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Abstract

This article analyzes how forms of collective religiosity have transformed Crimean Tatar
communities throughout the twentieth century, and especially since the political events of the last
few years. As a result of forced secularization during the Soviet period, some aspects of religiosity
reproduced within local communities went through a process of “domestication” (using the term
of T. Dragadze). The most widespread family rituals involved collective prayers, or Dua, including
canonized religious texts and the performance of certain ritual acts. After the collapse of the Soviet
Union, these collective religious practices co-existed with institutionalized forms of Islam. Today,
under the influence of political repressions by the new Russian administration, these collective
religious practices have taken on defined political meanings and are used by the Crimean Tatars as
a manifestation of resistance and disobedience.
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“In spite of everything, our flags are streaming in
the wind and the old men have begun to read the
Dua”
Aishe Umerova

1
This article retraces the political significance
of collective prayers, or “Dua,” among
Crimean Tatars from the second half of the
twentieth century up to their important role
today. Dua prayers are performed in families
and local communities. ~When speaking
about the Soviet period, I use the term
“domestication” of religion, as suggested by
Tamara Dragadze? This term captures the
process of privatizing the sacred practices that
took place in the Crimean Tatars’ religious
lives. To understand of the importance of
religion in processes of political mobilization,
I use theoretical frameworks from the field of
social movement theory (SMT).* The revival
of Islam during the Crimean Tartar return

1 https://www.dialog.ua/news/128317_1503222823

2 Dragadze, T. (1993). The domestication of religion
under Soviet communism. Socialism: Ideals, ideologies,
and local practice, (31), pp. 141-150.

3 Klandermans, B., & Roggeband, C. (Eds.). (2007).
Handbook of social movements across disciplines.
Springer Science & Business Media.

(53 &v-re-rio |

migration (repatriation) and adaptation to
their homeland will be also discussed in terms
of social mobility.* The particular importance
of religion in the process of collective action
has been a subject of study in works of scholars
in the social sciences®. Using the example of
collective prayers or “Dua”, I consider how
religiosity shifted to the family domain under
the pressure of forced secularization. I will
also show how family and private practices
became a tool of disobedience towards state
authorities and a means to demonstrate
political opposition under tense political
circumstances. This article is based on field
research conducted from 2006 to 2011 and
complemented by historical analysis as well
as an analysis of ongoing media reports.

The principal religion of Crimean Tatars
is Sunni Islam. Since the Middle Ages, Sufi
orders (Tarigah) have played a significant
role in shaping Islam during the entire period

4 Zaloznaya, M., & Gerber, T. P. (2012). Migration as
Social Movement: Voluntary Group Migration and the
Crimean Tatar Repatriation. Population and Develop-
ment Review, 38(2), 259-284.

5 Wald, K. D., Silverman, A. L., & Fridy, K. S. (2005).
Making sense of religion in political life. Annual Review
of Political Science, 8, 121-143.
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Mestura, Crimea. 2010. © Olena Soboleva

of the Crimean Khanate and even after the
annexation of Crimea by the Russian Empire.
The Soviet forced secularization campaigns
undermined the Muslim religious and
public life in Crimea as well as in the other
territories where Communist authorities were
established. Mosques and monasteries were
closed, religious leaders were persecuted, and
the traditional system of theological education
was destroyed during the Soviet period.
Under such circumstances, some forms of
religious practice were performed secretly and
became “domesticated,” meaning that they
were performed at home and rarely for overtly
political purposes.

The forced deportation of Crimean Tatars
to Central Asia on 18 May 1944 considerabely
affected religious life. The connection
with spatial markers of religiosity, such
as cemeteries, mosques, shrines, was lost.
After the Crimean Tatars were expelled from

Euxeinos 24 / 2017

their ancestral lands, the Soviet government
began an ideological transformation of the
Crimean cultural space. Soviet authorities
launched the process of renaming places
with Turkic names beginning in the middle
of the twentieth century. Although Muslim
cemeteries and mosques had been either
destroyed or rebuilt, Soviet authorities began
to colonize abandoned Crimean territories.
Immigrants from the central regions of Russia
were brought to Crimea to populate deserted
villages.

