachment 

to communist values rather than ethnic identity. The Soviet identity was shaped by several 

decades of common city planning, identical housing, common education system, 

entertainment, and media which were designed for every region of the Soviet Union 

including the most ethnically diverse corners (Olcott 2002, p. 223). Another important 

method for shaping Soviet identity was the policy of Russification, which ensured 

elimination of economic, political, religious, and linguistic disparities among different ethnic 

groups. As part of the Russification policy, all Latin alphabets were changed to Cyrillic, and 

Russian became the main language of inter-ethnic communication, education, and public life 

in the Union. The Soviet identity helped to keep the Soviet environment free from ethnic 

tensions and unnecessary nationalist sentiments that could damage the integrity of the state 

and authority of Soviet ideology.  
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With the demise of the Soviet Union the Soviet identity ceased to exist and every 

ethnic group began the process of return to their own ethnic roots and the issue of ethnic 

nationalism became extremely important. The emergence of ethnic nationalism can be 

explained by the fact that mechanisms for creating common Soviet identity were artificial 

and ethnic ties proved to be much stronger than Soviet identity ties. Therefore, when the ties 

linking people of the multiethnic Soviet Union disappeared, each nation wanted to ‘return to 

its ethnic roots’. Following the collapse of the Soviet Union Tatarstan became one of 

Russia’s hottest spots in terms of nationalist sentiments. Certainly the collapse of the Soviet 

Union was one of the most important factors causing the identity based resurgence, not only 

in Tatarstan, but in all regions of the Soviet Union.  

4) Nationalist Politics of the Post-Soviet Republics  

One of the biggest factors that led to the Tatar national and religious revitalization 

was nationalist politics of the post-Soviet Tatarstan government ruled by Mintimer Shaimiev. 

In Chapter 2 I mentioned some of the nationalist policies implemented by Shaimiev. In this 

section I want to continue my discussion about this issue in order to show how it contributed 

to the Tatar revival.  

Mintimer Shaimiev was the central figure in Tatarstan’s politics from 1990 until 

January 2010 when he resigned and nominated his successor Rustem Minnihanov as 

president of the Republic. Much of the Tatar national and religious revival has relatively 

strong connection with Shaimiev politics in the 1990s and 2000s. Mintimer Shaimiev is an 

ethnic Tatar with a rural background. Shaimiev is blamed for creating authoritarian regime in 

Tatarstan and enhancing clan and regional loyalties (Yemelianova, 2000, p. 44). The 
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government of Tatarstan almost entirely consists of Tatars with village backgrounds, many of 

whom are Shaimiev’s relatives or co-villagers. Shaimiev has always promoted ethnic Tatars 

with village backgrounds as his team members because they could speak fluent Tatar and 

better retained traditional Tatar values (Yemelianova, 2000, p. 44).  

I won’t argue whether ‘Tatarization’ of the state authority was positive or negative 

development in Tatarstan because it is not my point here; however, I would argue that it had 

quite positive effects on the revival of Tatar national consciousness and Islam in the 

Republic. According to the power-sharing Treaty signed in 1994 between Kazan and 

Moscow, Yeltsin’s administration did not have the right to interfere in internal affairs of 

Tatarstan. Thus when Tatars came to power in Tatarstan they were free to promote and 

institutionalize their own interests and values.  

In 1990s Tatarstan’s authorities were actively creating pro-government institutions 

that incorporated the nationalist policies. One of the most important institutions was the 

World Congress of Tatars the aim of which was to coordinate Tatar activities all over the 

world especially focusing on cultural issues such as organization of Tatar national festivals, 

Tatar congresses and meetings that would gather Tatars from all over the world. Another 

important institution was the Institute of History of the Republic Tatarstan established by 

Shaimiev in 1996. This institute studies and promotes the study of Tatar ethnography, 

history, culture and religion.  

