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definitely led to stratification within the Bashkir society and those who were entrusted with the

task of collecting taxes had greater benefits from the Russian government and would not want to

risk their gains in another futile rebellion.

Conclusion

Bashkir rebellions of this period and the Russian policies in the aftermath of these

rebellions indicated the Russian imperial authorities’ flexibility and their preference for

compromise over conflict. They were not jealous of their gains and were to a limited degree

quite willing to share them with their former native opponents. They were quick to pardon

actual leaders of the rebellions and by treating them with respect, the central government bought

their loyalties. The empire in this context proved to be not an avenger but a benevolent

benefactor.108 The natives on the other hand had to understand one basic priority rule of the

imperial system: tranquility of the frontiers, which could produce a win-win deal in case of

collaboration with the center. In case this rule was is neglected the natives would suffer direly at

the hands of the imperial masters, as was the case during the greatest Russo-Bashkir conflict of

the 1730s.

108 The Russian attitude towards Bashkir rebels and the Don Cossacks is not radically different. See Brian J. Boeck,
Imperial Boundaries, Cossack Communities and Empire-Building in the Age of Peter the Great,(Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2009), 2-3.
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Chapter 3
Bashkirs under Russians 1711- 1756

The period between 1711 and 1755 witnessed an expansion of Russian control in

Bashkiria. The Petrine reforms of the early 1700s radically changed the relations

between the center and the periphery. The Imperial regime was now a more imposing

one determined to increase the center’s leverage in the borderlands. A considerably

larger colonial bureaucracy busied itself with the classification of the people and their

peculiarities. It investigated the potential riches of the provinces and conducted

ethnographic studies of the native populations. Peter the Great’s reforms irrevocably

changed the course of history in Bashkiria.1 This trend became prevalent in most of the

colonial empires of the west in the nineteenth century. In those empires, professional

civil servants conducted ethnographic research and wrote reports on the local traditions.2

The more the center imposed its will on the natives, the more the natives willy-nilly were

victimized and the more they became transformed under the weight of an increasingly

alien culture.

Especially during this stage the empire started to play an increasingly influential

role in the lives of the natives as more and more imperial officials flowed into the region

to impose imperial policies with a Europeanized outlook,. The frontier for the Bashkirs

during this period slowly closed and in the most dramatic way in the period that lasted

from 1711 to 1755 when the last genuine Bashkir rebellion took place. The Russia of

1 A similar shift took place in British India in the 1860s after the Sepoi Rebellion was suppressed in 1857.
See; Ann Laura Stoler and Frederick Cooper, “Between Metropole and Colony, Rethinking a Research
Agenda” in Tensions of Empire, Colonial Cultures in a Bourgeois World, ed. Frederick Cooper and Ann
Laura Stoler, (London: University of California Press, 1997), 6.
2 D. Chidester, Savage Systems: Colonialism and Comparative Religion in Southern Africa,
(Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 1996), 9
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Peter the Great’s successors was radically different from Muscovite Russia in its relation

to Bashkirs. For one thing the government became more assertive in the affairs of the

region and more self-confident in its relations with the Bashkirs. During the bloodiest

Russo-Bashkir war the governmental forces were confident enough to reject any

compromise and conducted a nearly genocidal war against the Bashkirs. 3 The Bashkirs

emerged from the war in the most abject conditions. They never fully recovered

demographically from this near annihilation despite two more attempts in a much

debilitated and diminished form to resist governmental incursions.4

Yet the Bashkirs survived and it became clear that the Bashkirs would remain in

their region and would never resort to mass exodus as became the case for Kalmyks in

the 1770s or Crimean Tatars in the 1780 and the 1790s. Despite their near annihilation

this episode ended up with an ironic success for Bashkirs, because it became certain that

Bashkiria, Orenburg gubernia after 1744, was confirmed as the lands of the Bashkirs.

They did not become extinct as did many similar tribal groups to their east. They were

neither exiled in a massive scale,5 despite proposals to this end, nor were they

Christianized to any significant degree. The catastrophe of their bloody wars against the

Russian government was so great that the authorities never dared to christianize Bashkirs

as they did in the Middle Volga region. The government later made one more attempt to

extend their christianization policy to the Bashkir groups, but Bashkirs again resisted by

3 The Russian government did not mean to exterminate Bashkirs and did not follow a premeditated policy
of annihilation. However, their methods to quell the Bashkir rebellion were so devastating that a significant
part of the Bashkir population was killed.
4 I. G. Akmanov, Bashkiriia v Sostave Rossiiskogo Gosudarstva 17-Pervoi Polovine 18 Veka (Sverdlovsk:
Izdatel’stvo Ural’skogo Universiteta, 1991), 151
5 The number of Bashkirs who were exiled, killed, executed or died of hunger and exposure was about 60
thousand nearly 1/5 of the all Bashkirs. See; R. G. Kuzeev, Istoricheskaia Etnografiia Bashkirskogo
Naroda (Ufa: Bashkirskoe Knizhnoe Izdatel’stvo, 1978), 154; But the population of Bashkirs in the 1600s
and 1700s is a matter of great debate.
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force of arms. Bashkirs’ and to a lesser degree other non-Russian groups’ resistance

made the Russian authorities abandon their policy of christianization of the non-Russian

peoples of Russia, including those who had escaped from the middle Volga in the 1730s

and 1740s during the peak moment of christianization efforts. So other Muslim peoples

of the Volga region benefitted from Bashkir resistance.

The Bashkir wars of this period resulted in a greater determination for Bashkirs to

preserve their distinct identity. Their attachment to Islam also increased greatly and the

last genuine Bashkir war derived from this factor. I will also argue that even though the

borders were closing on Bashkirs, cultural factors began to play a more divisive role

between Bashkirs and Russians. The Russian authorities never fully solved this problem.

Imperial Russia’s Bashkir frontier, 1700-1734

The Russian government’s concessions to Bashkirs in 1711 were the last of its

kind and would not be repeated. The Bashkir threat continued against those Russians

who settled or served in the region which made the region insecure, a genuine feature of

frontier society. The years between 1684 and 1704 were the formative period of

transition from an extractive empire to an exploitative one. I use the term exploitative in

the sense that the central authority attempts to draw as much income from a region as

possible in the context of its human and natural resources. Peter the Great’s attempts to

impose as many different taxes as possible on the Bashkir people reflected this shift from

extractive period to exploitative period. The imperial administration under Peter the

Great was transformed from a distant entity to the comprehensive and inclusive entity.

Peter the Great was intent on creating an empire, not specifically for the Great Russians
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(Russkii) but for other nationalities as well (Rossiiskii).6 Nationalities would also bear the

brunt of running the empire which required their closer attachment to the center. During

and after Peter’s reign the imperial authorities tried to make frontier regions an integral

part of the empire. The former Iasak payers would have to join to this effort by giving up

a certain amount of their land to the new imperial projects. If they did not comply

voluntarily, they would be made to do so.

During the 1704-1711 Russo-Bashkir wars Russians were not strong enough to

impose their will, but time was on their side. There had emerged a certain leadership in

this once acephalous society from among the cattle- and horse-rich Bashkir nobility and

Muslim religious opinion leaders.7 Not surprisingly the two great Russo-Bashkir wars of

this period (1735-1740 and 1755) were led by either rich Bashkir nobles or a Muslim

scholar called Batyrsha who was supposedly a Tatar or Mishar scholar.

The period from 1711 to 1755 witnessed great efforts by the Russian authorities

to close down the frontier region and by the Bashkirs to prevent them. By the end of the

period it became clear that the frontier was fully closed down. Bashkirs found

themselves encircled within the Russian Empire and the porous nature of the Bashkir

frontier ceased to exist. This period was also extremely rich in cross-cultural interactions

which took place mainly between Bashkirs and Tatars. Between Bashkirs and Russians

mainly economic relations developed.

The Bashkir frontier closed in this period mainly because of the increasing control

of the region by the authorities. In particular, the Russian government built a new

6 Marc Raeff, Political Ideas and Institutions in Imperial Russia, (Boulder: Westview Press, 1997), 126.
7 Opinion leader is a man of learning in the Islamic societies. They are generally from the scholarly classes
and they mostly perform the task of speaking the mood of the society to the authorities. If there emerges a
dire necessity they can even lead the peoples.
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defensive line which started in the early 1730s, the famous Orenburg defensive line,

which effectively imprisoned Bashkirs within the Russian Empire. One other reason for

the frontier closure was that Bashkirs were increasingly reduced to a minority in their

own region by the mid-1750s as large numbers of Russians and non-Russian minorities

migrated from the European Russia and the Middle Volga, with governmental planning

and encouragement. Such a migration and resettlement policy became possible only after

the Bashkirs were believed to pose no more threat to the authorities and settlers.

The Russian administrative system in the Volga-Ural region underwent a radical

change. First of all Kazan Gubernia was created and a number of towns were attached to

the guberniia, including Ufa.8 Then the system of voevodas was terminated in 1709 and

as part of Peter’s reforms to strengthen central government authority, Ufa province was

created in 1712.9 This arrangement was designed to put an end to the old pattern of local

government in which voevodas exercised a nearly absolute authority in their seats, which

caused enormous problems for the central government due to their unchecked powers.

The arbitrariness of the voevodas had contributed to all the Bashkir rebellions of the 17th

century, and the Bashkirs had repeatedly demanded their removal. The issue was the bad

8 Some other major towns of the region that had been included in the Kazan Gubernia were Iaik, Terek,
Astrakhan, Nizhnii Novgorod, Samara, Simbirsk, Tsaritsyn and etc. F. Kh. Gumerov, compiler, Zakony
Rossiiskoi Imperii o Bashkirakh, Mishariakh, Teptiariakh i Bobyliakh (Ufa: Kitap, 1999), 20.
9 Imperial Russian historians argue that Ufa province was created in 1708 in connection with the creation of
Kazan Gubernii. See, V. M. Cheremshanskii, Opisanie Oreburgskoi Gubernii v Khoziainstvenno-
Statisticheskom, Etnograficheskom i Promyshlennom Otnosheniiakh, (Ufa: 1859), 5; V. A. Novikov,
Sbornik Materialov dlia Istorii Ufimskogo Dvorianstvo, (Ufa, 1879), 14; V. N. Vitevskii, I. I. Nepliuev i
Orenburgskii Krai v Prezhnem ego Sostave do 1758 g. Part 3 (Kazan: 1891), 388; For a more detailed
account of the creation of the Ufa province see; I. Bikkulov, “Uchrezhdenie Ufimskoi Provintsii v Nachale
18 Veka” Vatandash, 10, (2006). The author fails to give an account of the background reasons of this
administrative reorganization. But it is a valuable condensed essay which gives judicial background of the
imperial adjustments in the administration of the region.
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local administration and the government responded with reforms after crushing the

rebellions.

Between 1728 and 1731 Ufa province was under direct administration of the

Imperial Senate. There seem to have been two reasons for such an arrangement. Zufar

Enikeev argued that the Senate directly administered Bashkiria because it recognized the

Bashkirs’ special status for their voluntary incorporation into Russian Empire.10 This

argument seems problematic because the Russian governments repeatedly violated

Bashkirs’ votchina rights during the seventeenth century. The other possible option is

that the Bashkirs were the only people west of the Urals who still posed enormous

troubles to the Russian government. The authorities, in order to deal with the Bashkir

problems, might have decided to take over the direct administration of the region. The

earlier Russian officials in the region, especially voevodas, had dismally failed to

establish an effective Russian administration in the region. The clear evidence for this

failure of the voevodas is that between 1590 and 1708, 55 voevodas served in the region

and 51 of them were dismissed.11

New Imperial Projects in Bashkiria

New imperial thinking was the harbinger of future governmental attempts to tie

the peripheral areas more strictly to the center, which would enable the agents of the

government to make better use of the economic potential of the regions. The first step to

bring Bashkiria within the economic sphere of the empire was to eliminate the factors

that prevented exploitation of the region’s natural riches, where rich deposits of iron and

copper had recently been discovered. Peter the Great and his successors were determined

10 Zufar Enikeev, Pravavoi Status Bashkortostana v Sostav Rossii (Ufa: Gilem, 2002), 59.
11 Zufar Enikeev, Pravavoi Status Bashkortostana v Sostav Rossii (Ufa: Gilem, 2002), 57.
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to put an end to “the Bashkir problem”12 and for this reason they adopted a policy of

narrowing the frontier. In this context, the construction of the New Trans-Zama

defensive line was started in 1731 and finished by 1736. The local peoples were forced

to work on its construction and were also levied with an extraordinary tax called

“Zasechnaia Money.”13

The image above is an example of the Russian wooden defensive line
called Zasechnaia Cherta. The government constructed such fortifications

widely in the southern and southeastern steppe in the 16th and 17th
centuries.14

12 Boris Mironov has earlier phrased “Bashkir question” and argued that it was solved by the end of the
eighteenth century. The prohibition of the extension of serfdom was a factor in the resolution of this
question. Boris M. Mironov, The Social History of Imperial Russia, 1700-1917, v.1, (Boulder; Colorado:
Westview Press, 2000), 15
13 V. A. Kuznetsov, “Novaia Zakamskaia Liniia i Obrazovanie Landmilitsii” Izvestiia Samarskogo
Nauchnogo Tsentra Rossiiskoi Akademii Nauk, 11, (2009), 35.
14 V. V. Boguslavskii, Slavianskaia Entsiklopediia, v.1, (Moskva: Olma-Press, 2004), 472.
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Like the earlier defensive lines, the government constructed the Trans-Zama line

to protect against the nomadic groups, to defend villages and Russian settlements, and to

prevent subject peoples of Russia from forming alliances with the nomadic groups

beyond Russian borders against the government. This line originated with the defensive

system of the old Trans-Kama fortifications constructed in the 1650s. The line extended

from the Samara River to the Kama River and effectively cut Bashkir lands into two.

Interestingly, Bashkirs did not rebel against the construction of this line. They rather

waited for several more years to react Russian encirclement policy when the construction

of the Orenburg defensive line was first started in 1734.

This Russian project to construct a major town in southern Bashkiria was not

coincidental and not confined to Bashkir relations. In fact it was the result of long term

Russian projects. After the Great Northern War was successfully concluded in 1721,

Russian foreign policy focused more and more on Asia.15 In this context Peter the Great

fought against Persia from 1722 to 1725. Despite being victorious, military and logistical

problems forced subsequent Russian rulers to abandon Peter’s gains in Iran in the early

1730s. They then turned southeast towards central Asia and in the late 1720s and early

1730s they tried to bring Kazakhs into the orbit of Russian empire by granting them

client status. In this context Bashkiria played a key role as a springboard towards central

Asia.

15 In fact during the war against Sweden Peter the Great sent some expeditionary forces deep into Central
Asia and Kazakh steppes to exploit the economic potential of these regions. The infamous expedition under
prince Cherkassky sent against Khiva ended in disaster in 1716. Only a few soldiers out of 5000 managed
to return. The other expedition under Bukhgoltz was designed to survey the northern Kazakh lands. This
expedition brought only modest results. See respectively V. Illeritskii, “Ekspeditsii Kniazia Cherkasskogo
v Khivu” Istoricheskii Zhurnal, (1940); Z. Kasymbaev, “Ekspeditsiia Bukhgoltsa i Sozdanie Priirtyshskikh
Krepostei v Nachale 18 Veka” Istoricheskie Nauki, 1. (1974)
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Even though in the circles of the central government of the Russian empire

Bashkirs were portrayed as mere savages, Bashkirs could perceive the results of the

Russian policies in the region and they apprehensively anticipated the future

consequences of the policy changes in the region. Their most radical problems were their

inability to unify themselves and to win support from the other Turkic groups beyond

Russia. By the 1730s the Russians had already solved many of their military problems

and they were better prepared to deal with the Bashkir resistance. This does not mean

that Russians had already overcome all their problems. Logistical support was still a

great problem that Russian troops in the region had to deal with. In one case when

Orenburg was first constructed at the mouth of the Or river in 1734, troops stationed there

had very quickly consumed their provisions and in order not to starve to death at the

middle of the winter, they abandoned the fortress in search of food on their way to Ufa.

Of 800 troops 2/3 of them died of starvation and frost.

