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A critical case study of the dynamics of Muslim Interaction in Ukraine since the annexation of Crimea in 2014 

“There is no greater sorrow on earth than the loss of one’s native land”
—Euripides, 431 bce

Crimean Tatars are among the most persecuted Muslims in the world who suffer from restriction of religious freedom. The Russian occupation authorities have been persecuting Crimean Tatars by ethnicity since the Russian occupation of Crimea in March 2014. Searches, interrogations, and prosecutions are intended to intimidate Crimean Tatars and force them to leave the peninsula. International organizations have declared the occupation and annexation of Crimea illegal and condemned Russia's actions. Besides, Western countries have imposed economic sanctions. At the same time, Russia has continued to deny peninsula annexation for five years, calling it a "restoration of historical justice." At the beginning of 2014, 266,000 Crimean Tatars constituted as much as 13% of the Crimean population. In this situation, they remained the least protected and politically disenfranchised nation as they refused to recognize Russian power in their ethnic territory. Part of the indigenous population of Crimea, due to political belief and fear for the safety of their lives, left their homes and immigrated to mainland Ukraine.
This essay will outline how the annexation of Crimea affected the life of the Crimean Tatars whose principal religion is Sunni Islam, why and what kind of oppression the indigenous population of the Crimean peninsula is undegoing, as well as the dynamics of the interaction of Muslims of Ukraine with other religions.
It is worth pointing that the Crimean Tatars faced hard trials much earlier. For a better understanding of the current situation, let us return to history.
Crimean Tatars are a Turkic ethnic group, the indigenous population of the Crimean peninsula. The state of the Crimean Tatars - the Crimean Khanate - existed from 1441 to 1783. During most of its history, it remained dependent on the Ottoman Empire and allied with it. The Tatars of Crimea were the descendants of many ancient people. They adopted Islam and lived on the territory of the Crimean peninsula, which was called Taurica at that time (Taylor, 2014).
The population of Crimea at that time was very diverse. Many Greeks, Italians, Armenians, Jews, and Slavs lived there. Muslims, Christians of different denominations as well as Jews, lived side by side on the peninsula. All the problems for the indigenous population began when the Russian Empire, then the USSR, and then Russia started to be interested in the peninsula.
Russification of the Crimea began in 1783, when the Crimean Khanate was illegally annexed, for the first time, by the Russian Empire during the reign of Catherine II. In the process of political reorganization, the Russian governor replaced the ruling Tatar khan. The Muslim Jamaats (Communities) lost their property rights for water and land as they were passed to the Russians - nobles or the state. Therefore the indigenous population turned from owners into tenants. The Russian Empire created such conditions for the Muslims of the peninsula that their number was constantly and rapidly declining. This annexation marked the first wave of Tatar emigration. "Following  the tsarist government's policies, Crimean Tatars were forced to leave Crimea and soon turned into a minority in their only historic motherland," historian Bekirova said (Mirovalev, 2018).
The Bolshevik-led famine of 1921-22 took the lives of another 80,000 people, most of them were Crimean Tatars. Joseph Stalin began to liquidate the Tatar intelligentsia, that worked on the revival of Tatar language, culture, and self-determination. In 1927, Stalin collected 40,000 Tatars, "bourgeois nationalists" (as they were reffred to by Stalin himself), and sent them to Siberian labor camps. It was a real genocide. As the result, the population of Crimea decreased by three times. The emptied houses were inhabited by war veterans, demobilized officers of the Soviet army, the NKVD, and political workers. Mosques and monasteries were closed, religious leaders were persecuted, and the traditional system of theological education was destroyed. 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 (Soboleva, 2017, p. 52).
However, it was just the beginning. On May 18, 1944, Stalin, seeking revenge on the Tatars for their supposed cooperation with the Nazi Germans, began a brutal deporting of a quarter of a million Tatars to Central Asia. According to some estimates, half of them died from illness and starvation as they were being deported. Greta Uehling describes the horrifying deportation scenes in her book “Beyond Memory. The Crimean Tatars' Deportation and Return”: 
«Not only were there deaths, but women gave birth in the overcrowded cars. They did not stop, but rode on in what came to be called “crematoria on wheels.” At no point were the Tatars informed where they were going or why. Some were even told they should not ask because they were to be shot upon arrival» (Uehling, 2004, p. 3). 