Shaimiev institutionalized Tatar as one of the official languages of the republic. Tatar 

language became mandatory for learning both for Tatar and Russian students. As I mentioned 

before in the previous chapter, a large number of Tatar gymnasiums, schools and 

kindergartens were opened in Kazan and other cities of Tatarstan. In 1997 Tatar national 
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movement advocating switching from Cyrillic to Latin alphabet emerged in Tatarstan. In July 

1997 the State Council issued Latin alphabet for Tatar language and names of all streets in 

the city started to be written in Latin (Yemelianova, 2000, p. 46). Tatars, especially older 

generations, actively supported this movement because before the 1917 Revolution Tatar 

language used Latin alphabet. They argued that Latin alphabet does better job in articulating 

Tatar sounds than Cyrillic alphabet.  

In November 1997 the State Council of Tatarstan issues a decree stating that all 

passports must mention holder’s nationality (Yemelianova, 2000, p. 46). Since then all 

Russian passports issued to residents of Tatarstan started to have a separate page with 

Tatarstan’s national emblem and holder’s identification information written in the Tatar 

language.  Tatarstan government also incorporated state symbols such as flags, emblem and 

coat of arms to city’s landscape.  

At the same time there were significant attempts to increase the religious 

consciousness of Tatars. An advisor of Shaimiev, Rafael Khakimov, viewed Islam as an 

important part of Tatar national identity and therefore advocated strengthening the 

importance of Islam in the republic (Yemelianova, 2000, p. 46). Yemelianova (2000) argues 

that the majority of Tatarstan’s political elite comes from Soviet atheist backgrounds and has 

little knowledge about Islam (p. 47). Thus the attitude of Tatar political elite to Islam could 

be compared with the attitude of Yeltsin to Orthodox Christianity, which served as the main 

national component of Russia.  

No matter whether Tatar political elite possessed understanding about Islam or just 

wanted to strengthen it as a national symbol, they initiated and sponsored the construction of 

mosques and madrassas and promoted the establishment of Islamic organizations, colleges 
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and institutions with the help of which people could obtain and enhance their religious 

knowledge. To this extent, I might conclude that the revitalization of Tatar power has led to 

the establishment of religious institutions such as mosques, madrassas, colleges and 

organizations which in turn produced the growth of religious consciousness in Tatars. 

  

5) The Global Revival of Islam 

When speaking about the religious revival in Kazan and Tatarstan, it is very 

important to mention about the influence of the global Islamic revival. The global revival of 

Islam refers to the growth in the number of the followers of Islam throughout the Muslim 

countries which started in about 1970s (Lapidus 2002 p. 822). Lapidus identifies the Islamic 

revival as “the whole range of newly founded and active Islamic movements” – “some 

intolerant and exclusivist, some pluralistic; some favorable to science, some anti-scientific; 

some primarily devotional and some political; some democratic and some authoritarian; 

some pacific, some violent” (Lapidus 2002, p. 823). These movements may be both 

international and national. Many of these movements have religious functions which 

encompass promoting piety, morality and prayer; some have political functions such as 

engaging in national politics and some have social, community-building functions (Lapidus 

2002, p. 823). The global revival of Islam was partly a reaction to ‘Westernization’ or the 

dominance of the European and American values such as consumerism, sexual freedom, 

feminism and pop culture.  

The global revival of Islam has touched almost all countries with significant portion 

of Muslim population, and Tatarstan has joined this revival after the collapse of the Soviet 
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Union as well. The fall of the Iron Curtain, the advances of globalization such as better 

connectedness and the ability to travel freely across the globe were one of the main reasons 

why Tatarstan became involved in and influenced by the global Islamic revival. Denis 

Garaev who wrote an article titled ‘Women in headscarves in Kazan’ pointed out that Kazan 

has become involved in the global Islamic revival that swept over other important cities such 

as Istanbul and Cairo as one of the forms of the protest against modernization which 

threatened to destroy traditional and religious beliefs (Garaev 2008).  