The project to develop a new defensive system originated with Ivan K. Kirilov

(1689-1737). Kirilov was a leading Russian official who was a product of Peter the

Great’s westernization policy. He was a leading mathematician and geographer. He led

researches about astronomy, cartography and topography. In 1727 he wrote the first

systematic economic and geographic description of Russia. He was also a member of the

Senate as of 1712 and its general secretary after 1727.

Kirilov was one of the first protagonists of the ideas of colonizing Bashkiria,

conquest of Kazakh lands, expansion of Russian influence in Central Asia and
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developing trade relations with India. 16 He dreamed of developing trade relations with

Central Asia, for which they needed to establish a secure base in the Kazakh lands by

bringing Kazakhs into the orbit of Russia in the form of patron-client relations. He came

up with the idea and persuaded other top officials to implement his project. Although the

idea of building a town at the mouth of the river Or belonged to Kutlu Mukhammed

Tevkelev17, Kirilov transformed that idea into a comprehensive imperial project with

enormous ambitions, including potentially reaching India.18

The onslaught of Dzhungars on Kazakh lands and Kazakh Hordes (Zhuzh) in the

1720s was an opportunity for the Russians in this context because outside elements like

the Dzhungar invasion of Kazakh lands served as an excuse for Russian expansion into

Fthe region. Desperate Kazakhs fleeing before Dzhungars requested Russian help and

formal protection. Such events facilitated Russian encroachment in the region but this

could be achieved only after securing Russia’s Bashkir region. The privy councilor A. P.

Bestiuzhev-Riumin supported Kirilov’s proposal and in May 1734, Empress Anna

sanctioned it. Kirilov and Tevkelev proceeded to carry out the project.19 Even though he

was in the first place a polymath scholar, he proved that he could be a ruthless frontier

16 L. E Iofa, Sovremenniki Lomonosova: I. K. Kirilov and V. N. Tatishchev, Geografy Pervoi Poloviny 18 v.
(Moskva: 1949), 3-35; M. G. Novlianskaia, I. K. Kirilov i ego Atlas Vserossiiskoi Imperii,
(Moskva&Leningrad: Izdatel’stvo Akademii Nauk SSSR, 1958)
17 Kutlu Mukhammed Tevkelev (1674-1766) was a Tatar noble who entered to the service of the Russian
state and served as Tsarina’s agent to Kazakhs of the Lesser Horde. Tevkelev family was one of the
noblest Tatar families who served Russians at different times. Kutlu Mukhammed converted to Orthodoxy
and became a Russian general. He played a very active role in the development of Russo-Kazakh relations
and the pacification of Bashkir lands as military leader and mentor. Later on he became a very close
associate of Nepliuev, the distinguished and effective governor of Orenburg. See D. Iu. Arapov, “Pervyi
Russkii General Musulmanin Kutlu-Mukhammed Tevkelev” Sbornik Russkogo Istoricheskogo
Obshchestva, 5, (2002)
18 Alton S. Donnelly, The Orenburg Expedition: Russian Colonial Policies on the Southeastern Frontier,
1734-1740 (University of California, 1960 Ph.D. ), 103
19 Alton S. Donnelly, The Orenburg Expedition: Russian Colonial Policies on the Southeastern Frontier,
1734-1740 (University of California, 1960 Ph.D. ), 107
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administrator. His main plan, while departing for the frontier, was to suppress Bashkir

resistance and secure the region for Russian expansion at all costs and he was ready to do

whatever was needed for this objective.

The Orenburg expedition was a good example of Imperial thinking. It was an

ambitious project with multiple goals: integrating one region into the imperial system;

creating room for the excess population and distributing land to them; thrusting to the

heart of the Kazakh lands as the target of the next imperial conquests; strengthening the

trade links with Central Asia; and if possible, reaching India which was still not

dominated by any European power. Kirilov, acting vigorously, quickly formed his

expeditionary force and gathered the leading scholars of Russia at the time. The

expedition was composed of about two hundred specialists and a military detachment of

about 2500. Among the participants were professionals, respected scholars including

astronomer and mathematician D. Elton, botanist I. G. Geyntselman, surveyors P.

Chichagov A. Kleshnin, M. Pestrikov, painter D. Kestl, specialist geologists and students

of the Slavic-Greek-Latin Academy. P. I. Rychkov, as an accountant, took part in the

expedition. Realizing the importance of the public and scientific value of the

expedition,20 Mikhail Lomonosov also wanted to join the expedition but this never

materialized.21 Such a sophisticated group of experts had many more goals than simply

20 This expedition was initially called Izvestnyi(Certain) Expedition. It was later recalled Orenburg
Expedition. L. E Iofa, Sovremenniki Lomonosova: I. K. Kirilov and V. N. Tatishchev, Geografy Pervoi
Poloviny 18 v. (Moskva: 1949), 25.
21 Under Peter the Great, there were a few attempts to send expeditions to Central Asia by bypassing
Bashkiria. One, the expedition of prince Cherkassky to Khiva, ended in disaster and the other one led by
Bukhgolts produced dubious results, if not disaster. The expedition of Bukhgolts mainly focused on
Northern Kazakhstan and Irtysh fortified line’s first fortresses were established- Omsk (1717),
Semipalatinsk (1718) and Ust-Kamenegorsk (1720). See, V. Illeritskii, “Ekspeditsii Kniazia Cherkasskogo
v Khivu” Istoricheskii Zhurnal, (1940); Z. Kasymbaev, “Ekspeditsiia Bukhgoltsa i Sozdanie Priirtyshskikh
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constructing a defensive line. The plans for exploration and investigation mean that

Russians had more in mind than mere exploitation. The political aim was to integrate the

region more completely into Russia by breaking Bashkirs’ traditional socio-economic

system and to create necessary conditions for the opening of the region to the future and

more orderly settlement to the Russians.

Just as Western Europeans opened Americas and Africa to the European Christian

civilization, Peter the Great’s and his successors’ policies of sending missions and

expeditions were in the same fashion as Bartolomeu Dias and his contemporaries. The

lands to the east of European Russia were due to be explored and opened to the western

civilization. However, the Russian imperial authorities unlike their counterparts in

Western Europe did not see the subject peoples as objects of mere exploitation and

enslavement. They were lesser partners of Russians who were expected to serve their

Russian tsars. On the contrary while Russian peasants in European Russia were enserfed

and closely tied to the land they tilled, Bashkirs were not even included within the orbit

of excessive taxation let alone enserfment. It must be underlined that the Russian

authorities did not tolerate rebellions and opposition to the central government’s policies.

During such cases, the authorities used a heavy hand to suppress dissent.

The Bashkir groups objected to the project on the grounds that construction of

fortresses violated the privileges granted to them by the Russian Tsar Ivan IV. On the

other hand Kirilov was a haughty administrator who refused to inform Bashkirs about the

real goals of the project. Despite Russian attempts to conceal the direction and goals of

the expedition, they became known to the Bashkirs even before the expedition arrived at

Krepostei v Nachale 18 Veka” Istoricheskie Nauki, 1. (1974); Martha Brill Olcott, The Kazakhs, 2nd ed.,
(Stanford, California: Hoover Institution Press, 1995), 30
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the scene. Two Bashkirs envoys visited Kirilov and attempted to persuade him to

abandon the expedition and threatened him with another Bashkir rebellion if the

construction at the mouth of the Or’ river was started. Not willing to delay the outbreak

of the armed hostilities, Kirilov brutally tortured the envoys which resulted in the death

of one of them. The greatest Bashkir-Russian war started in response to the arbitrariness

and brutality of Kirilov on July 15, 1735.22 Such domineering attitudes on the part of the

Russian officials served only to exacerbate the situation not only for the Bashkirs but also

for the Russians including Kirilov himself.23

His arrogant attitude was not exceptional because by the 1730s Russian officials

had already adopted a western orientation thanks to Peter the Great’s westernization

efforts. As a result the Russian mindset had radically turned against the indigenous

peoples of the empire. Russian leaders and intellectuals no longer viewed them as the

descendants of Genghis Khan and no longer some sort of equals with the Russians. They

were now eastern savages who had to be tamed and civilized. Russian officials had

realized that they were the representatives of one of the greatest empires of the time and

their views of the eastern peoples were tinctured with a deep condescension. When

Mukhammed Tevkelev met with resistance during his diplomatic mission to the

Kazakhst, he upbraided them in statements that reflect the new Russian thinking: “The

Russian empire is in high repute among many states in the world, and it is not befitting

22 I. G. Akmanov, ed., Istoriia Bashkortostana s Drevneishikh Vremen do Nashikh Dnei v Dvukh Tomakh v.
1, (Ufa: Kitap, 2007), 173.; A. Z. Asfandiiarov, “Dobrovolnoe Vkhozhdenie Bashkir v Sostav Russkogo
Gosudarstvo”, This essay is available in http://www.bashru-450.narod.ru/stati_2.html
accessed on 18 November 2010: A. Z. Aznabaev claims that the rebellion started in June 1735. B. A.
Aznabaev, Integratsiia Bashkirii v Administrativnuiu Strukturu Rossiiskogo Gosudarstva (Vtoraia Polovina
16-Pervaia Treti 18 vv.) (Ufa: RIO BashGU, 2005), 184
23 Kirilov died at the height of the Bashkir rebellion due to the deprivations caused by a severe illness while
campaigning against Bashkirs. He died of tuberculosis in Samara, April 1737. M. G. Novlianskaia, Ivan
Ivanovich Kirilov, Geograf 18 Veka (Leningrad: Nauka, Leningradskoe otdelenie, 1964), 118.
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such an illustrious monarch to have a peace treaty with you, steppe beasts,…… and

signing a peace treaty with the Kazakhs would only defame the Russian empire.”24 An

ever confident Russian officialdom would no longer tolerate an equal footing with the

‘savage’ peoples of the east, and there would be no more diplomatic missions by these

peoples to the Russian capital to have an audience with the Russian ruler as was the case

in the past. The Russian administrators in the frontier areas would handle the relations

with the local people from then on. As a result Russian treatment of the indigenous

people in the frontier areas turned out to be more and more brutal, fed mainly by cultural

and civilization-based biases.25

These biases led the Russian officials to a new approach about the Bashkir

opposition to Russian expansion. Bashkirs were seen now as subhuman in the most

radical way and the Bashkir problem could be solved through elimination of all Bashkirs

by more violent (slaughter) or less violent (deportation) means. The first recorded plans

about this issue appeared in 1725 in a project prepared by a Russian official in Bashkiria

called Iukhnev who proposed to diminish the Bashkir population by deporting them to

the central regions of European Russian and settling Russians in their place in Bashkiria.

He stated that to solve the Bashkir problem and to preserve the safety of the region from

the Bashkirs, without resorting to bloodshed, Russia should deport them to the interior of

24 Translation belongs to Michael Khodarkovsky. Michael Khodarkovsky, Russia's Steppe Frontier; The
Making of a Colonial Empire 1500-1800 (Bloomington & Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2002),
153. However the original document is also available in F. N. Kireev, et.al., Kazakhsko-Russkie
Otnosheniia v 16-18 vv., (Alma-Ata: Izdatel’stvo Akademii Nauk Kazakhskoi SSR, 1961), 54.
25 Even though Orthodoxy now became secondary motive for the discrimination of the indigenous people
and it was the age of enlightenment and increasingly more and more Russian officials were mesmerized by
the western ideas of secularism. Religion in the peripheral areas of Russia continued to play a prominent
role in the upward socio-economic mobility for the indigenous people. The best example to this old
fashioned attitude is the conversion of Tatar noble Kutlu Mukhamed Tevkelev and after conversion his
elevation to high positions.
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Russia in small groups and then convert them to Christianity. So Bashkiria would be free

from Bashkirs and ready for Russian colonization.26

Another Russian official from the surrounding area, A. P. Volynski, the governor

of Kazan, 27 rejected the proposal of deporting Bashkirs because it seemed impractical to

deport a whole people and repopulate Bashkir lands with the Russian peasants. Instead

he proposed to solve the problem right in Bashkiria by introducing new methods to

minimize the rebellious potential of Bashkirs. Volynski argued that the Bashkirs must be

sent to shed the blood of Kazakhs and Karakalpaks and of course these Bashkirs would

also die, and there would be fewer able-bodied Bashkirs in the region. Also new

legislation had to be enacted to prohibit Bashkirs from owning firearms with death

penalty, the practice of keeping Bashkirs amanats had to continue, and the military

strength of the government in the region had to be increased by strengthening the

garrisons of the towns. New taxes had to be imposed to destroy Bashkirs economically.28

In Volynskii’s view Bashkirs were Mukhamedans (Moslems) who would never be loyal

to the government. B. A. Aznabaev maintains that Senate did not take Volynskii’s plans

seriously because they were impractical. In 1709 when government deported some

26 Materialy po Istorii Bashkirskoi ASSR, v. 3, (Moskva & Leningrad: Izdatel’stvo Akademii Nauk, 1949),
487.
27 Artemii P. Volynskii (1689-1740) was also one of the disciples of Peter the Great. He held several major
posts under Peter the Great. He encouraged Peter the Great to start Persian war with the expectation that
eastern routes of international trade would be captured. He promoted trade with the East and had projects of
expanding Russia’s economic and industrial potential. He served as the governor of Kazan from 1725 to
1730 and then played an active role in the post-Petrine politics. He fell victim to Birovshchina and was
executed in 1740. See; D. A. Korsakov, Iz Zhizni Russkikh Deiatelei 18 v. (Kazan:1891); I. Shishkin, “A. P.
Volynskii” Otechestvennye Zapiski, 128 (1860); Marc Raeff, Imperial Russia, 1682-1825: The Coming of
Age of Modern Russia, (New York: Knopf, 1971) , 17
28 Materialy po Istorii Bashkirskoi Istorii, part 1, Bashkirskie Vosstaniia v 17 i Pervoi Polovine 18 vv.
(Moskva&Leningrad: Izdatel’stvo Akademii Nauk SSSR, 1936), 302
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Bashkirs to Kazan Uezd, 9000 troops from the regular army, 10000 Cossack units and

Kalmyk support were needed.29

Bashkir Moves against the New Imperial Projects

Aznabaev believes that Kirilov and his staff were caught by surprise when the war

started in full scale in the summer of 1735. This seems incredible because during the

winter and spring of 1735, all-Bashkir Iighins were held in several places throughout

Bashkiria and Bashkir leaders extensively discussed what to do in the face of another

Russian attempt to violate the land charter granted some 180 years earlier. In one of

these Iighins, it was decided that rebels would first burn down a Bashkir village,

Buraevo, and then they would destroy the Mishars, Chuvash, Votiaks and Cheremis and

finally attack the Russians. They also decided to gather under the leadership of Akai

Kusiumov with ten thousand fighters.30 The rebels were determined to fight not only

Russians but also all the other minority groups who supported Kirilov’s expedition. The

village Buraevo is located in the Osinsk doroga and was first founded in the early years

of the seventeenth century and from the very beginning it was a farming community.31 So

the residents of this village who settled down long ago did not care about whether a

defensive line was constructed or not because they were not nomads. So the war, at least

from this perspective, seemed a war between nomads and farmers.

29 B. A. Aznabaev, Integratsiia Bashkirii v Administrativnuiu Strukturu Rossiiskogo Gosudarstva (Vtoraia
Polovina 16-Pervaia Treti 18 vv.), (Ufa: RIO BashGU, 2005), 183.
30 I. G. Akmanov, “Organizatsiia Orenburgskoi Ekspeditsii i Nachalo Vosstaniia 1735-1740 godov” in
Ocherki Istorii Dorevoliutsionnoi Rossii, v. 2, ed. R. V. Filippov (Ufa: Bashkirskii Gos. Universitet, 1975),
124
31 A. Z. Asfandiiarov, G. A. Gafarov, “Buraevo (Borai)” in Bashkirskaia Entsiklopediia, Vol. 1 ed. I. G.
Akmanov and Aznagul Uruskulov (Ufa: Nauchnoe Izdatel’stvo, 2005), 566.
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These Iighins were one indicator that a Bashkir leadership was in the making as

more and more Bashkirs who lived quite distant from each other were coming together,

discussing matters relating to their survival and deciding what to do under whose

leadership. The emergence of a leadership meant greater chances for the Bashkirs to

produce a national identity. Unfortunately for Bashkir society the radical divisions had

also come to the surface as the rebellious leadership decided to cut down collaborators,

“loyal Bashkirs.” For the rest of the war the casualties on both sides would escalate as

hostilities deepened.