Only several thousand Tatars managed to escape to Turkey and Europe.
The forced deportation of Crimean Tatars to Central Asia in May 1944 considerably affected religious life. As a result, the connection with cemeteries, mosques, shrines, was lost. 
In the 1990s and 2000s, with the assistance of Ukraine’s newly formed state, a large number of Tatars began to return to the Peninsula, where they faced a massive resistance by the pro-Russian contingent. Several thousand people found that their homeland was completely resettled by the Russians. Their homes were taken away, and their culture was erased. All this influenced the formation of an explicit pro-Ukrainian position of the Crimean Tatars. In fact, the Crimean Tatars often seem like the only ‘pro-Ukrainian force’ in Crimea. The local ethnic Ukrainian is highly Russified. It was only thanks to Crimean Tatar votes that a slim majority in Crimea, just 54%, voted to back Ukrainian independence in the crucial referendum in December 1991 (Wilson, 2013, p. 421).
To revive and restore the Crimean Tatar heritage, Tatars created their political authority - the Mejlis. The Mejlis acted as a kind of embassy for the Tatars, as well as a governing body that worked on the restoration of Crimean Tatars’ rights and self-determination. 
At the time when the Revolution of Dignity took place in Kyiv in 2014, Crimean Tatars also supported the pro-European future of Ukraine. At rallies, the Crimean Tatars were chanting both "Allahu Akbar" in Arabic and "Glory to Ukraine" in Ukrainian (Wilson, the Guardians, 2014).  Certainly, the pro-Russian forces did not like their behavior. So in less than a week, the Crimean Tatars have gone from being heroes of the revolution to an isolated minority. Their leaders are advising them to stay indoors, but there are also reports of Tatars forming self-defense units, - continue Wilson (2014). Anti-Tatar campaigns go hand in hand with pressure on all things Ukrainian.
The persecution of the Tatars began immediately after they opposed the illegitimate Crimean status referendum that resulted in the unity of Crimea with Russia. Consequently, many Tatar activists and journalists were arrested. Several disappeared. Reshat Ametov, a 39-year-old political activist who campaigned against the referendum and the Russian invasion, was kidnapped in front of the Council of Ministers building in Simferopol. Two weeks later, his body was found with signs of torture.
In April 2014, the Crimean Tatar leader, Mustafa Dzhemilev, the head of the Mejlis, was barred from entering Crimea after being abroad during the referendum. He has been in exile since then. In April 2016, the Russians banned the Mejlis, calling it a dangerous, extremist outfit (Bayrasli, 2019). Even though the Crimean Tatars are known for a history of nonviolent resistance and Dzhemilev is a recipient of the UNHCR Nansen medal for his decades of peaceful struggle for the rights of the Crimean Tatars (Shevel, 2014).  Since then, the new authorities have arrested many Tatars, accusing them of being supporters of terrorism or belonging to extremist groups. At the same time, the anti-Tatar sentiment was spreading in pro-Russian media. Some ethnic Russians accuse the Tatars of making the plan to take revenge on the pro-Russian population. New history textbooks describe how Crimean Tatars plunder Russia, enslave and sell tens of thousands of captives and obediently serve the Ottoman sultans.
Russia has turned "into a colonial 'prison of nations' with a hardline course to assimilate national minorities", wrote Radjana Dugarova, an activist from the southern Siberian province of Buryatiya (Mirovalev, 2018).
[bookmark: _Hlk25622015]Muslims in Crimea feel threatened even when they go to the mosque to pray. Moreover, the Russian side opened administrative violations against the mosques for the presence of prohibited literature, absence of the proper documentation or holding meetings without prior agreement with the authorities. 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. The Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Crimea was transformed into the Central Spiritual Administration of Muslims – Taurian Muftiat (Soboleva, p. 56). Since the annexation of the Crimea, many supporters and members of the Hizb ut-Tahrir, an international Islamic political party, have been arrested. The party, whose main purpose is restoring a just Islamic lifestyle, is recognized as a terrorist organization in Russia. Mustafa Dzhemilev reported that 18 Crimean Tatars had already disappeared during the first six months after the annexation. Five Crimean Tatars were arrested and sentenced to 12-17 years in prison for allegedly being members of Hizb ut-Tahrir. 