During the Soviet period, vertical or
horizontal family/communal channels were an
important means of transmission of religious
beliefs. At a time when professional religious
practitioners were repressed, ritual practices
were led by the eldest representative of the
family, who was often a woman. For example,
in 2010 Mestura served as a “dzuvudzylar,”
a ritual specialist, who is responsible for
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Mestura, Crimea. 2010 © Olena Soboleva

washing the bodies of deceased people during
funeral ceremonies. She also read prayers
that had been ordered for different family
occasions. To do this, she used a book, which
was a collection of prayers that she received
from relative who could not read Arabic. She
also learned the Arabic alphabet at a relatively
old age in Uzbekistan. Her colleague, an
Uzbek teacher of mathematics, helped her to
study Arabic and to pray. “It all happened in
our school. I taught mathematics. There was a
teacher. She used to secretly read prayers, read
Namaz. When children were at lunch, she used
to come in my classroom, and I would close
the door. Then she used to read a prayer. I said
her: “Teach me Arabic!” And she taught me.
So I learned to read gradually. I have learned,
yes.”® Mestura’s history of turning to Islam is
a fairly typical one for Crimean Tatars at the
time of deportation.

During the Soviet period, the main form
6 Mestura, born in 1935. Interview recorded in 2010.
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of religious practice was the collective ritual of
Dua (“prayer” in Arabic), which was conducted
in relatively small, local communities. Dua
collective prayers can be divided into several
groups according to their purpose. There are
commemorative prayers after a funeral on the
7th, 36th and 40th day, and again six months
and one year after the death (“kyigy duasy”,
“kemlyk duasy” - “prayer of sorrow”). Other
prayers accompany festal events in the life of
a family (“koz aydin duasy”, “eilyk duasy”),
such as a birth, the building of a new house,
the return from a trip, and so on. Another
category of Dua are aimed at blessing the
intention “niyet” to do something (travel a
distant road or make large purchases).

Dua is traditionally held in the house
of the initiator of the event. Two rooms are
usually prepared for the prayers, one for
women and another for men. Elder members
of the family and respected neighbors are
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Collective prayer. Crimea, 2016. Photo by Anton Naumov © Olena Soboleva

usually invited to the collective prayers.
The Mullah usually reads the prayer texts,
and everyone recites the final parts of the
invocations. Some of the prayers are read in
turn by all participants, including women.
Young people are not directly involved in the
ritual, but they prepare and serve ritual food.
During the Soviet period, elderly men who
could read Arabic, even if they had no special
theological education, assumed the role of
Mullahs.

The Dua collective prayer consists
of readings of three parts: the Koran; the
Mevlid, which is a poem; and Illyahi folk
poetry. The first part of Dua is obligatory,
but the last two are optional and depend on
the desire of the master of the house or the
type of event. Informants note that not so
long ago the reading of folk religious texts
sometimes was accompanied by whirling
prayers. This worship ceremony is similar to
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dervish practices, which originated in Sufi
communities.

The first part of the collective prayer has
a canonized, sequenced structure of different
parts: reading texts from the Koran; Dhikr;
reading the 36th Sura Ya Sin; the dedication of
worship “Bahyshlama;” and a closing prayer.
Each part of the prayer has its canonized
composition. The second part consists of
a collectively read aloud Dhikr, or “tespe
chekme,” (which means “to count prayer
beads”) or “dzhemaat zikir” (public, collective
Dhikr). Guzel Tuymova, a researcher of
Crimean Tatar religious folklore, asserts
that Crimean Tatars’ Dhikr resembles Sufi
devotions that exist in some orders (Kadiriyya,
and Mavlaviya).” Dhikr ceremonies among
Crimean Tatars are accompanied by head
7 TyiimoBa I. P (2008) PemurnosHsie My3bIKaTbHO
— IIO3TUYECKNE J)KaHPbI B TpaI[I/ILU/IOHHOI‘/'I MY3bIKe