What Bashkirs historians have failed to explain so far was the reasons for these

radical divisions within the Bashkir society. They have failed to analyze what factors

made Bashkirs loyal and disloyal and what factors made them cut each others’ throats so

mercilessly. This could be explained by the brutality of frontier life since violence was

always emphasized as a basic fact of frontier life due to the lack of a strong state

authority. But it seems that the real reasons for these hostilities within the same ethnic

groups are deeper. It must have been related to the differentiating level of the

development of various Bashkir groups. Many of the loyal Bashkirs were from the

western parts of Bashkiria where governmental control was stricter and colonization of

the Bashkir lands was more intense and sedentarization level of Bashkirs was higher than

those of the Bashkirs to the east and south of the region.

There was another dimension of this uneven level of economic development. In

the past the Bashkir groups had generally received non-Bashkir peoples’ support. But as

was claimed by Chuloshnikov there was no large support by the other nationalities for

this war. On the contrary the Mishars opposed the Bashkirs and closely cooperated with
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the punitive forces. They were accompanied by two newly emerging socio-economic

groups in Bashkiria by this time, Teptiars and Bobyls, who had been working under

Bashkirs either as tenants or tax payers. So unavoidably there were tensions among these

groups.32 Bashkirs, thanks to the migration to their region, had turned out to be the

renters of their lands to new groups of people, including Tatar, Chuvash, Cheremis, and

Votiaks, who came to Bashkiria in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries.

Kirilov and Rumiantsev in their report to the state senate in December 1735 stated that

these groups were occasionally forced by the rebel Bashkirs to take part in their war but

they proved to be highly unwilling33 since the result of the war would change nothing for

these people. So they proved to be highly unreliable for the Bashkirs and an asset for the

Russians.

As for the Russian side during the critical months spanning from winter to early

summer of 1735, Kirilov had many Bashkir tarkhans serving under him and consequently

must have known about rebellious attitudes among the Bashkirs. A loyal Tatar sotnik

(lieutenant) Nadyr Mullah who had joined one of these Iighins reported about the

forthcoming turmoil. He reported that those who attended the meeting almost universally

decided not to move unless the Russians moved; not to let Russians construct the town

and cut them down.34 Alton Donnelly states that Kirilov had been warned by Tatishchev,

the governor of Ekaterinburg, about the real goals of these Iighins but he ignored these

32 A. P. Chuloshnikov, “Feodalnye Otnesheniia v Bashkirii i Bashkirskie Vosstaniia 17 i Pervoi Poloviny
18 vv.” Materialy po Istorii Bashkirskoi Istorii, part 1, Bashkirskie Vosstaniia v 17 i Pervoi Polovine 18 vv.
(Moskva&Leningrad: Izdatel’stvo Akademii Nauk SSSR, 1936), 54.
33 Materialy po Istorii Bashkirskoi ASSR, v.6, (Ufa: Kitap, 2002), 96.
34 I. G. Akmanov, “Organizatsiia Orenburgskoi Ekspeditsii i Nachalo Vosstaniia 1735-1740 godov” in
Ocherki Istorii Dorevoliutsionnoi Rossii, v. 2, ed. R. V. Filippov (Ufa: Bashkirskii Gos. Universitet, 1975),
123



107

because he thought that these meetings were about recruiting labor force for the

construction of the fortresses. One reason for his indifference to the reports about the

Bashkir threat was that he was more engrossed with the Kazakhs and ignored the

Bashkirs’ rebellious potential.35 Kirilov made himself believe that Bashkirs were fully

dormant and were extremely pleased (ves’ma dovol’nyi).36 This could be possibly

explained by the arrogance of an imperial official alien to the region’s conditions who

had been assigned the task of changing the fortunes of the largest empire of the time, and

the Bashkir threat was only a trivial issue for such an elevated man. Even though he

highhandedly attempted to recruit a number of Bashkir elite leaders to the Russian

service, his arbitrary manners only antagonized disgruntled Bashkir leaders.

There was more than a cultural gap between indigenous peoples and the

representatives of the central government. The authors of the unrealistic projects in the

region refused to incorporate the cooperation of the local elite and this caused a

catastrophe for the peoples of the region, Russians and non-Russians alike. As the leader

of the Orenburg expedition, Kirilov was possibly aware of Volynski’s ideas and he also

proposed similar plans in one of his reports to the Senate dated 13 January 1735. One of

his plans was to send Bashkirs to perform long military service away from their families

and wives who would lose their fertility and produce no children and this way the number

of Mukhamedans would be reduced. The government decided to send Bashkirs who

35 Alton Donnelly, The Russian Conquest of Bashkiria: A Case Study of Imperialism, (New Haven and
London: Yale University Press, 1968), 67.
36 V. N. Vitevskii, I. N. Nepliuev i Orenburgskii Krai v Prezhnem Ego Sostave do 1758 g. (Kazan, 1897),
141.
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committed theft to Rogervik.37 What is surprising is that the report was penned long

before the eruption of the armed hostilities. One of Kirilov’s tasks in the region may

have been to break the rebellious spirit of the Bashkir people as a secondary goal.38

Without providing the security of the rear it seemed impossible to leap into the affairs of

Central Asia. It is certain that without a pacified Bashkiria there could be no viable

Orenburg project. So the long term goals of the construction of Orenburg and its

projected benefits for the imperial policies of the Russian empire were dedicated to the

Bashkir question.

If the authors of the Ocherki po Istorii Bashkirskoi ASSR are to be credited, the

central government as early as the 1720s and early 1730s had already lost its trust of the

Bashkirs of southern Bashkiria and had decided to weaken them and break their influence

on the Bashkir masses.39 Kirilov was a perfect choice to implement this policy. A self-

taught man from modest background, Kirilov was a hardliner and refused to adopt a

resilient policy towards Bashkirs because he interpreted it as a sign of weakness. He also

considered Bashkirs as part of the multinational Russian empire and accordingly, despite

their rebelliousness, they had to be tamed and made loyal subjects of the empire. The

Russian government had conducted diplomatic negotiations with the Bashkir leaders after

the 1662-1664 war and treated them as equals in the peace talks and exchanged prisoners,

all of this was the evidence of the recognition of Bashkirs as negotiable opponents.

37 Materialy po Istorii Bashkirskoi ASSR, v. 3, (Moskva & Leningrad: Izdatel’stvo Akademii Nauk, 1949),
494; Rogervik was a port town in modern day Estonia.
38 Although the decree by the senate extensively talks about the necessity of establishing relations with the
Kirgiz-Kaisaks, it does not mention further need to integrate the region firmly into the empire. However
there is a strict emphasis on the need to develop the economic potential of the region. See; PSZ, v. 9, No:
6576
39 N. G. Ustiugov, et., al., Ocherki po Istorii Bashkirskoi ASSR, v. 1, part 1, (Ufa: Bashkirskoe Knizhnoe
Izdatel’stvo, 1956), 171.
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Kirilov stood firm in his attitude despite the opposition of the chairman of Commission of

Bashkir Affairs40 at the time, A. I. Rumiantsev, in fact a quite brutal administrator, who

was in favor of opening negotiations with the Bashkir rebels.41 Nevertheless unlike

Kirilov, Rumiantsev was more of a soldier than a political figure who wanted to put an

end to armed hostilities by any means including negotiations with the rebellious Bashkirs.

Such a scheme was unacceptable to Kirilov who firmly believed in the necessity of

binding Bashkiria to the center and making it an integral part of the empire.

For Kirilov a brutal policy was needed to integrate Bashkirs into the Russian

Empire. In his view, fewer Bashkirs meant firmer integration. He was backed by the

government and was authorized to implement a number of measures to this end in a

governmental ukaz dated February 11, 1736 which opened the way for the settlement of

merchants and artisans from Central Asia and parts of Russia in Orenburg, (It was called

Or’ at the time) from Central Asia and parts of Russia. The ukaz stated that all measures

must be taken to make conditions better for the merchants of central Asian cities in

Orenburg, a place which must be made more attractive for the merchants; Measures must

40 This organ was founded in 1735 with the ukaz of the Empress Anna upon the appointment of A. I.
Rumiantsev to the region specifically to cope with the rebellion. Its headquarters were in Menzelinsk which
at the time grew infamous with its torture cells in its prison’s dungeons where many Bashkir leaders
perished like Akai Kusiumov. It existed side by side with the Orenburg expedition (later Commission) and
dealt with the regular army operating in Ufa uezd. The chairman of the Commission was the head of the all
armed forces in Bashkiria. This Commission was also responsible with the investigation and the trial of the
participants of the rebellion. For this reason it was sometimes called Trial Commission of Menzelinsk. It
lost its reasons of existence by 1742 and it was disbanded. See; Materialy po Istorii Bashkirskoi ASSR, v. 4,
Part 1: Ekonomicheskie Sotsial’nye Otnosheniia v Bashkirii i Upravlenie Orenburgskim Kraem v 50-7--kh
Godakh 18 v., (Moskva: Izdatel’stvo Akademii Nauk, 1956), 392.
41 B. A. Aznabaev, Integratsiia Bashkirii v Administrativnuiu Strukturu Rossiiskogo Gosudarstva (Vtoraia
Polovina 16-Pervaia Treti 18 vv.), (Ufa: RIO BashGU, 2005), 182.
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be taken to facilitate the stay of the merchants of central Asia, if necessary they must be

given land for their settlement and must be treated with care.42

This invitation of Central Asians to Orenburg, historically Bashkir lands, is a clear

indication of the Russian authorities’ determination to put an end to Bashkir autonomy

and to make Bashkirs, whether they wanted such a scheme or not, obedient and docile

subjects of the empire. This law also indicated that there would be no more concessions

to the Bashkirs. Probably because they did not know of this law, Bashkir leaders

continued to demand the restoration of their former privileges.

This law was also an indication that Russian authorities considered the Bashkir

frontier closed. They were wrong because borders and frontiers are two different things.

Even if the construction of the Orenburg line sealed the fate of the indigenous people

within the empire, their struggle continued. As Mario Apostolov elaborates, “Sovereign

state borders and civilizational frontiers are mental constructions which frame societal

and spatial limits within which social organization become possible. But, it is much more

difficult to define civilizational frontiers than for example state or administrative

frontiers.”43 Based on his arguments it can be stated that the Bashkir frontier in the 1730s

was taking a different form in Russia where previously unseen/unavailable divisive

factors came to the surface; and the Bashkirs’ Russian frontier gained new dimensions

like civilized versus barbarian or Christian versus Muslim. And as the intruder gained

military and economic strength and accordingly self-confidence, it became increasingly

vociferous in its outlook to the indigenous peoples. The Russians now to a degree saw

42 PSZ, v. 9, No: 6889.
43 Marion Apostolov, The Christian-Muslim Frontier: A Zone of Contact, Conflict or Cooperation.
(London and New York: Routledge&Curzon, 2004), 1.
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the native population as untamed and needing to be educated and civilized along the lines

of contemporary Europeans and Russians. The Russian attitude towards Bashkirs and

their brethren was now more and more paternalistic, a father figure who knew the best for

the children and knew how to be brutal.

I. G. Akmanov argues that the expedition was called “The Certain (Izvestnyi)

Expedition” because the Russian authorities intended to conceal the real targets of the

expedition.44 In order to gain the sympathy of the local population, once Kirilov arrived

in Ufa, he punished those Russian officials who had treated indigenous people arbitrarily.

On the other hand he tried to gather the Bashkir elite to his side with the distribution of

gifts and titles. Before his arrival in Ufa, however, the Bashkir groups had already been

warned by some of their fellow Bashkirs who had been in the service of the Russian state.

They were well-informed about the goals of the expedition and the possible consequences

of the completion of such a project. It would mean their complete isolation from the rest

of the independent Turkic world and the loss of their bargaining power in imperial circles

to preserve their votchina rights.

The Bashkir support had to be recruited, for they could be of great use to the

Russian government as intermediaries to conduct negotiations with the Kazakhs. The

Bashkirs already had a close relationship with the Kazakhs despite the earlier armed

conflicts in these two nomadic steppe societies. These potential uses of Bashkirs to the

Russian imperial designs were voiced by Kirilov. Kirilov lacked the tact of his

successors in his views and attitudes towards Bashkirs. But he set a precedent for the

future governors of Orenburg. If Russia wanted to play a dominant role in central Asia

44 I. G. Akmanov, Bashkirskoe Vosstanie 1735-1736 gg. (Ufa: Bashkirskoi Gosuniversitet, 1977), 26.
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and bring them to the orbit of the Russian empire, Bashkiria must be pacified and

Bashkirs must be integrated into the Russian imperial system. Accordingly Kirilov

briefly toyed with the idea of buying Bashkir loyalties by distributing gifts, titles,

rewards, not with great success however.45

Even though in the steppe politics of the region Kazakhs were their sworn

enemies, Bashkirs suffered from repeated Kazakh raids, and both were ready to clash

with each other over the meager pasture lands, the Bashkirs also benefited from their

connection with the Kazakh world. Their relations were not always hostile. There were

trade relations, and occasionally Kazakh and Bashkir groups would join to raid Russian

settlements in the region, enslave people, and sell them in the Central Asian markets.

Kirilov in his report to the Senate stated that “these people (Kazakhs) are no friends

(nepriateli) to us and they continually attacked Russian, Kazan, Iaitsk, Volga, Ufa and

Siberian frontier settlements in small bands of thieves, causing material damage. They

annually drove cattle and captives to be sold in the Bukharan and Khivan markets.”46

Bashkirs without doubt provided logistical and scouting support for these raids and

benefited from these combined efforts.

During the Russo-Bashkir conflicts the Bashkir ringleaders and warriors often

would take refuge among the Kazakhs, getting a breathing space for themselves to refresh

their struggle against Russians again. The examples of this type of protection abound.

Bashkir leader Seit took refuge among Kazakhs in the 1680s after his war effort was

defeated by Russians. His sons emerged from among Kazakhs in the following decades

45 B. A. Aznabaev, Integratsiia Bashkirii v Administrativnuiu Strukturu Rossiiskogo Gosudarstva (Vtoraia
Polovina 16-Pervaia Treti 18 vv.) (Ufa: RIO BashGU, 2005), 185
46 M. G. Masevich, Materialy po Istorii Politicheskogo Stroia Kazakhstana, v. 1, (Alma-Ata: Izd-vo
Akademii Nauk Kazakhskoi SSR, 1960), 22-23.
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and resumed their father’s struggle against the Russians.47 In 1737, one of the leaders of

the Bashkirs, Sultanmurat Diuskeev from Iurminskii Volost of Kazan Doroga took refuge

among Kazakhs of Middle Horde and lived there until 1739. In the meantime he tried to

provide greater Kazakh support for the Bashkir case. A Russian report about Sultan

Murat and other Bashkirs among the Kazakhs states “The leading Bashkir thief, Sultan

Murat, lived among the peoples of Barak sultan, from there with the end of the last winter

he traveled to Urgench with the purpose of trade. However on his way to Urgench his

horse killed him….. Bashkirs among the Kirgiz Kaisak (Kazakhs) people of Barak

Sultan are many but their exact number is not known.”48

Russians’ fear of closer Kazakh-Bashkir relations was reasonable but these steppe

peoples had no common ground to form firmer relations because their enemies were not

common. While Bashkirs were overwhelmed with the Russian intrusions, Kazakhs had

deep troubles with the Mongol Dzhungar invasion from which they dearly suffered in the

1720s and they had appealed to the Russians for protection. As long as Russians

remained above these steppe politics and managed to become adept at exploiting their

differences, there would be no common threat to them from this direction.

The leader of the Little Horde of Kazakhs, Khan Abulkhair, vigorously acted

against any kind of cooperation between Bashkirs and Kazakhs of the Little Horde and

Bashkir leaders in their moments of despair could not dare send any envoy to Abulkhair

47 Yakup Deliomeroglu, “Baskurt Isyanlari,” in Turkler, v. 18, ed. Hasan Celal Guzel (Ankara: Yeni
Turkiye Yayinlari, 2002), 430.
48 Materialy po Istorii Bashkirskoi ASSR, v.6 (Ufa: Kitap, 2002), 632: Even though Barak Khan of Middle
Horde Kazakhs had promised to send an army to the help of Bashkirs he did not keep his promise because
he had no reasons to fulfill his promise. While his rival Abulkhair was getting Russian vassalage it would
be senseless to provoke Russians.