For the Russian authorities, everyone who confesses affiliation with Hizb ut-Tahrir is member of a "radical Islamist terrorist organization," whereas, for Ukrainian human rights activists, they are political prisoners persecuted for religious beliefs. Those Crimean Tatars, who are fortunate enough to be free, are fired from work and received a poor characterization. 
In Crimea, the occupation authorities are actively using all the tools tried and tested in the law and practice of the Russian Federation to suppress any alternative point of view for the complete elimination of the independent civil society in the peninsula (Skrypnyk, 2016, p. 54).
Shortly after the annexation, Moscow banned Crimean Tatar media, Tatar kindergartens became bilingual, and the number of classes of Crimean Tatars language in public schools reduced to two voluntary hours a week.  People, who have the own point of view that differ from the pro-government one, have two choices: either to leave Crimea or to stop any public activity and keep silent. Few independent-minded journalists who have remained in the Crimea are experiencing unprecedented pressure. They are detained, questioned, and their homes are searched. Crimean journalists write and publish articles on the Internet anonymously, fearing for their safety. The ATR channel, the editions of well-known Crimean Internet editions, as well as the only Ukrainian-language newspaper in Crimea and the Crimean radio station, have moved to Kyiv. Journalists, cameramen, directors and their families moved to the Ukrainian capital. The quantity and quality of materials about the Crimea are significantly affected as they are prepared hundreds of kilometers away from the peninsula.
The current situation in Crimea with freedom of speech is reminiscent of a return to the Ukrainian SSR. Russia has created a frozen conflict with the Crimean Tatars on the peninsula. They seek to ensure that information about Crimean Tatars and everything that is happening to them does not get into the media at all, neither in a positive nor in a negative sense. At a time when the world media is paying a lot of attention to the oppression of national minorities, they hardly speak about the situation with the Crimean Tatars.
At a time when Tatars are forced to leave their historical homeland, Russia purposefully populates Crimea by people from the Russian Federation. These are purely geopolitical and political interests in the region as the less Crimean Tatars remain on the peninsula, the easier it will be to assimilate them. The reconstruction of some Muslim religious buildings, under which the Tatars themselves see the deliberate destruction of the Muslim heritage, also takes place.
From the time of annexation the Crimea, Tatar communities live in two realities. One reality is Crimea, where the Spiritual Administration of Muslims was integrated into the structure of state-controlled Russian Islam. Whereas in the mainland of Ukraine, the Crimean Tatars have the right to vote, the representatives of different religious movements feel free and safe. Some choose a liberal model, others choose traditional Sunni religiosity when Islam is not only a personal religion but also a source of social morality.
The unexpected change in the political situation has led to the fact that the inter-religious dialogue between Christians and Muslims in Ukraine started from practice, not from theory. Mainland Ukraine had a good example of inter-religious dialogue on the Independence Square in Kyiv when representatives of different religions gathered to pray for peace in Ukraine. It was a time when divisions between Eastern and Western Ukraine disappeared, when the love for our land and truth rose above battles between religions. Ukrainian Jews, Christians, and Muslims became united with one purpose (Batig, 2019). 
At a time when migration to much of Europe has become a pressing issue, around 50,000 Crimean Tatars have been welcomed with open arms throughout Ukraine. The latest Ukrainian Revolution focused Ukrainian values on human rights and freedom of assembly. Crimean Tatars asserted their right on gathering and being heard, therefore, many viewed them as genuine Ukrainian patriots.