KPBIMCKUX TaTap: MaBANA U VJIAXN : IUC. KaH]. UCK. C.
62.
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Server Kerametov, Summer 2017. © Olena Soboleva

movements and the swinging of the body. The
third part is central to the ritualized ceremony
and is dedicated to the reading of the 36th
Sura Ya Sin. The fourth part of worship
—“bahyshlama “
God. Before offering the prayer to God, the

- is an offering of prayer to

master of house asks some local religious
specialists (a relative or neighbor) to read
the entire Koran (“Quran hatym”). Besides
that, several participants read the Sura Ya
Sin forty times (“kyrklama”) before the event
begins. When the readers enter the house, they
mark each Koran with a candy and each of
the “kyrklama” with a lump of sugar. At the
Dua, a ritual of passage of the Koran (“Kuran
bahyshlaylar”) and “kyrklama” to God takes
place, the purpose of which, according to
informants, is “sending prayers to heaven.”
If the participants brought more “kyrklama”
than necessary, the master may keep a few
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lumps of sugar, which symbolizes recited
prayers for some other important family event.
This example shows how religious practices
went through a process of folklorization and
domestication in the local communal domain.

An extensive process of religious
revival began during the repatriation and
resettlement of Crimean Tatars on the
territory of their ethnic homeland. Islam
was institutionalized in several ways. First,
the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of
Crimea (DUMC) was created. Second, other
Muslim organizations from Arab countries
and the Middle East arrived on the Crimean
peninsula.® If we look at return migration
as a social movement, the subject of religion
played a significant role in this process.
Religion became a politically charged matter

8 Yarosh, O., & Brylov, D. (2011). Muslim communities
and Islamic network institutions in Ukraine: contesting
authorities in shaping of Islamic localities. Muslims in
Poland and Eastern Europe, pp. 252- 264.
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when it came to claiming territories in Crimea
through the actualization of spatial markers
of religiosity, including mosques, cemeteries,
and shrines.

When Crimean Tatars returned to their
ethnic homeland, they found themselves
surrounded by a new cultural environment.
Only some architectural details and the
natural surroundings evoked the “traditional”
cultural landscape that existed in memories.
The process of repatriation of the Crimean
Tatar community to Crimea was accompanied
by the reconstruction of an imaginary
landscape. The movement for the restoration
of ethnic space is an important process, which
has acquired different forms. Objects, places
and sites with visible ethnic and confessional
symbolism, such as mosques, Islamic shrines,
memorials to victims of deportation, and so
on became symbolic mediators between the
community and their ethnic lands, between the
present and the past’. Today shrines (Azizler),
mosques, and cemeteries, as sacred objects, are
more than just the sites of religious practice.
They have become strong ethnic and religious
symbols. They legalize the resettlement of
Crimean Tatars on their historical territory.
Thus, for the past two decades privatized and
underground Islam has started going public
again. Religiosity has gradually come out from
communal space into the public sphere. Dua
collective prayers, however, remain entirely
within communal practices and continue,
as they have for decades, to co-exist with
institutionalized Islam.

After the annexation of Crimea by the
Russian Federation in 2014, the religious life
of Crimean Muslims was integrated into
the formal system of Russian religious law.