114

khan for help.49 This bifurcated Kazakh approach towards Bashkirs has its own reasons.

The Khan of the Middle Horde could provide shelter for Bashkirs because his main

antagonist was Dzhungars, not Russians, and Kazakhs of the Middle Horde had no close

relations with the Russians. Any extra Bashkir population could be used against

Dzhungars. But the situation in the Little Horde was complicated. For one thing

Abulkhair struggled for pride of place among Kazakh hordes and his territory was

adjacent to Russian Bashkiria. For another, he had also requested Russian protection

against the Dzhungar threat and hoped to receive Russian help to achieve his goals. By

protecting rebellious Bashkirs he would risk this much needed Russian support. Last but

not least, Kazakhs of the Little Horde did not have a bright record in their relations with

the Bashkirs in the past. The relations between the two had been antagonistic and both

sides raided each other’s territory very often. In fact warfare between Bashkirs and

Kazakhs of the Little Horde was a means of economic livelihood. So there could be little

probability of a steppe alliance against Russians.

But as long as the link between Bashkirs and Kazakhs remained alive there was

little hope for the closure of the Bashkir frontier. So the Russians resorted to their

traditional steppe frontier control tactics and raised another line of fortifications. Below

is the list of Russian fortresses and strongholds constructed right in the middle of the

Bashkir lands.

49 Materialy po Istorii Bashkirskoi Istorii, part 1, Bashkirskie Vosstaniia v 17 i Pervoi Polovine 18 vv.
(Moskva&Leningrad: Izdatel’stvo Akademii Nauk SSSR, 1936), 328: When Sultan Murat and a number of
other Bashkir leaders took refuge in the horde of Abulkhair with their households numbering between 270
and 300, they were robbed by Abulkhair. Materialy po Istorii Bashkirskoi Istorii, part 1, Bashkirskie
Vosstaniia v 17 i Pervoi Polovine 18 vv. (Moskva&Leningrad: Izdatel’stvo Akademii Nauk SSSR, 1936),
357.
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New Trans-Kama Line 1734-
173650

Strong Points
(Ukreplenie)

Type of
Ukreplenie

Location Composition of Garrison

Alekseevsk Fortress Samara River (Branch of Volga) and
its branch Bolshoi Kinel'

4 company of Sergievsk Regiments,
1 company of Alekseevsk Regiment

Kinel'skii Redut51 Reka Rodilsia Samara i Bolshoi
Kinel'

Krasnyi Redut Sok river (Branch of Volga)
Krasnoiarskaia Fortress Sok river 4 company of Sergievsk Regiments,

1 company of Alekseevsk Regiment
Khoroshii Redut Khoroshaia River

(Branch of Sok River)
1 company of Sergievsk Regiment

Chernorechenskii Fel'dshanets52 Chernaia River
(Branch of Sok River)

1 company of Sergievsk Regiment
2 company of Biliarsk Regiments

Nizhnyi Orlianskii Redut Orlianka River
(Branch of Sok River)

1 company of Biliarsk Regiment

Verhniei Orlianskii Redut Orlianka River
Surovskii Redut Sok river and its Branch Surgut river

Sergievsk Fortress Sok River 3 company of Biliarsk Regiments
1 company of Alekseevsk Regiment

Zainskii Redut Lipovka River
(Branch of Kondurcha River)

1 company of Biliarsk Regiments

Surushskii Redut Malyi Surush River
(Branch of Sok River)

1 company of Biliarsk Regiments

Kondurchinskii Fel'dshanets Kondurcha River
(Branch of Sok River)

1 company of Sheshminsk
Regiment,

2 company of Biliarsk Regiment
Tarkhanskii, 1'oi Redut Bolshoi Tarkhanka River

(Bolshoi Cheremshan river basin)
1 company of Sheshminsk

Regiment,
Tarkhanskii, 2'oi Redut Iaurka River

(Branch of Bolshoi Cheremshan
River)

1 company of Sheshminsk
Regiment,

Cheremshanskaia Fortress Bolshoi Cheremshan River
(Branch of Volga)

3 company of Sheshminsk
Regiment,

1 company of Alekseevsk Regiment
Sheshminskii Fel'dshanets Shehsma River

(Branch of Kama River)
3 company of Sheshminsk

Regiment,
1 company of Alekseevsk Regiment

Kichuiskii Fel'dshanets Kichui River
(Branch of Sheshma River)

3 company of Sheshminsk
Regiment, 1 company of Alekseevsk

Regiment

Then to this line another string of fortresses was added, this time surrounding the

Bashkir lands and cutting their ties with the Kazakhs. John LeDonne argues that this new

50 I. G. Akmanov and Aznagul Uruskulov, ed. Bashkirskaia Entsiklopediia, v. 3 (Ufa: Nauchnoe
Izdatel’stvo, 2005), 18.
51 Redut is an earthen quadrangular field fortification with the shaft, a moat and a shallow mound in front of
it.
52 Feld’shanets is earthen quadrangular field fortification.
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trans-Kama line became obsolete as soon as it was constructed because the Orenburg

expedition shifted Russian attention further to the southeast.53 This view misses the point

that the fortresses and forts that made this line did not lose their functionality and very

effectively crippled Bashkir movement within Bashkiria. They enabled the Russian

authorities to increase their grasp of the Bashkir lands and open these lands for further

colonization so the integrative role of this line cannot be denied.

The turning point in this period was the construction of the Orenburg line. Peter

the Great’s heritage was an inspiration because Kirilov, in charge of building this line,

was a close disciple of Peter the Great.54 On the other hand, another disciple of Peter the

Great proposed this line be built: Vasily Nikitich Tatishchev, considered the father of

Russian history writing and one of the great imperial officials that the region ever had. In

a report to the government he proposed that the construction of a line be furnished with

towns and settlements. Only after such a complex scheme the true colonization of the

region could be accomplished. The line would provide the security of the region and

53 John Ledonne, “Russia's Eastern Theater, 1650-1850: Springboard or Strategic Backyard” Cahiers du
Monde Russe, v. 49, no: 1, (2008), 28.
54 There are strong evidences that the father of the idea of constructing a defensive line which would isolate
Bashkirs from their Kazakh kin was Kutlu-Muhammad Tevkelev, a Tatar convert in the Russian service
who was sent to Kazakh leader, Abulkhair khan, to conclude an agreement that finalized Kazakhs’
submission to the Russian state in October 1731. He sent a report to the college of Foreign affairs (Kollege
Inostrannykh del) dated 1732 in which he stated that there was a need to construct a fortress at the mouth of
the River Or because Kazakh leaders refused to send their amanats to Ufa…… and this fortress would
spread fear to the hearts of the enemies of Russians within the Kazakh community and deliver a sense of
safety to the Kazakh clients of the Russian state. Also this fortress would enable Russians to reach Central
Asian markets in Khiva, Bukhara, Tashkent and Turkestan with utmost safety because this fortress would
be far closer to Khiva than Astrakhan. See: F. N. Kireev, compiler, Kazakhsko-Russkie Otnosheniia v XVI-
XVIII vekakh; Sbornik Dokumentov i Materialov (Alma-Ata : Izd-vo Akademii nauk Kazakhskoi SSR,
1961), No: 40, 96; S. U. Taimasov, “Rol’ Orenburgskoi Ekspeditsii v Prisoedinenii Bashkirii k Rossii
(1730-e gg.)” Voprosy Istorii, 2, (2008), 145-146; M. G. Novlianskaia argues that Orenburg project was the
work of Ivan Ivanovich Kirilov, a leading Russian polymath enlightened official but he indirectly accepts
that Kirillov started his project seriously only after he got the report of Tevkelev who had returned from his
Kazakh mission in early 1733. M. G. Novlianskaia, Ivan Ivanovich Kirilov, Geograf 18 Veka (Leningrad:
Nauka, Leningradskoe otd-nie, 1964), 96.
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settlements, towns, cities would transform the region ethnically, socially, economically

and politically. Without settlements the region could remain only a military zone

populated by soldiers and an antagonistic and nomadic people.

To minimize Bashkir threats to Russian security in the area Tatishchev

maintained the need for assimilating Bashkirs in a period over the generations by

proposing to “take all the children of the influential families and educate them in Russian

language” But Tatars as tutors should not be trusted. Instead of Tatars, Russians must

have been employed as tutors on the condition that they were not drunkards since such

people were considered abominable by indigenous people. For assimilation of these

people, conversion to Orthodoxy was also considered as an option. It contemplated that

their Christianization must be guaranteed through a certain method of toleration and

understanding. In time they will better inculcate. ”Besides force must not be used in

proselytizing but compassion and clemency must be utilized to teach the student the rules

of Christianity”55 For the first time a top ranking Russian official from the new

generation of enlightened bureaucrats was proposing to solve this problem through

assimilation of the whole Bashkir people in such a way that their conversion would be

ensured through peaceful ways rather than imposing the arbitrary will of the intruder.

The case to make this region an indivisible part of the empire was discussed by many

Russian officials who were familiar with the conditions of the region. Tatishchev as a

genuine enlightened Russian bureaucrat also saw the need to transfer Russian population

to the region because simply construction of the fortification systems would not suffice to

55 Materialy po Istorii Bashkirskoi ASSR, v. 3, (Moskva & Leningrad: Izdatel’stvo Akademii Nauk, 1949),
481-482.
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ensure Russian security. The Russian military existence in Bashkiria would need support

by a loyal population.

There were good reasons to believe that loyal Bashkirs were not loyal or

productive enough to provide food and other provisions to the garrisons because their

level of sedentarization did not produce enough grain for provisioning the garrisons.

Tatar or Mishars were more preferable in this respect and from the very beginning

Mishars fought on the side of Russians who promised them land in the Bashkir region.

The apogee of Russo-Bashkir Conflict: the 1735-1740 War

As mentioned earlier, the 1730s were a turning point for both Russians and

Bashkirs. This turning point came because for the first time central authority firmly

imposed its terms on this indigenous people in a bloody war that had three stages: 1735-

1736, 1737-1738 and 1738-1740. It was the greatest and the bloodiest war between

Bashkirs and Russians, the starting point of which for the Bashkirs was to prevent

Russian encirclement of the area. The fact was that even though during these three

different stages several different Bashkir leaders emerged and nearly all of them were

killed or executed by the punitive forces, the goal (evicting the Russians from Bashkir

lands) remained the same. Accordingly the phases of this war must be considered

connected.

One other aspect of this war was that it was also a war between mainly two rival

Bashkir groups; pro-Russian and anti-Russian. Even though in the previous Russo-

Bashkir wars there were tensions and armed conflicts among rival Bashkir factions, in the

1730s the scale of this infighting reached an extraordinary level. Nearly a whole society

was polarized between loyal and rebellious Bashkirs. This polarization was also not
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confined to the Bashkir people. Other non-Russian groups in the region had undergone a

similar polarization. Bashkir rebel groups never hesitated to storm Mishar, Tatar or loyal

Bashkir auls (villages) which refused to join them. This was partly working to the

advantage of the rebellious Bashkir groups who had no or meager provisions because

loyal indigenous settlements were not burned down or sacked by the Russian forces so

there was food available in these places.56 Even though Mishar groups were mostly in the

Russian service, a number of them preferred to fight on the side of the rebellious

Bashkirs. A Tatar mulla called Urazmet wrote in his report to the Russian officials in

Ufa about an incident when he was briefly captivated by disloyal Bashkir groups where

he noticed Mishar fighters in the rebel camp .57 Tatars had been divided among

themselves as well. According to the report of a captivated Tatar rebel called Arslan by

the Russian forces, in his native region in Kazan Uezd, which was located just outside the

original Bashkir lands, fourteen Tatar villages agreed to join rebels.58

The 1735-1740 rebellion was bloody and almost no one in Bashkiria was

unaffected by the destruction. This war was good evidence for the new imperial

historiography because it was not simply between Russian oppressors and the freedom

loving peoples but was more complex and differentiated. Rebellious Bashkirs fought

against the Russian settlers, the Russian government, the loyal (vernyi) Bashkirs and

other ethnic groups, i.e. Tatars and Mishars. Some groups of Tatars and Mishars fought

the Russians and cooperated with the rebellious Bashkirs. In August 1735, Bashkirs from

a number of volosts in Nogai Doroga and Kazan Doroga, Tatars from a number of

56 I. G. Akmanov, ed., Istoriia Bashkortostana s Drevneishikh Vremen do Nashikh Dnei v Dvukh Tomakh,
v. 1, (Ufa: Kitap, 2007), 175.
57 I. G. Akmanov, Bashkirskoe Vosstanie 1735-1736 gg. (Ufa: Bashkirskoi Gosuniversitet, 1977), 35.
58 I. G. Akmanov, Bashkirskoe Vosstanie 1735-1736 gg. (Ufa: Bashkirskoi Gosuniversitet, 1977), 38
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villages and Chuvash from the village of Ulu Arema, in total more than one thousand

people, destroyed two Bashkir, three Tatar and three Mishar villages.59 Loyalties

constantly shifted in this case and there were no fixed boundaries between enemies. One

day’s enemy could easily be other day’s ally.

The 1735-1740 war could perhaps be classified as a genuine frontier war because

militarily weaker and disorganized rebels first and foremost direct their hostilities to the

easier targets, that is to say to the settlements of the loyal groups. This was the main

method of the war in the frontier. This rebellion also proved that large-scale armed

rebellions could be extremely costly for the natives. The rebellious Bashkirs resorted to

guerilla-style warfare because of their military weakness and backwardness or lack of

training. Since they were heavily depended on the settlements for provisions they were

also extremely vulnerable to the Russian punitive expeditions. It is by no means an

exaggeration to say that casualties among non-combatant Bashkir population

substantially exceeded those among Bashkirs who actually fought.

As a result of the unbending policy of Kirilov, some 12 to 14 percent of the

Bashkir population perished. More than 60.000 were killed, executed, enslaved or died

of starvation and exposure.60 It must be added here that there is not one common

universal view about the exact population of the Bashkirs. The cruelties of the Russian

commanders, in particular Orthodox Tatar convert Tevkelev’s, were told in the folk songs

of Bashkirs of the period in a bitter tone.

Our land Tevkelev scorched
The valley of Ak-Idel he burned

59 I. G. Akmanov, Bashkirskoe Vosstanie 1735-1736 gg. (Ufa: Bashkirskoi Gosuniversitet, 1977), 42-43
60 R. G. Kuzeev, Istoricheskaia Etnografiia Bashkirskogo Naroda (Ufa: Bashkirskoe Knizhnoe izd-vo,
1978), 154.
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He simply burned Bashkirs
The golden epaulettes fell on the shoulders.61

In January 1736, Tevkelev’s troops committed unspeakable atrocities, as was

reported by P. I. Rychkov, a firsthand witness of the 1735-40 Russo-Bashkir war and the

first historian of the Orenburg region. Seiantus was a Bashkir village in the Sibir doroga

which was pro-rebel, and its able bodied males had joined the rebel forces. To set an

example for the other Bashkir settlements in the region, Tevkelev stormed this largely

defenseless village. Rychkov’s accounts of the events are revealing of the Russian

intentions and methods in the region. “They, Bashkirs, were all surrounded by us. After

brief resistance they were all captured, nearly 1000 people with their women and

children. Women and children were taken away and hacked to pieces with bayonets by

loyal Bashkirs and Mishars.” Over 105 people were taken into a barn and it was burnt

down with people inside. All these happened in one night. However the most surprising

thing was that, for Rychkov, even within the barn those thieves, Bashkirs, managed to

wound some dragoons with their spears which they hid in the barn. At the end of the

night there was nothing but ashes left from this once large village. Everybody young or

old was killed.62 Even though Rychkov claims nearly one thousand dead, this figure is

highly dubious since Bashkir villages were at most a quarter of this population a half

century later.