Ukrainians who are familiar with the history of the Crimean Tatars have sincerely sympathized with them and tried their best to help. There were many initiatives all over Ukraine in support of the Crimean Tatars. The relocation of the Crimean Tatars mostly  to Kyiv and Lviv, set a task for the local religious communities and leaders to acquaint their residents with Islam, as well as the culture and traditions of the Crimean Tatars. Thus, several Interfaith Initiatives on mainland Ukraine by the Crimean Muslims took place, namely, round tables, seminars, workshops. Such initiatives took place with the participation of the spiritual leaders of each of the religion and usually began with a common prayer.
For example, we are going to mention just a few of them: 
December 2014 - the interreligious round table dedicated to the Christian-Muslim dialogue sponsored by the Libertas Center for Interreligious Dialogue took place. Symbolically, this round table was held on the International Day of Human Rights. The participants had a chance to watch a short video about what local people in Lviv know about the Crimean Tartars. 
Jews, Christians, and Muslims discussed how to unite the country on March 19, 2015, in Odessa during an academic and practical conference “Religious Values ​​as a catalyst for strengthening and spread of moral and ethical responsibility of man to the community. Experience of Abrahamic religions”. It was also organized by the Libertas Center for Interfaith and Inter-religious Dialogue of Lviv. Jews, Christians, and Muslims gathered to discuss the basic principles of the Abrahamic religions in the dialogue mode (Voloshyna, 2015). 
Another significant event organized by the Libertas Center – Interreligious Symposium "Migration in the Light of Interfaith Dialogue: A View of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam" – was held in Lviv city on December 8, 2016. The symposium was a continuation of the previous year's event in Kyiv "The Future of Christian-Muslim Relations in Europe in the Context of Contemporary Migration" (Universal Peace Federation, 2016).
On September 2, 2019, the football teams of Muhammad Assad Islamic Cultural Centre (Lviv) and the Ukrainian Catholic University played an inter-religious friendly match. This inter-denominational inter-religious match in Lviv was held for the first time on the International Day of Peace. In this way, its organizers wanted to draw the attention of the international community to the problem of the war in Ukraine (Islam in Ukraine Resource Site, 2019). 
Public meetings, roundtables along with the implementation of inter-religious projects are not a rarity, but a systematic work in Lviv. There are many activities in the cultural capital of Western Ukraine aimed at promoting inter-religious and inter-ethnic dialogue, spreading true knowledge of Islam and Muslims to dispel false myths and prejudices. The initiative for the establishment the project “School of Interreligious Dialogue” in Lviv as also successful.
Since 2012, Ukrainians have been able to learn about Islam in a summer school of Islamic studies which takes place every year in different cities of Ukraine. The summer school aims to provide young scholars with in-depth knowledge of Islam, sources of Islamic sciences, the current state of Islam in Ukraine and all over the world. The program includes discussions with scholars, meetings with representatives of Islamic religious, intellectual games on Islam, as well as excursions to places of Muslim culture. 
On the whole, the Crimean Tatars, during the years of their existence, were severely persecuted for their religious identity and cultural activity. Unfortunately, they have to go through difficult times again. March 2014 is the beginning of a new stage in the history of the Crimean Tatars. They are forbidden again from honoring national holidays, remembering the past and entering their territory. Their language is again in danger of disappearing. 
Recent events have demonstrated that Ukraine is not only a Christian state but also has a Muslim population. The situation with the annexation of Crimea has shown that Ukrainian Muslims support their country. Although the Crimean Tatars have a different religion, they are Ukrainians. Therefore, it is crucial that Christians are open to dialogue with Crimean Tatars and support them, helping Muslims to adapt. At a time when Tatars feel safe and supported by others in mainland Ukraine, Muslims gather in the Crimea for collective prayers, risking their security and freedom each time. In recent years, prayer is no longer a private matter but has become a public demonstration of resistance, an effective way of demonstrating collective unity, cooperation, and national solidarity.
Although Christians have supported the Crimean Tatars in mainland Ukraine, they still hope to return to their native land. It is difficult to predict how the situation will change. Due to the fact that five years have already passed since the illegal annexation, Crimea is still part of Russia. Silence prevails on the peninsula - the sound of fear, dictated by intimidation, accusations, and prohibitions. Crimean Tatars hope, in the fears of the present, for the future when they return home and can freely gather in mosques, observe their rituals, traditions and preserve their religious identity.
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