9 Soboleva, O. (2016). Reciprocity or Conflict: Inter-
confessional Situation around Muslim Shrines in the
Crimea. YKpaiHO3HaBCTBO, (2), 157-163.
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Some religious organizations operating at
the time in Crimea acquired an illegal status
and the Spiritual Administration of Muslims
of Crimea was transformed into the Central
Spiritual Administration of Muslims - Taurian
Mulftiat. At the same time, the religious and
political persecution of Crimean Tatars began.
People were arrested or kidnapped. The new
administration forbade all mass political
events and meetings without prior permission.
Relatives of repressed or missing members of
families started to hold Dua collective prayers
at home. As more and more people began to
participate in these prayers, they could no
longer fit in the house or yard. Hundreds
of people began to sit on the pavement,
near parks or playgrounds. More than 1000
people came to pray for a politician, Ilma
Umerov, who was placed under a compulsory
treatment order and sentenced to a mental
health clinic. '°

Another event that occurred in Summer
2017 shows the transformation of religious
community practices. On the 8 August 2017, a
76 year-old activist, Server Karametov, placed
a single stake under the walls of the Supreme
Court of Crimea to protest against political
repressions on the peninsula. He was arrested
by the police and detained for ten days. These
eventshad great resonance among the Crimean
Tatars in Crimea. On August 20, a large-scale
collective prayer was organised by the local
Crimean Tatar community at the Khan Uzbek
mosque in the city of Old Crimea'.

The participants continue to be closely
monitored by the police and other controlling
authorities, and they receive warnings.
Although the content of these prayers is purely
religious, Dua is not a private prayer anymore.

10 http://qha.com.ua/ru/obschestvo/krimskie-tatari-
pomolilis-za-ervina-ibragimova-foto-video/162780/

11 http://qha.com.ua/ru/obschestvo/v-krimu-prohodit-
dua-po-sluchayu-osvobojdeniya-karametova/177387/

56



It is a public demonstration of resistance and
a tool to summon the community. A Crimean
Tatar forced migrant, who now resides in Kyiv,
thinks that the participants of these prayers
are heroes and he admires them greatly'.
Although only religious texts are read during
the prayers, it is clear that these events are not
just of religious importance. Above all, they
have political significance.

Religious practices began to accompany,
or even substitute, purely political events.
Already in the first year of coming to
power, Russian security forces banned the
organization of demonstrations in memory of
the victims of deportations, which in previous
years were usually held by Crimean Tatars in
Simferopol and in all major Crimean cities.
All commemorative events are now clearly
regulated by local authorities. In 2016, local
authorities arranged commemorative activities
in the village of Suren on the occasion of the
opening of a new memorial. Visitors were
seated on folding chairs. Political leaders of
Crimea and the official representatives of
several confessions made speeches. Such
a format for commemorating the day of the
victims of the deportation was nothing like
numerous demonstrations that attracted tens
of thousands of Crimean Tatars in the previous
years. As a matter of fact, the authorities are
trying to embody the slogan voiced by the
“Vice Premier Minister” of Crimea Dmitry
Polonsky, which says that “it is necessary to
commemorate quietly, but to rejoice loudly”*.
Today, in response to the prohibition of
mourning rallies, commemorative events are
gradually becoming religious gatherings. In

12 Erfan, 1968 year of birth, recorded in 2016.
13 http://an-crimea.ru/page/articles/138734
14 https://lenta.ru/articles/2015/04/03/krymtatary/
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the center of these events is the traditional
Dua collective prayer. However, these events
are apparently not “quiet” at all. In 2016, in the
village of Buyuk Onlar, about one thousand
people gathered for a memorial prayer
dedicated to the victims of forced deportation.
All the participants sat in the city square, and
dozens of national flags streamed in the wind
over the heads of the participants. The local
Mullah recited prayers with a megaphone,
and his words were repeated by the men and
women present.’®

In conclusion, some elements of
religiosity, under the stress of adversarial
circumstances, such as political pressure,
repression, or persecution, can move into the
private sphere. The example of Dua collective
prayer shows how intercommunal religious
practices in the Soviet period acquired the
function of consolidation and preservation of
group identity for Crimean Tartars. Later the
same private religious elements served as a
mobilization tool, a manifestation of collective
action and resistance, and a means to
demonstrate belonging to ethnic and religious
groups. Collective prayers in local Crimean
communities today are an effective way of
demonstrating group unity, collaboration,
and national solidarity.
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