61 R. G. Kuzeev & B. Kh. Iuldashbaev, 400 Let vmeste s Russkim Narodom; Prisoedinenie Bashkirii k
Russkomu Gosudarstvu i ego Istoricheskoe Znachenie, (Ufa: Bashkirskoe Knizhnoe izd-vo, 1957), 81.
62 P. I. Rychkov, Istoriia Orenburgskaia, 1730-1750, (Orenburg:1896), 20.
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Bashkir rebel groups attacked Russian settlements to seek the revenge for the

massacres of Tevkelev and Kirilov,63 but these settlements did not suffer as heavily as the

non-Russians. I. G. Akmanov argues that this proved the anti-government nature of the

war by the rebels. He concludes that Bashkirs’ hostility was not directed against the

Russian people. However he ignores the nature of the Russian settlements. For one thing

Russian peasants for security reasons had settled in the lands surrounding Russian

fortresses and their major function for that reason was to produce food needed for the

supply of the armed forces. So they were less vulnerable to the attacks of the rebels. For

other, while the Russian government prohibited the sale of arms to the indigenous people

and the blacksmithery was forbidden to the natives, the government imposed no similar

limitation on the Russian peasants. So the Russian settlements could better defend

themselves against the incursions of the rebels. From the very beginning Bashkir

rebellions had been directed against all types of settlements that prevented them from

performing their traditional nomadic lifestyle and Russians had never been an exception

for their hostilities.

The story told by Kidras Mullakaev64 after an incident is revealing in this respect.

Kidras, a Bashkir noble in the service of the Russians, with his companions attempted to

63 I. G. Akmanov, ed., Istoriia Bashkortostana s Drevneishikh Vremen do Nashikh Dnei v Dvukh Tomakh v.
1, (Ufa: Kitap, 2007), 177
64 Kidras Mullakaev (ca 1700-1789) was a Bashkir starshina who served Russians loyally and took part in
the suppression of the Bashkir revolt in 1735-1740 and then joined Russia’s war effort during the Seven
Years’ War but then he felt alienated and joined to the Pugachev’s rebellion in the 1770s and participated
in a number of expeditions against Russian strong points. He, however, abandoned the rebellious groups
also and started fighting against them as of April 1774 and he even defeated a small force of the rebels.
Mullakev again showed up in the rebellious camp fought against the governmental forces. Again for the
last time he switched sides and in August 1774 he captured one of the renowned Bashkir leaders from the
rebellious camp, Kanzafar Usaev. He was briefly investigated by the Kazan Secret Committee and set free
in the spring of 1775 and given the strashina position of the Karatabynsk volost. He proved to be a really
revealing weathercock individual who personified the fluid character of the life in frontier areas.
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join Kirilov’s expedition. On his way to Kirilov’s camp, he was captured by a “disloyal”

Bashkir group from the Nogai doroga and was released only after he promised not to help

the Ufa administration, a promise he did not keep. He rushed to the Russians and

explained what he witnessed in the Bashkir camp. He claimed that Bashkirs had been

divided among themselves and some groups of Bashkir leaders were planning to

exterminate those collaborators, loyal Bashkir nobles.65

The Russian authorities were extremely adept at exploiting this cleavage within

Bashkir society, and the magnitude of hostilities within that society contributed greatly to

the government’s success in suppressing this rebellion. Since the modest Russian armed

forces were inadequate to subdue the restive Bashkir tribes which composed much of the

population of the region, it was vital for them to rely on the loyal elements of the Bashkir

society. The division within the Muslim community in the region gained momentum and

loyal elements within the indigenous groups with their families started moving into the

Russian fortresses to escape death at the hands of the disloyal groups.

I. G. Akmanov argues that the Bashkir rebellions of the 1600s and 1700s were not

directed against the Russian people in the region but against the Russian government.

Akmanov is much less tolerant of the Tatar groups because, he maintains, these Tatar

groups, especially their feudal leaders, were collaborators who attempted to seek

protection of the Russian forces. On the other hand he maintains that the religious

establishment in the region, mostly composed of Tatars, was pro-Russian during this war

and Bashkir groups intermittently killed them while they were serving Russians against

65 I. G. Akmanov, “Novyi Dokument o Nachale Bashkirskogo Vosstaniia 1735-1740 gg.” Iuzhnoural’skii
Arkheograficheskii Sbornik, no: 2, (Ufa: 1976), 344.
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their Bashkir brethren and coreligionists.66 In the same way, some of the Bashkir

tarkhans who had declared their loyalty to the Russian government and promised to join

the expedition were attacked by the rebellious groups. In some cases they were killed

and as in the case of Kidras Mullakaev they were released only after they promised to

cease to support Russians. These hostilities prevented any possibility of a unity of

indigenous peoples against the intruding Russians.

The Russians had managed to divide indigenous communities by distributing

lands which did not belong to them. Kirilov proposed to kill rebel Bashkirs with their

wives and children and distribute their lands to Russian settlers, Tatars and loyal Bashkir

nobles who served governmental forces in suppressing rebellion. Also on the Bashkir

lands fortresses must have been established with the Mishar settlements in the vicinity.

The promise of distribution of gifts had a devastating effect not only on the Bashkirs but

also other non-Russian societies in the region. But winning the loyalties of a minority of

Bashkirs was not good enough because the rebellious potential of the Bashkirs continued.

Because the allegiances in the frontier areas were extremely fluid, those loyal Bashkirs

could not be trusted fully. A more radical plan by Kirilov was proposed in the summer of

1736 to reduce the density of the Bashkir population in the region by opening their lands

to colonization, which would dilute Bashkirs’ demographic dominance in the region.

When their lands were distributed to the Russian peasants and Mishars they would be

forced to mix with them and would lose their rebellious spirit.67

Kirilov’s proposal would have been the most reasonable solution to Russia’s

Bashkir problem, but that objective could have been realized only after a generation

66 I. G. Akmanov, Bashkirskoe Vosstanie 1735-1736 gg. (Ufa: Bashkirskoi Gosuniversitet, 1977), 35
67 A. Dobrosmyslov, Materialy po Istorii Rossii, v.2, (Orenburg :1900), 82-83.
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during which Bashkirs became fully familiar with a sedentary society. If it could have

been started, the achievement of such a program could have fully closed the frontier in

this area. At least the frontier, even if it did not disappear fully, could have been

internalized, that is to say, the frontier society could lose their ties with the people beyond

the control of the government. The frontier could gain a new, religio-cultural dimension

in which indigenous people after losing their means and hopes to solve the problem of the

intruder revert to cultural areas and attempt to preserve their distinct religious and

cultural ways.

Last but not least up until the 1730s the Bashkir groups had increasingly

sedentarized and accordingly their settlement became the targets of punitive expeditions.

During the rebellion Russian punitive forces burned or otherwise destroyed many Bashkir

villages. Sedentarization of Bashkirs made them more vulnerable to the Russian attacks

and less capable of conducting a successful guerilla warfare based on hit and run tactics.

The Russian imperial historians by and large called this war a bunt, riot or peasant

rebellion. While the nineteenth century Russian historian, N. Firsov based his views on

struggle between European civilization and Muslim fanaticism and Asian barbarism,68

for others historians of the same period, Russia had the mission to insert the elements of

European civilization among these barbarians and had to be the carrier of the message of

the New Testament in the spirit of the Orthodox Church.69

68 N. Firsov, Inorodcheskoe Naselenie Prezhnego Kazanskogo Tsarstva v Novoi Rossii do 1762 g. i
Kolonizatsiia Zakamskikh Zemel’ v Eto Vremia (Kazan; 1869)
69 V. N. Vitevskii, I. N. Nepliuev i Orenburgskii Krai v Prezhnem Ego Sostave do 1758 g. (Kazan,
1897),118;; A. I. Dobrosmyslov, “Bashkirskii Bunt v 1735, 1736 i 1737 g.” Trudy Orenburgskoi Uchenoi
Arkhivnooi Kommissii, no: 8, (Orenburg: 1900), 3-4; Dobrosmyslov does not count Orenburg project as the
immediate reason for the outbreak of war, though he calls it bunt (riot), but he rather considers century long
Bashkir dissatisfaction with the rising tide of fugitive peasants who destroyed traditional Bashkir way of
life.
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Bashkir leaders of the first stage were Kilmiak Nurushev, one of the leaders of the

1704-1711 rebellion,70 Akai Kusiumov, the son of the famed Kusium Tiukeleev, the hero

of the 1704-1711 war and 71 Iusup Arykov.72 Their deaths at the hands of the Russians

reveal the lack of institutional basis of the steppe politics. All these unsuspecting leaders

were lured into the hands of Russian authorities and they all perished. So it was highly

possible that the lack of an institutional basis and the predominance of personal relations

between Russians and indigenous people was a basic aspect of the frontier life.

Other more obscure Bashkir leaders troubled government forces for a long time.

One of them was Bepenia Trupberdin. He was from Sibir doroga and in a sense he was

one of the main ideologists of the Bashkir cause as a literate abyz. Just like Kilmiak

Nurushev he grasped the main direction of this Bashkir movement and heavily criticized

Russian officials in the region for their violation of the votchina law of Ivan IV. In his

letter to Tatishchev in August 1736 he clearly defined the reasons of their movement,

blaming Tatishchev for establishing factories in his own native region and eliminating

traditional Bashkir life. He attempted to conclude an alliance with the Lesser and Middle

70 Kil’miak Nurushev was from Nogai Doroga. He was within the envoy who conducted meetings with the
Crimean Tatar Khan in the 1704-1711 rebellion. He was a Bashkir noble and an Abyz, Mullah and Batyr.
These qualities enabled him to exert a certain degree of religious and martial influence on the Bashkir
masses. Since he was an extremely respected figure in the Bashkir society, he managed to summon all-
Bashkir Iighin in December 1734 to provoke the war against Kirilov’s Orenburg expedition thereby
becoming the leading ideologist of the war effort. He was arrested in February 1737 when he visited the
fortress of Tabynsk. He had believed that he would conduct negotiations with the Russians. He was duly
packed to St. Petersburg where he was executed in 1738.
71 Akai was arrested in the Menzelinsk fortress while attempting to mediate between Russian officials and
Bashkir leaders. Akai was arrested in the Tabynsk fortress and later executed. Akai’s grandfather, Tulekei
was also an active anti-Russian Bashkir noble who led a number of Bashkir groups against the Russians
during the 1680-1681 war. He was caught and executed by hanging. This family’s resistance tradition was
also an indicator of the formation a national Bashkir leadership. Not surprisingly, Akai Kusiumov’s son
Abdulla Akaev became one of the leaders of the 1755-1756 Bashkir war. His ultimate fate is not known.
So four generations of a family led wars and perished.
72 Arykov was a Bashkir noble from Sibir Doroga. He was arrested by the Russian authorities when he
arrived to Kyzyltash fortress to negotiate peace terms and later executed.
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Horde leaders of Kazakhs. He also suffered in Menzelinsk just like previously mentioned

Bashkir leaders.

The major distinguishing feature of these Bashkirs was that they were all from the

southern and eastern Bashkir lands where they had enjoyed to a great degree a free

nomadic life unlike their brethren who led a sedentary life in western and northern

Bashkiria. Russian incursions from the beginning of the 18th century in the forms of

establishing factories, constructing fortifications and carving out Bashkir lands for

settlement made their lives increasingly unbearable. As we saw some of them had

already developed a family tradition of fighting Russians and these leaders were from

wealthy Bashkir elite who controlled traditionally large livestock herds, which needed

large pasturelands. It was reported by a European traveler that as late as second half of

the nineteenth century an ordinary Bashkir had twenty or thirty heads of horses; the richer

Bashkir families owned at least 500 heads of horse while the richest ones would have no

less than 2000.73

Between 1735 and 1740, the Russian punitive measures caused enormous

sufferings for Bashkirs.74

Orenburg Commission Bashkir Commission Total

Burnt 300 Villages 396 Villages 696

Sent to labor camps 135 People 3101 People 3236

Executed 7455 People 9438 People 16893

Given to Nobles
(Women and children)

2882 people 6909 People 9791

73 Robert Gordon Latham, The Native Races of the Russian Empire, (London: 1855), 155.
74 A. Z. Asfandiiarov, Bashkiriia Posle Vkhozdeniia v Sostav Rossii, Vtoraia Polovina 16-Pervaia Polovina
19. v., (Ufa: Kitap, 2007), 182. Asfandiarov took these figures from Rychkov and refined them for better
use for the reader. See; P. I. Rychkov, Istoriia Orenburgskaia, 1730-1750, (Orenburg: 1896), 56.
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Horses and Cattle confiscated 1097 heads 17154 Heads 18251

The number of villages destroyed by the authorities may seem small but for a

partly sedentarized community these losses were huge and the results of sedentarization

were dispiriting. Though we do not know what Bashkirs thought about their losses and

the causes of them, probably they were already remorseful considering the possibility that

nomadism could give them greater mobility and better ability to escape before the

advancing punitive forces. Once the construction of the Orenburg line was completed

they could no longer take refuge among Kazakhs. In fact their effective encirclement

prevented them from abandoning their homeland and from creating a large Bashkir

Diaspora group. This may partly explain their lack of an enlightened Diaspora

intelligentsia in the later stages of the Russian Empire which could have played a more

influential role in the formation of Bashkir national formation. Thanks to the great

efforts by the Jadidists and the Russian government’s insistence to give at least a basic

education to the local nationalities, the gap was closed to a degree. By the year 1917

Bashkir national self-consciousness still remained far behind those of Volga Tatars or

Azerbaijanis.

The Batyrsha Rebellion, 1755-1756

The Bashkirs’ struggle during the first half of the 1700s ended in a national

disaster. The Bashkir society was more divided than ever and the lines that separated

Bashkirs groups were now clearer. Despite their divisions the elements that defined

Bashkir identity were still the same. The most important of these was their adherence to

Islam and Bashkirs, despite Russian authorities’ wishful thinking of their potential to
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convert to Christianity, remained devout Muslims at least at a confessional basis rather

than reflecting their devotion to Islam at practical level. The Bashkir rebellions not only

enabled Bashkirs to preserve their identity, they also helped other non-Russian peoples

residing in the area preserve their identities. Because the Russians had many times faced

a formidable enemy, Bashkirs, many times they had to curb their excessive policies or at

least were forced to follow a more lenient policy in Bashkiria.

The Batyrsha case was the most clear-cut example of this. Right after the

suppression of the Batyrsha event Russian authorities felt compelled to abandon their

forced conversion policy in the Middle-Volga region which had started in the early 1740s

in earnest and caused the flight of the people away from the middle Volga region to the

Urals. It also caused the emergence of new convert groups who numbered in thousands

especially among Volga Tatars. It made the Russian authorities reconsider their religious

policies against the nationalities and under Catherine the Great a new law on religious

tolerance was enacted and the brief period under this brilliant empress turned out to be a

rare period of religious toleration in the whole of Russian history since Russia emerged as

a political and military force in the late fifteenth century. This incident also led to the

creation of an official branch in the state which specifically dealt with the Muslim affairs

in the empire.

Batyrsha’s ethnic background is still a matter of debate. Regional historians have

presented differing accounts of his origin. It is widely believed however that he was a

Mishar noble whose parents had moved to Sibir doroga of Bashkiria in the late

seventeenth century to escape Russian proselytizing attempts while many of their kin in

Kazan province had converted to Christianity and found themselves high positions in the
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Russian administration. So Batyrsha’s parents were in a position to educate Batyrsha,

born in the second decade of the 1700s, as a religious scholar.75 His father, Tukhtargali

Dusaliev settled in Karysh in 1702 and was also a mulla. Though he received his first

religious education in his native village in Sibir doroga, Karysh (now Verkhekarysh),

founded by Mishars in 1693, Batyrsha in order to become a mudarris traveled widely in

Russia’s Middle Volga region, which may indicate Russian government’s sporadic

indifference to Muslim religious scholars and institutions. He spent some ten years in

major madrasas of Kazan Gubernia in the 1730s and 1740s. So when the storm over

Muslims of Kazan Gubernia started in 1740, he was a close witness of the events. In

1749 he returned back to his native village in Karysh and established his own madrasa,

raising his own shakirds,76 and increasing his fame and influence among the indigenous

people. His relations with the Bashkirs remained warm and his scholarly side was held in

high esteem due to his ability to find answers relating to people’s problems in religious

matters.