Another important factor that contributed to the religious revitalization of Tatars was 

the increasing interest towards Islam in general. In recent years, Islam has become a hot topic 

throughout the world and in Russia. Not only ethnic Muslims such as Tatars obtained 

religious beliefs, but also many non-Muslims started being interested in Islam. Russia has 

come across with the new social phenomenon – massive conversion of Russians to Islam. In 

2005 the Mufti of Russia Ravil Gaynutdin stated that the number of Russians who converted 

to Islam in Moscow alone could have reached 20,000 people (BBC Russian 2005). The 

actual number of converts could actually be much higher because a majority of them, it 

seems, do not reveal that they had become Muslims (Alautdinov 2010). The Imam of the 

Moscow’s Sobornaya mosque, Shamil Alautdinov, said that one of the main reasons why 

Christians convert to Islam is the fact that there has been too much attention drawn to Islam 

by the media (Alautdinov 2010). Islam was slandered as ‘religion of terror’ and criticized for 

the intolerance against other religions and this resulted in increased public interest towards 

Islam. People started to search what Islam is in the reality, whether it is really ‘a religion of 

terror and jihadists’ or not. The search for the truth about Islam in some cases was resulting 

with conversion to this religion or increase in the religious consciousness because people 
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were gaining more and more knowledge about Islam and learning that it was very far away 

from being ‘a religion of terror’. The same reason can explain why many initially secular 

Tatars were becoming devout Muslims. 

 

5.2 Conclusion 

Two decades ago Kazan was a Soviet city the landscape of which was decorated by 

golden and colorful domes of churches and in which Tatar residents were laughed at and 

kicked off the public transport for speaking their own language in their own city (Faller 2002, 

p. 83). Did anyone think that Kazan would change so much in the next few years? I believe 

that even people with very developed sense of imagination could not imagine that Kazan 

would become a city of soaring minarets and Islamic madrassas. No one could probably 

guess that children of those who used to laugh at Tatar language would have to learn this 

language as a mandatory subject at schools. And of course, no one would expect that the 

government of Tatarstan would almost entirely consist of Tatars who were always excluded 

from politics and deprived of any sort of power. However, everything that people would not 

even picture in their heads has happened and Kazan has transformed from a Soviet city into a 

cultural and religious Tatar oasis in a predominantly Christian part of the world.  

In the future Kazan will probably continue to develop as a truly Tatar Islamic city and 

the pride of Tatars. Many important events which would probably contribute to increase in 

the national sentiments among Tatars are yet to come. One of these events is international 

sport competition Universiade 2013. Kazan has already begun the grandiose preparation for 

this event and Tatars will probably become more proud with the achievements of their 

national capital. Similarly, the influence of Islam on Kazan Tatars is likely to increase in the 
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future, because each year more and more Tatars become involved in the social religious 

networks that have grown tremendously in the result of the establishment of religious 

institutions. One factor that might slow down the implementation of national projects is the 

relationship of Kazan with Moscow, particularly with the administration of Vladimir Putin, 

which started to interfere in internal affairs of Tatarstan in order to keep the situation in this 

multiethnic region under control.  

To summarize, in this thesis I attempted to shed some light on an important, 

fascinating and insightful phenomenon – Tatar religious and national revitalization in Kazan, 

the capital of Tatarstan. I used data such as landmarks, memorials, establishments, 

institutions and other symbolic, religious or national elements of the city in order to 

demonstrate the scope of the Tatar urban revival. Additionally, I tried to understand the 

actual causes and processes that contributed to the revival. I believe that this topic needs 

further investigations and serious analyzes because the phenomenon of ethnic and religious 

revival has not been limited only to Kazan; it has been becoming more and more actual in 

many regions of the world. Therefore, digging to the roots of this phenomenon might help to 

understand why so many people want to reverse the present and return to their historic roots. 

What is wrong with this global social order that people are longing for their history, forgotten 

traditions, culture and spirituality?  
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