It was not a state secret that Russian authorities time and again attempted to

convert especially Middle Volga peoples which sometimes extended to the Bashkir

regions of the empire. By the year 1708 the number of Tatars of Bashkiria who had been

converted to Orthodoxy was about twelve thousand according to the accounts of a British

diplomat who travelled in Russian at the time.77 Though this number seems exaggerated,

75 There are arguments about Batyrsha that his place and date of birth and ethnicity are not known. Even his
real name is matter of debate. Various accounts call him Batyrsha Aliev, Abdulla Aleev, Abdulla
Miazgaldin, Gubaidulla Miagziadlin, Gubaidulla Batyrsha. See; Faizulhak Islaev, Vosstanie Batyrshi god
1755, (Kazan: Fen, 2004), 70.
76 Shakird: Student of madrasa
77 S. G. Runkevich, Uchrezhdenie i Pervonachal’noe Ustoristvo Sviateishego Previtel’stvuiushchego
Sinoda (1721-1725 gg.), (Sankt-Peterburg: 1900), 35-36.
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(because the Tatar population in Bashkiria was still a small fraction of the overall

population of the region.) there were Russian attempts to hunt down Tatars to convert

them to Christianity. This was a policy of the government which occasionally repeated

itself despite intervals of noninterference.

Since its emergence as a multinational entity after the conquest of Kazan in 1552,

the Russian Empire relentlessly expanded and continued to add new nationalities into its

territorial body and by the end of the eighteenth century only 49 percent of the empire

was Russian. The first peoples who had been incorporated into the empire were Finnic

and Turkic peoples along the Volga River basin and they remained distinct from the

Russian culture and many of them even refused to learn Russian language. By the 18th

century Russian authorities viewed cultural and religious diversification as a threat to the

integrity of the empire and began to try to impose uniformity through religious

conversion. The first great and systematic proselytizing campaign was launched with the

foundation of the Novokreshchenkaia Kontora (New Convert Office) in 1740.

The Russian state until then lacked a clearly designed conversion policy. The

attitudes of the tsars varied from generation to generation. The infamously cruel tsar,

Ivan the Terrible, at the height of religious zeal, ordered the conversion of Tatar people

only through peaceful means. The modernizing tsar, Peter the Great, urged the use of

force against the Russian Muslims, though he was anticlerical.78

The Russian volunteers who explored derelict parts of Siberia and took over those

lands in the name of the sovereign Tsar encountered pagan foreigners called inozemtsy

(literally people from other lands) and these first volunteers were ardent baptizers. In

78 Isabella Kreindler, “Educational Policies toward the Eastern Nationalities in Tsarist Russia: A Study of
Ilminskii's System” (PhD diss., Colombia University, 1969), 29.
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principle the conversion was supported but in practical terms Muscovite rulers were

against mass conversion in the long run due to the fact that those who converted were not

expected to pay Iasak in the form of fur which formed a big chunk of the Russian

revenues in the sixteenth and the seventeenth centuries.

The most outrageous attempt to proselytize pagans and Muslims of this period

started when Novokreshchenkaia Kontora (New Convert Office) was founded in

September 1740 soon after Bashkiria was pacified by the central government. Possibly

this success encouraged the government to resort to forceful conversion of the masses.

With the foundation of this office, the Russian officials attacked Islam more

methodically. While in the past the missionaries were encouraged to proselytize non-

orthodox populations on their own initiative, in the 1740s the central authorities strongly

backed them and provided necessary funds and institutions. But the government

authorities recognized their limited capacity to convert all the non-Christians, so they

limited the sphere of activity for this office in four provinces; Kazan, Astrakhan, Nizhnii

Novgorod and Voronezh. Bashkiria, by this time Orenburg, was not included in these

schemes of conversion.

The activities of this agency were violent because one of their tasks was to

destroy the mosques in these regions built after 1552. As a result Russian authorities

razed 418 of the 536 mosques in the region. Michael Khodarkovsky argues that those

remaining 118 mosques could not be demolished for fear of a general uprising.79 In fact

a substantial uprising occurred in Bashkiria when a large number of Kazan Tatars

migrated to the region where the conditions for a successful rebellion were riper than in

79 Michael Khodarkovsky, “Not by Word Alone” Comparative Studies in Society and History, v. 38, no: 2,
(1996), 284
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the Middle Volga region. They escaped to Bashkir lands and sought refuge among their

co-believers. As a result of this mass exodus of Tatars and other non-Russian

nationalities Bashkiria’s demographic structure changed to the disadvantage of Bashkirs.

Tens of thousands of Bashkirs had been victimized during the 1735-1740 wars and now

with the rise of the population of non-Bashkirs in the region Bashkirs were reduced to a

minority in their native lands. The Tatar refugees in Bashkiria were not brought back to

the middle Volga region by the Russian government because authorities feared another

rebellion in Bashkiria. However Bashkirs were again brewing for another rebellion

against the government for some other reasons since they did not in particular suffer from

the activities of the Novokreshchenskaia Kontora.

The Russian officials, clerical or secular, who served in Bashkir lands, might have

dreamt of proselytizing Bashkirs but the realities of the region, the treasure’s need for

Iasak payments and the grant of the tsar Ivan IV conflicted with their religious zeal. All

in all the Russian higher authorities never systematically attacked Islam in Bashkiria

unlike their enthusiastic religious persecution of the Muslims and Pagans of the middle

Volga region. The Russian methods of proselytizing often lacked sophistication. Though

the tsarist officials offered various gifts to the converts most of the time conversion took

place at gun point.80

The Russian Tsarina’s ukaz in the early 1730s which preached forced conversion

of peoples of Mid-Volga into Christianity and the Russian anti-Islamic practices in the

1740s led to Bashkirs’ last great rebellion to preserve their identity. Bashkirs under

Batyrsha Mulla once again rebelled in 1755-56. But this rebellion differed from the

80 N. A. Abramov, “Materialy dlia Istorii Kristianskogo Prosveshcheniia Sibiri” Zhurnal Ministerstva
Narodnago Prosveshcheniia, v. 81, no. 5, (1854), 15-54
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earlier great rebellions. Batyrsha was a well-educated intellectual and madrasa professor

who could better grasp the desperate situation in Bashkiria. So his demands were

confined to the redressing of grievances. The rebellion was crushed by the authorities

without much difficulty because Batyrsha was not a battle hardened military leader but

once again a Bashkir rebellion saved not only Bashkirs but also surrounding non-Russian

peoples from greater damage to their cultural and religious identity. After Batyrsha

incident, the Russian authorities greatly restricted the powers and movements of the

missionaries in Middle Volga. The energetic leader of the proselytization movement,

Luka Konashchevich was sent to Belgorod bishopric, which in fact was a demotion.81

So the governmental attack on non-Christians started which lasted until 1764 in

fact ended in failure for the government. The most violent and active years of operation

of this agency lasted until the eruption of the Bashkir revolt of Batyrsha in 1755. Then

for the rest of its duration this office remained dormant and was finally abolished by

Catherine the Great in 1764.

After these reforms, the Bashkirs’ main bone of contention became the

government’s economic policies in the region. The most caustic economic policy of the

state was the abolition of the Iasak payments in 1754 which appalled Bashkirs since they

believed that their Iasak paying status guaranteed them their rights to the land without

which they considered themselves demoted to the status of peasants.82

The Batyrsha revolt’s main contribution to the Bashkir society was its indication

of the transformation of the society since 1552. For the first time in Bashkir history,

81 Paul W. Werth, “Coercion and Conversion: Violence and the Mass Baptism of the Volga Peoples, 1740–
55”, Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History, v. 4, no: 3, (2003), 565.
82 Faizulhak Islaev, Vosstanie Batyrshi god 1755, (Kazan: Fen, 2004), 76-77.
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religious leaders embraced leadership of the Bashkir society. Batyrsha’s movement

signaled the end of the struggle for preservation of their client status. In a fully encircled

Bashkiria, these people moved their struggle to another sphere away from the military

field. The abolition of Iasak, the introduction of indirect taxes in salt, the motives of the

uprising of Batyrsha are all evidence than Bashkirs were no more semi-independent

clients of their Russian patrons but instead their subjects. Their main concern as subjects

of the Russian Empire was to preserve their Bashkir identity.

Conclusion

The more Bashkirs resisted Russian incursions the more they suffered. Peter the

Great’s Russia visibly experienced a great transformation after 1725. The more Russian

culture resembled western culture the more Russian officials became hostile to the

eastern peoples. Peter’s Europeanized scholar officials more ardently embraced the idea

of integrating the borderlands. Culturally it was also a matter of prestige for these scholar

officials to become engaged in bringing western culture to the eastern ‘savages’.

Russians, now as conquerors of Bashkiria, expected that an acculturation would take

place and Bashkirs would be assimilated into the Russian ways. To their great surprise in

some ways the opposite took place.

Peter Stern argues that the European conquerors took on some aspects of the

conquered and they usually expected that acculturation would take place to be primarily

in one direction – theirs. The Europeans assumed that their perceived cultural superiority
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would persuade the conquered to embrace the blessings and benefits of their European

way of life.83

Stern’s assertion is partly true for the Bashkir society. While some of the Bashkir

nobles chose to become agents of the Russian state and enrich themselves, the majority of

the Bashkirs chose to resist in different ways when the armed resistance proved futile and

too bloody. By the end of the 1750s, Bashkirs were to a great degree were pacified and

the Russian authorities, sure of their victory over the Bashkir resistance, embarked upon

reforming Russian administration in the region and invited Bashkir delegates to join

Legislative Commission (Ulozhennaia komissiia) of 1767.

The results of the events of this period indicate that the Russian governments

from a point of military, political and economic strength dictated their terms on Bashkirs

and seriously considered a drastic transformation in the economic life of Bashkirs. The

authorities developed various projects to this end and Bashkirs futilely resisted them. The

result could have been a total extinction if Bashkirs had pursued a relentless resistance.

There emerged a thin line that separated total extinction and unconditional surrender.

Bashkirs opted for the second and succumbed to the empire’s transforming will but only

for the time being.

83 Peter Stern, “The White Indians of the Borderlands” Journal of the Southwest, v. 33, no. 3 (Autumn,
1991), 263.
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Chapter 4
Strange Bedfellows: Bashkirs during the Pugachev Rebellion

The Pugachev rebellion of 1773-1775 was the largest popular rebellion in Russian

history. The rebellion affected large areas in southeast Russia, including mainly Orenburg,

Kazan, Astrakhan and Voronezh gubernias where perhaps six million people lived at the time.1

The area affected by the rebellion was about 600,000 km², and stretched from Penza to

Cheliabinsk and from Perm Gubernia to the Caspian Sea.2 These areas were mostly non-Russian

in population despite increasing Russian immigration. Accordingly one of most salient features

of this war was the large scale participation of the non-Russian nationalities in the war, on the

sides of both the rebels and the government.

Many scholars, Russian and Western, have written studies of the Pugachev rebellion. Yet

this vast literature has devoted too little attention to the important role that national groups

played in the rebellion, especially Bashkirs. 3 There are two main reasons for this neglect both in

1 V. M. Kabuzan, Izmenenia v Razmeshchenii Naseleniia Rossii: V 18 - Pervoi Polovine 19 v. Po Materialam Revizii
(Moskva: Nauka, 1971), 83-102. The author used the figures of land survey records and census results of 1762.
Indova gives a similar figure claiming 3 million people took part in Pugachevshchina. E. I. Indova, A. A.
Preobrazhenskii and Iu. A. Tikhonov, “Narodnye Dvizhenie v Rossii 17-18 vv. i Absoliutizm” in Absoliutizm v
Rossii, 17-18 vv. Sbornik Statei, ed. Nikolai M. Druzhinin, (Moskva: Nauka, 1964), 77.
2 E. I. Indova, A. A. Preobrazhenskii and Iu. A. Tikhonov, “Narodnye Dvizhenie v Rossii 17-18 vv. i Absoliutizm”
in Absoliutizm v Rossii, 17-18 vv. Sbornik Statei, ed. Nikolai M. Druzhinin, (Moskva: Nauka, 1964), 77.
3 There are various works about Cossacks that include Pugachev rebellion in several chapters. Some of them directly
deal with Pugachevshchina like John T. Alexander, Emperor of the Cossacks: Pugachev and the Frontier Jacquerie
of 1773-1775, (Lawrence, Kansas: Coronado Press, 1973); John T. Alexander, Autocratic Politics in a National
Crisis; The Imperial Russian Government and Pugachev's Revolt, 1773-1775,(Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1969); In Russian historiography the volume of works are enormous just a couple of them are as follows
Vladimir V. Mavrodin, Krest’ianskaia Voina v Rossii v 1773-1775 Godakh: Vosstanie Pugacheva (Leningrad : Izd-
vo Leningradskogo Universiteta, 1961); A. I. Aksenov, R. V. Ovchinnikov and M. F. Prokhorov, comp., Dokumenty
Stavki E. I. Pugacheva, Povstancheskikh Vlastei i Uchrezhdenii, 1773-1774 gg. (Moskva: Nauka, 1975); Iu. A.
Limonov, Vladimir V. Mavrodin, V. M. Paneiakh, Pugachev i ego Spodvizhniki, (Leningrad: Nauka, 1965); I. G.
Rozner, Kazachestvo v Krest’ianskoi Voine 1773-1775 gg. (L’vov: Izd-vo L’vovskogo Universiteta, 1966); S. S.
Dreizen and E. I. Indova, Krest’ianskaia Voina 1773-1775 gg. v Rossii, (Vosstanie Pugacheva). Dokumenty iz
Sobraniia Gos. Ist. Muzeia.(Moskva: Nauka, 1973); Iu. A. Limonov, Vladimir V. Mavrodin and V. M. Paneiakh,
Pugachev i Pugachevtsy, (Leningrad: Nauka, 1974); Vladimir V. Mavrodin, Pod Znamenem Krest’ianskoi Voiny
(Moskva: Mysl’, 1974); R. V. Ovchinnikov, Sledstvie i Sud nad E. I. Pugachevym i ego Spodvizhnikami:
Istochnikovedcheskoe Issledovanie, (Moskva: Rossiiskaia Akademiia Nauk, 1995); I. G. Rozner, Iaik pered Burei,
(Moskva: Mysl’, 1966); Kh. I. Muratov, Krest’ianskaia Voina 1773-1775 gg. v Rossii, (Moskva: Voennoe izd-vo
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the west and in Russia. First, most studies tended to focus on the history of the Cossacks or the

Russian people in conflict-ridden areas, an approach which makes nationalities a marginal issue

in the Pugachev rebellion. Second, Russian historians tended to take an imperialist perspective

that viewed nationalities as small backward groups, lacking initiative and unimportant. Some

Russian historians hold that the frontier peoples simply invited the Russians to take over to

liberate them from the yoke of local nobility. The historians in the west largely remained

ignorant of the issue and went along with the Russian literature. Accordingly they neglected, by

and large, to study the alliance of the intruder and the native.

The cooperation between the intruder and the natives was a unique case in Russia. The

frontiers in the modern period never witnessed such a case. Though it may seem a contradiction

since the intruders and the natives were considered intractable enemies, the nature of the Russian

frontier in Bashkiria was apt to produce such an outcome since most of the intruders were also

victimized by the Russian government’s centralizing policies. So the study of Pugachev from the

standpoint of the nationalities and cooperation of different ethnicities is an important example of

rebellion and collaboration by national groups in one of the largest popular rebellions in Russian

history.

This chapter examines Pugachev rebellion from standpoint of Bashkirs and their relations

with both Pugachev’s rebels and Russian government forces. It shows that the Bashkirs still had

some rebellious potential and that the Russian governments’ policy of colonizing Bashkiria and

subsequently eliminating Bashkir belligerence was still incomplete.

Ministerstva Oborony Soiuza SSR, 1954); N. V. Gorban’, “Krest’ianstvo Zapadnoi Sibiri v Krest’ianskoi Voine
1773-1775 gg.” Voprosy Istorii, 11(1952); Ia. K. Grot, Materialy dlia Istorii Pugachevskogo Bunta, Bumagi Kara i
Bibikova, (1862); N. F. Dubrovin, Pugachev i Ego Soobshchiki, Epizod iz Istorii Tsarstvovaniia Imperatritsy
Ekateriny II 1773-1774 gg. Po Neizdannym Istochnikam, 3 volumes, (1884)
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Bashkirs supported Pugachev ambivalently. As happened in the past, some of them fully

joined the rebellion, some vacillated and changed sides more than once, and a minority remained

fiercely loyal to the Russian government. What began as one rebellion was divided into two after

the capture of Pugachev in September 1774. Bashkirs probably joined Pugachev with ulterior

motives and as the Pugachevshchina dissipated, a new rebellion of Bashkirs emerged from it.

While from the Russian point of view the Pugachev rebellion was in the borderlands, from

Bashkir standpoint Russians were still intruders.4

Background: The Russian Government and the Urals Nationalities in the 18th

Century
The Pugachev rebellion was in part a war of nations against a common enemy, the

Russian state, considering the serious contributions of the non-Russian peoples of the Volga-Ural

region. Aside from Russians nearly all the peoples of the Volga-Ural region became involved.

Bashkirs, Tatars, Kalmyks, Mishars, Maris, Mordvins, Chuvashs, Udmurts, Kazakhs, and even

German colonists had grudges the imperial policies of the Russian empire and Catherine the

Great’s enlightened reforms had come too late and offered too little. A glance at the situation in

the Volga-Urals region illustrates the reasons why these people so willingly joined Pugachev’s

Cossack army. The Tatars of the Volga were oppressed during the term of the Office of the New

Converts in the 1740s and the 1750s. Bashkirs and Kalmyks indignant over Catherine II’s

sedentarization and centralization policies willingly joined Cossack rebels.5 In a similar way the

Russian engagement in the Kazakh lands had been strengthened by Catherine the Great which

4 To his great dismay, the Bashkir rebel leader Salavat Iulaev realized that Bashkiria had been firmly surrounded by
Russian fortification system when he attempted to flee to the Kazakh steppe and was prevented by the firmness of
Russian defensive line.
5 Michael Khodarkovsky, Where Two Worlds Met: The Russian State and the Kalmyk Nomads, 1600-1771, (Ithaca
& London: Cornell University Press, 1992), 140-141



140

triggered Kazakhs participation in the Pugachevshina.6 These three largely nomadic groups,

Bashkirs, Kalmyks and Kazakhs, suffered at different rates from the Russian government’s

policies destructive of the local nomadic economies. Although they were traditional enemies and

rivals for the pasturelands, and their enmities had been skillfully exploited by the Russian

authorities, with the emergence of an impostor they were too willing to fall for his generous

promises and participate in the rebellion.

The hold of the Russian government in the frontier areas had increased during the

eighteenth century. The foundation of Orenburg Gubernia in 1744 enabled the government to

increase its control in these once free frontier areas. The rise in power of the Russian officials

(chinovnik) was remarkable during the period from 1744 to the early 1770s. This greatest

frontier rebellion in the history of Imperial Russia also was a result of the success of Russian

absolutism. This became possible with the strengthening of the Russian nobility throughout the

imperial system partly due to the fears of Catherine II about another palace putsch that haunted

Russian monarchs after Peter the Great.7 As part of this strengthening of imperial control in the

frontier areas, all aspects of life came under greater control of the Russian officials. Their

legendary arbitrariness and corruption antagonized not only non-Russian populations of the

remote areas of the empire but also the loyal guardians of the Russian borders, the Cossacks,

whose story falls beyond the scope of this essay but has been discussed in many previous studies.

By the 1770s the Russian authorities had not won all the Bashkirs’ loyalties by

distributing gifts, material benefits and rewards to all Bashkir nobles, and had only partially

transformed the region’s economy to a completely agricultural one. As long as Bashkirs

6 Galina M. Yemelianova, Russia and Islam A Historical Survey, (New York: Palgrave, 2002), 57; Michael
Khodarkovsky, Russia's Steppe Frontier; The Making of a Colonial Empire 1500-1800,(Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 2002), 174
7 Perry Anderson, Lineages of Absolutism (London: Verso, 1979), 342
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remained nomadic to a certain degree the tensions would inevitably lead to the renewal of armed

conflicts. As Marc Raeff maintains during the eighteenth century the Russian government

attempted to sedentarize the Bashkirs, a policy which would bring supposedly their assimilation

and Russification as well. If this policy had succeeded the Bashkir lands would have been more

open to Russian colonization and Russian peasants would have migrated to the region without

the fear of nomadic raids.8 The events that took place after September 1774 were the evidence of

the limited effects of Tsarist policies in the region.

By this period disgruntled masses sought a way to solve the problems that the Russian

state’s policies had caused throughout the empire. In the early 1770s the Russian state was at

war with the Ottoman Empire while absorbing large chunks of the Polish state after the first

partition of 1772. The demands of wars were immense and the population was overwhelmed

with taxes, recruitment, and other obligations to meet war requirements. For example, the War

College ordered Cossacks to join the regular army, abandoning their traditional role in the

imperial army as irregulars, and to shave their beards, a loathsome action for Cossacks who

followed the traditional creed of the Old Believers.9 Mobilization for war required a strict draft

system and over the five years 323,326 men had been drafted by the central authorities.10

The Bashkirs and the Beginning of Pugachev’s Rebellion

While Cossacks under Pugachev began the rebellion, the Bashkirs soon played roles

nearly equal to those of the Cossacks in leading it. The mainstream Soviet and western

historiography call this war the last great peasant war by the Russians. Yet the Bashkirs were the

8 Marc Raeff, “Pugachev’s Rebellion” in Major Problems in the History of Imperial Russia, ed. James Cracraft,
(Lexington: D. C. Heath and Company, 1994), 188
9 John T. Alexander, Emperor of the Cossacks: Pugachev and the Frontier Jacquerie of 1773-1775, (Lawrence,
Kansas: Coronado Press, 1973), 35
10 Simon Dixon, Catherine the Great, (HarperCollins E-Books, 2001), 228
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most numerous national group on the side of rebels. Without them, the rebellion would have

been doomed to remain just another Cossack bunt. Bashkirs provided horses, fodder, provisions

to Pugachev’s forces in Berda, some ten miles from Orenburg city, intercepted correspondence

of the governmental forces and reported their whereabouts to the headquarters of Pugachev.

Most important of all, the Bashkirs fought alongside Pugachev.11 They had gained

experience against the Russian state in military fields during their numerous rebellions. No other

non-Russian group had rebelled as often and with such a degree of success against the Russians

as the Bashkirs. 12 They also may have suffered more than any other group and consequently

may have thought that they had the least to lose. Accordingly, a larger share of Bashkirs joined

Pugachev’s rebels than any other minority group including Pugachev’s own Cossacks; only a

minority of Cossacks fought against the government while the majority remained loyal.13

Accordingly the Pugachev Rebellion might also be considered as another Bashkir-Russian war.

At what point did they unite their powers? The initiative, many sources maintain, came

from Pugachev who was keen on extending the front against the government by winning the

support of all nationalities in these regions from the Urals to the Middle Volga. The war mainly

took place in Orenburg Gubernia during the early stage of the war and the peoples of Orenburg

region with some minor exceptions sided with the rebels.

The rebellion began on 17 September 1773, when Pugachev dictated his first manifesto

as tsar Peter III, promising land and freedom, amnesty for those who had taken part in the

11 I. M. Gvozdikova, Salavat Iulaev, Issledovanie Dokumental’nykh Istochnikov (Ufa: Kitap, 1992), 148.
12 The criterion for their success is the Russian state’s timidity in imposing new and radical policies in Bashkiria.
They had to think twice about the Bashkir reaction.
13 A. G. Biishev, Istoriia Bashkirkogo Naroda i Ego Bor’ba za Svobodu, (Ufa: Kitap, 1993), 105 (In Bashkir).
There are counter views by the Russian historians who considered Pugachevshchina mainly a Cossack rebellion
against the state by minimizing other nationalities’ contribution to the incident. S. G. Pushkarev, Obzor Russkoi
Istorii (New York: Izdatel’stvo Imeni Chekhova, 1953), 340-341. Interestingly Pushkarev, a Soviet historian, calls
Pugachevshchina a bunt (riot) rather than vosstanie (rebellion). On the other hand Dimitriev argues that Bashkir
efforts on the side of Pugachev were considerable V. D. Dimitriev, Chuvashskie Istoricheskie Predaniia
(Cheboksary: Chuvashskoe Knizhnoe Izd-vo, 1993), 316.
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previous rebellions, a definitely Bashkir-oriented promise, and freedom of religion again for the

Muslim-Turkic peoples of the empire. The next day 20 or so Bashkir cavalrymen joined him.

Within a few days the manifesto of Pugachev was translated into Bashkir language by Iderkai

Baimekov, a Bashkir from the Iaik Cossack host with a modest social background. From the

very beginning Iderkai played an instrumental role in attracting Bashkirs to the side of Pugachev.

He was also responsible for writing letters to the Kazakh Khan Nur Ali to join Pugachev.14

14 N. M. Kulbakhtin, “Iderkai Baimekov,” in Bashkirskaia Entsiklopediia, ed. I. G. Akmanov and Aznagul
Uruskulov, v. 3, (Ufa: Nauchnoe Izdatel’stvo, 2005), 132; for greater detail about this remarkable Bashkir see, I. G.
Akmanov, ed., Istoriia Bashkortostana s Drevneishikh Vremen do Nashikh Dnei v Dvukh Tomakh, v. 1, (Ufa: Kitap,
2007), 225-226.
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15

Posing himself as Tsar Peter III, who allegedly survived his ouster in 1762 by his wife

Catherine, Pugachev promised to serve the Bashkirs as he did earlier and to treat them graciously

and with compassion. He promised to restore the conditions that were set by Ivan the Terrible in

1552. He also assured to return their lands, fishing rights, fields, and forests. He would restore

law and order in the region from which everybody would benefit. Religious freedom would be

granted to all those who suffered under the yoke of the autocracy. Old believers, Pagans and

Muslims would be all free to practice their religions. Those who had their lives based on the

steppe would again enjoy their old privileges. They would again as free as stepnye zveri, steppe

15 The source of the map is Simon Dixon, Catherine the Great, (HarperCollins e-books, 2001)
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animals. They would be as free as their grandfathers and their children and grandchildren would

be as free as they, i.e. Bashkirs.16

In Pugachev’s appeals, the Bashkirs found at last responses to their grievances about the

land seizures by large factories and landlords (pomeshchiki), repressiveness of the local

administrators and the overwhelming demands by the state, the most burdensome of which was

military service.17 One other grievance of Bashkirs was the abolition of the Iasak payment

system by the Russian government in 1754 and the imposition of the special tax on salt, which

was free up to that time, by the government at a fixed price (35 Kopeks per pud18) on Bashkirs

and Mishars. The revenues of the government from the salt tax exceeded those of Iasak

payments and it was financially a more burdensome obligation on Bashkirs. To the Bashkirs this

reform seemed to violate their historical privilege of Votchina rights. They concluded from this

that, the government was attempting to deprive the Bashkirs of what they considered their earlier

privileged status, demoting them to the level of other peoples in the region, a dramatic loss of

status.19

Last but not least, the absolutist policies of Catherine II’s reign caused another blow to

Bashkir pride. Traditionally Bashkir starshinas were elected by their own people and since the

starshinas were rich people, their election was fairly certain and the title of starshina could be

inherited by their sons. The administration of Catherine II, however, abolished this method and

decided to appoint Bashkir starshinas. Those who proved to be loyal, submissive, and docile

16 R. B. Ovchinnikov, et.al., Dokumenty Stavki E. I. Pugacheva, Povstancheskikh Vlastei i Uchrezhdenii, 1773-1774
gg. (Moskva: Nauka, 1975), 27.
17 Kh. F. Usmanov, ed. Istoriia Bashkortostana s Drevneishikh Vremen do 60-kh Godov 19 v. (Ufa: Kitap, 1997),
298.
18 Pud is equivalent of 36.11 pounds, (16.38 kilograms)
19 V. Zabirov, “Novye Istochniki ob Uchastii Natsionalov v Pugachevshchina” Problemy Istochnikovedeniia, 1.
(1933), 37; V. V. Mavrodin, ed., Krest’ianskaia Voina v Rossii v 1773-1775 godakh, Vosstanie Pugacheva, v. 2,
(Leningrad: Izdatel’stvo Leningradskogo Universiteta, 1966), 140-142; I. M. Gvozdikova, Salavat Iulaev,
Issledvoanie Dokumental’nykh Istochnikov, (Ufa: Kitap, 1992), 142; It must also born in mind that this salt tax issue
was also one of the major reasons for the outbreak of the Batyrsha rebellion of 1755-1756.
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would be appointed by the local governors as the new leader of Bashkirs. However on the other

hand these appointed starshinas were treated as lower ranking officials by the local

administrators which represented a significant loss of status. So the government had alienated

both the Bashkir people and likely supporters of the regime.20 After all, Pugachev’s manifesto

was a fresh hope for the Bashkirs to restore their former ways of living.

However, Pugachev had no clue about how to restore the former privileges of the

Bashkirs since it was impossible to get rid of settlements created by Russians and other ethnic

groups by the 1700s, and it was impossible to reverse the conditions created by newcomers. At

the time nobody paid any attention to the impossibility of the promises of Pugachev.

The Bashkirs and Conflicts within Pugachev’s Forces

One of the main tenets of the Russian policy in the borderlands was to keep different

groups separate from each other and prevent their fraternization. There are accounts that Russian

authorities deliberately attempted to keep Russian settlers and indigenous people hostile to each

other by telling Russian settlers that Bashkirs were not reliable in any way, and claiming that the

Russian peasant must be on guard when they see Bashkirs who are nothing but horse thieves and

robbers.21

The Bashkirs’ cooperation with Pugachev was a unique case in the history of frontier

societies (European vs. indigenous peoples) where intruders and indigenous peoples joined to

fight a common enemy. Usually by default intruders and indigenous peoples were natural

opponents. In the American West, for example, Indians and White settlers never combined their

forces to fight to overthrow the existing American political regime. In the Russian case, by

20 I. M. Gvozdikova, Salavat Iulaev, Issledovanie Dokumental’nykh Istochnikov (Ufa: Kitap, 1992), 157.
21 I. G. Akmanov, “Istoricheskie Predposylki Sovmestnoi Borby Bashkirskogo i Russkogo Narodov v Krest’ianskoi
Voine 1773-1775 gg.” in Narody v Krest’ianskoi Voine 1773-1775 gg. ed. V. I. Buganov, (Ufa:1977), 56.
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contrast, the tsarist regime and its servitors or officials had managed to antagonize both the

intruder and the native.

To win the support of the local people, Pugachev felt compelled to win a major military

success to counteract government efforts to deter the Bashkirs from siding with the rebels. They

were the most belligerent of all local groups and had a strong anti-Russian character in their life

style and historical background. A post-Soviet Bashkir historian claimed that the majority of

Bashkirs joined Pugachev’s effort,22 but he fails to provide reliable evidence. A Soviet

publication of 1957 on the other hand claimed that laboring masses of Russians and other

nationalities time and again united against the oppressive and exploitative tsarist system.23 Such

an argument was natural because in the 1950s predominant theme in Soviet history writing was

the friendship of peoples.24 This Soviet saga of “friendship of nationalities” was told in similar

lines repeating the same themes stating that none of the previous class wars that took place in the

Russian empire had such a nature of comradeship of Russian laboring masses and Bashkir toiling

peoples against the central authority and feudal lords in the provinces.25

Economic changes also support this interpretation. The economic gap between two

groups was closing during the eighteenth century thanks to the accelerated rate of the

sedentarization of Bashkirs. I. G. Akmanov, a prominent Bashkir historian, argues that after two

hundred years of Russo-Bashkir relations at grassroots level, Bashkirs quite naturally had turned

22 Zufar Enikeev, Pravovoi Status Bashkortostana v Sostave Rossii, Istoriko-Pravovoe Issledovanie (Ufa: Gilem,
2002), 82.
23 Lowell Tillett, The Great Friendship: Soviet Historians on the non-Russian Nationalities, (Chapel Hill: University
of North Carolina Press, 1969), 285-286; Post-Soviet regional historians still adhere to this notion and regard
Pugachev Rebellion as one of the class wars which was led by a united front of nationalities against the
government’s repressiveness and exploitation. For these authors, ethnic social or religious differences were
suspended and they combined their efforts against the government. Kh. F. Usmanov, ed. Istoriia Bashkortostana s
Drevneishikh Vremen do 60-kh Godov 19 v. (Ufa: Kitap, 1997), 294.
24 Lowell Tillett, The Great Friendship: Soviet Historians on the Non-Russian Nationalities, (Chapel Hill: The
University of North Carolina Press, 1969), 4
25 M. A. Rakhmatullin, “Krest’ianskaia Voina v Rossii 1773-1775 Godov” Istoriia SSSR, 6 (1973), 45; V. N.
Eliseeva, Kratkii Ocherk Istorii Cheliabinskoi Oblasti, (Cheliabinsk: Iuzhno-Ural’skoe Izd. , 1965), 80.
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out to be seriously affected by the Russian and other settlers and learned quite a lot from them,

buying their agricultural tools and learning their habits and accordingly ipso facto passed to the

stage of sedentarization. When the war broke out against the Russian government it was

unavoidable for both groups to form an alliance against their common oppressor; the tsarist

regime.26

While the Bashkirs’ cooperation with Pugachev was relatively unique, however, the links

between them should not be overestimated or exaggerated. The Bashkir and Cossack alliance

was partly an alliance of convenience, and throughout the war their relations remained tense.

Since the conditions which had caused so many wars, especially land seizures by the intruders,

did not cease to exist, a base for a permanent alliance between Russian peasants or Cossacks and

Bashkirs seemed impossible. Also the religious and cultural barriers remained the same and the

land seizures had already created hostilities. While Bashkirs needed allies to regain their former

client status and Cossacks needed fighters against the central authority, these two groups

radically differed from each other. Bashkirs were Muslims, Cossacks were devout Christians.

Bashkirs were steppe peoples, while Cossacks were the ones who delimited Bashkir movements

in the steppe region. Bashkirs were nomads; Cossacks were sedentary. Bashkirs were very often

rebellious; Cossacks were most of the time loyal and fought against Bashkirs. The real details of

their cooperation remain obscure to the historians; only from a general perspective there are

rooms for speculation available. The existing archival documents hint that the centralizing

policies of the Russian government drove these two indomitable rivals toward each other. This

was a fatal combination which the Russian authorities feared most.

26 . G. Akmanov, “Istoricheskie Predposylki Sovmestnoi Borby Bashkirskogo i Russkogo Narodov v Krest’ianskoi
Voine 1773-1775 gg.” in Narody v Krest’ianskoi Voine 1773-1775 gg. ed. V. I. Buganov, (Ufa:1977), 51.
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These two different groups and their different life styles and world views could barely get

along with each other. The tensions had always existed and would continue to exist due to the

fact that Bashkirs had difficulties to adjust themselves to the socio-economic conditions created

by newcomers. Even those seemingly submissive Bashkir groups had grudges against the

government and settlers who grabbed their lands and reduced them to mere beggars of favors. It

was very unlikely that the cooperation between Bashkirs and rebellious Russian peasants under

Pugachev’s command could last longer than the rebellion.

The Russian government had managed to form a large Bashkir armed force, numbering

perhaps twelve thousand cavalrymen, against Pugachev during the initial stages of the war.27

Yet the rebellious Bashkirs managed to bring together under Pugachev almost the same number

of Bashkir cavalrymen by Kinzia Arslanov.28 Both the government and Pugachev were racing

against time to win the support of the Bashkirs. According to other evidence, however, Russian

authorities somehow were sure of the loyalty of the Bashkirs against Pugachev, probably

considering the Cossacks’ Russian-Orthodox nature under Pugachev. The military governor of

Orenburg, I. A. Reinsdorp, assumed that the Pugachev rebellion was just another Iaik Cossack

“riot”. He was so sure of the loyalty of Bashkirs that when the rebels appeared before the walls

of Orenburg he did not hesitate to send a Mishar-Bashkir brigade of 500 troops to crush the

27 I. G. Akmanov, ed., Istoriia Bashkortostana s Drevneishikh Vremen do Nashikh Dnei v Dvukh Tomakh v. 1, (Ufa:
Kitap, 2007), 231.
28 I. M. Gvozdikova, Bashkortostan Nakanune i v Gody Krest’ianskoi Voiny Pod Predvaditelskom Pugacheva, (Ufa:
Kitap, 1999), 280-281.; Kinzia Arslanov was from Nogai Doroga and he was a noble of Bushman-Kypchakskoi
Volost, a starshina and also an abyz. N. M. Kulbakhtin, “Kinzia Asrlanov” in Bashkirskaia Entsiklopediia, v. 3, ed.
I. G. Akmanov and Aznagul Uruskulov, (Ufa: Nauchnoe Izdatel’stvo, 2005), 401.; Quite naturally thanks to his
social background he had greater chances to persuade Bashkir masses to join the rebellion than Iderkai Baimekov
who was reduced into a much diminished position in the entourage of Pugachev. Kinzia was appointed colonel
major of the Pugachev’s main force and he provided a vital link between Pugachev and indigenous people. A. N.
Usmanov, “Kinzia Arslanov, Vydaiushchiisia Spodvizhnik Pugacheva” Istoricheskie Zapiski, 71, (1962), 113-131.
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rebels. The same wishful thinking about Bashkir loyalty in suppressing rebellion was shared by

Catherine II.29

One of the most formidable tasks of the rebellious camp of Pugachev was to provide

some semblance of government and put an effective resistance to the excesses of the rebellious

military groups against the civilians, whose support for their cause was vital. From the very

beginning Pugachev’s leadership faced the deep crisis of interethnic conflict among the

rebellion’s many supporters. The leadership received numerous complaints about the Bashkir or

Mishar troops’ excesses against the Russian settlements. So they decided to defend the Russian

villages near Ufa against the attacks of Bashkirs and Mishars.30

Despite these troubles of providing balance between his goals and keeping non-Russians

within his camp, Pugachev did something remarkable that had a transforming effect at least for

the Bashkirs. As noted above in relation to the Bashkirs, Pugachev also sent such native-

language documents to Tatars, Mishars and Kazakhs. For the first time these peoples received an

official document from the highest authority of the empire in their own languages. In these

documents Pugachev repeatedly guaranteed their religious, social, economic and cultural

rights.31 Without doubt these factors played a determining role in the emergence of ethnic

consciousness among these peoples. Of course, to come together they did not need anything in

their own language. Any strong leadership promising what they wanted could unite these

people. Still, the publication of pamphlets in indigenous languages in Pugachev’s camp

indicated that many members of these national groups sided with Pugachev and served as his

emissaries among the native peoples of the region.

29 D. Anuchin, “Pervye Uspekhi Pugacheva i Ekspeditsiia Kara” in Voennyi Sbornik, 6 (1869), 179.
30 I. M. Gvozdikova, Bashkortostan Nakanune i v Gody Krest’ianskoi Voiny Pod Predvaditelskom Pugacheva, (Ufa:
Kitap, 1999), 293.
31 I. M. Gvozdikova, Bashkortostan Nakanune i v Gody Krest’ianskoi Voiny Pod Predvaditelskom Pugacheva, (Ufa:
Kitap, 1999), 301-302.
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It can be argued that the results of the policy of recognizing Bashkir identity and a return

to the old system was extremely successful despite government’s attempts to prevent this. As a

result some 50,000 Bashkir directly took part on Pugachev’s side. The interesting point is that

nearly all starshina groups of Bashkirs in Ufa and Isetsk provinces, formerly pro-government

groups against rebellious Bashkir in the past, sided with Pugachev. While no evidence that I

have seen about Bashkirs’ attitudes in the documents is available, it is possible that they were

either overwhelmed or disappointed by the Russian policies in the region. They might also have

believed that they were fighting on the side of a deposed Russian tsar who represented the real

Russian power, not a usurper and a woman, Catherine II. Last but not least, these starshinas’

powers over their people had limits as had been stressed in the previous chapters. If their people

chose to side with the rebels, starshinas had no other option but to join them.

The Bashkirs between the Russian Government and Pugachev

The native groups did not form a monolithic front during the Pugachevshchina. Some

groups of Bashkirs effectively evaded officials’ orders to join the governmental forces. When in

October of 1773, the governor of Orenburg, Reinsdorp, ordered the formation of a detachment of

5000 Bashkirs in Ufa Uezd, Bashkirs were in no hurry to join the punitive forces of the

government at this stage while the dice had just been cast. 32 At the same time Cossacks and

Bashkirs distrusted one another. Since Bashkirs had an anti-Russian attitude it was difficult to

form a coalition against the Russian government and its local agents in the region.

However the early defeat of the Russian general V. A. Kar by the forces of Pugachev on

November 9th and his adjutant general P. M. Chernishev on November 13th, 1773 created the

32 R. G. Kuzeev and R. V. Ovchinnikov, comp., Krest’ianskaia Voina 1773-1775 gg na Territorii Bashkirii, Sbornik
Dokumentov, (Ufa: Bashkirskoe Knizhnoe Izdatel’stvo, 1975), 36.
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necessary backdrop for the Bashkirs to abandon their hesitations about the future of the

conflict.33 The initial underestimation of the government about the size of the conflict and their

constant efforts to neutralize non-Russian peoples of the region brought them to the camp of the

rebels thanks to these two shocking rebel victories.

The government’s efforts to crush the rebellion at such an early stage were dashed due to

its misinterpretation of the allegiances of seemingly loyal Bashkirs. At this time nearly half of

the punitive forces were composed of Bashkirs. The government was arming them and ordering

them to the front against the rebels, but these units began deserting to join the rebels en mass

with their precious guns, so the government was indirectly helping rebels gain strength. On

November 20, at least 1200 Bashkir cavalry units under Alibai Murzagulov from Nogai Doroga

took their guns and left the government forces to join the rebels. At the end of November, 1236

Bashkir and Mishar soldiers under the command of General Major F. Iu. Freiman deserted and

went to the rebellious camp. A few weeks later they were joined by 726 Bashkir soldiers who

had just returned from the Polish front. On December 7, the voevod of Isetsk province, A. P.

Berevkin, sent his report to the Imperial Senate emphasizing the situation that Bashkir-Mishar

troops were joining the rebel camp as soon as they were recruited.34

Surprisingly this time Bashkirs and their former enemies Isachnye Tatars and Mishars

ended up in the same camp, in much the same way as Bashkirs cooperated with the Cossacks.

By December 1773, all four dorogas of Bashkiria (Kazan, Nogai, Sibir, Osin) were in disarray

and these peoples including Iasak-paying Cheremis were not indifferent to the Pugachev

33 The defeat of Kar became possible thanks to Bashkirs’ scuffing to rush to the help of Kar whose forces were
fighting against Pugachev’s forces at a spot not far away from the encampment of the Bashkir forces who were
technically serving the state at the time. I. M. Gvozdikova, Salavat Iulaev, Issledovanie Dokumental’nykh
Istochnikov, (Ufa: Kitap, 1992), 146.
34 Kh. F. Usmanov, ed., Istoriia Bashkortostana s Drevneishchikh Vremen do 60-kh Godov 19 v., (Ufa: Kitap, 1997),
299.
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rebellion. The accounts by the local Russian officials reveal the fact that most Bashkirs had

joined Pugachev’s camp in December of 1773 only a few months after the outbreak of the war.

A report dated 30 December 1773 by the Senate to general Aleksandr I. Bibikov (1729-1774),

who played a very active role in the defeat of the rebellion later on, noted that the majority of the

Bashkir people, believing the promises of Pugachev were genuine, joined his camp and their

numbers were rising fast.35 Orenburg governor Ivan A. Reinsdorp (1730-1781) reports that at

least five thousand Bashkirs were available in the camp of rebels besieging the town. This

number was several times larger than the number of Cossacks of the same group.36

In the same context, independent of Pugachev’s directives, some Bashkir armed groups

acted on their own volition and attacked Russian defensive positions, with some cooperation

from Pugachev’s forces, of course. The most important leader of these independent Bashkir

forces was Kaskin Samarov. He was formerly a loyal Bashkir who had competently served in

the Russian military expedition against Poland from 1771 to 1773. Upon his return to Bashkiria,

he himself embarked upon gathering forces. He managed to attract to his side the 400 battle-

hardened Bashkir troops returning from the Polish front and took part in storming Ufa with

Pugachev’s lieutenant I. N. Zarubin. He was more interested in attacking Russian settlements

but in March 1774 when the siege of Ufa was defeated, he submitted to I. I. Mikhelson, a

Tsarist colonel who played the determining role in crushing the Pugachevshchina militarily. Yet

Samarov again joined the rebel camp in the May of the same year.

35 V. M. Paneiakh, “O Stepeni Uchastiia Narodnostei Bashkirii v Krest’ianskom Voine 1773-1775 gg. na Pervom ee
Etape” in Uchenie Zapiski Permskogo Universiteta, 158, (Perm, 1966), 51-52.
36 V. M. Paneiakh, “O Stepeni Uchastiia Narodnostei Bashkirii v Krest’ianskom Voine 1773-1775 gg. na Pervom ee
Etape” in Uchenie Zapiski Permskogo Universiteta, 158, (Perm, 1966), 52. This number was at least two times
bigger than that of mid October. See Kh. F. Usmanov, ed. Istoriia Bashkortostana s Drevneishikh Vremen do 60-kh
Godov 19 v. (Ufa: Kitap, 1997), 233.
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Samarov was a typical native frontier warrior. Such figures when overwhelmed

submitted but when they found opportunity again rebelled. Interestingly the Russian authorities

recognized the influential positions of such figures among the natives and never treated them

sternly during the war, but when they believed they were of no use any longer they exterminated

such leaders. Samarov again finally submitted to the authorities in February 1775. He was taken

to Kazan where he was interrogated by the Kazan Secret commission. His ultimate fate is not

known.37

During the initial stage of the rebellion which lasted from September 1773 to January

1774, the whole of Bashkiria was under the impact of the war and nearly all Bashkirs had sided

with the rebels. In terms of the land occupied by rebels it was the widest stage. While half of

the participants were either Cossacks or Russian peasants, more than one third were Bashkirs and

the rest came from other non-Russian groups whose participation made the event a more

widespread one. If the Cossacks had been the only group of insurgents most probably the

rebellion would have remained an extremely localized one and been easily crushed.38

For the first time since the outbreak of first massive Russo-Bashkir war in 1662, most

Bashkir starshinas joined the rebellious group during the first stage of the Pugachev rebellion.

While 77 starshinas of Ufa province took up arms against the government only 9 Bashkir

starshinas preferred to stay on the side of the government.39 On an ethnically more varied context

of 126 starshinas of Bashkirs, Mishars and Iasak paying Tatars of Ufa province, 114 of them (77

37 I. G. Ilishev, ed., Salavat Iulaev, Entsiklopediia, (Ufa: Nauchnoe Izdatel’stvo, 2004), 161-162; Kh. F. Usmanov,
ed. Istoriia Bashkortostana s Drevneishikh Vremen do 60-kh Godov 19 v. (Ufa: Kitap, 1997), 235;
38 I. G. Akmanov, ed., Istoriia Bashkortostana s Drevneisikh Vremen do Nashikh Dnei v Dvukh Tomakh, v. 1, (Ufa:
Kitap, 2007), 242.
39 Iu. A. Limonov, V. V. Mavrodin, V. M. Paneiakh, Pugachev i Pugachevtsy, (Leningrad: Nauka, 1974), 152.
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Bashkirs, 37 Mishars and others) were on the rebellious side while only 12 of them remained

loyal to the government.40

Starshinas

Those

who

supported

rebellion

Those

who

remained

loyal to

the state

Those

who

switched

sides

Those

whose

choices

are not

known

Total

Position

Ethnicity

1 Bashkir 158 13 11 10
192

2 Tatar 26 8 5 3 42

3 Mishar 5 20 3 - 28

4 Mari 8 1 - - 9

5 Udmurt 2 - - 1 3

6 Unknown nationality 1 2 - 3 6

7 Total 200 47 16 17 28041

A starshina in a Bashkir community had the determining role in influencing the decisions

of the Bashkir masses. So when a starshina decided to fight against the government the rest of

40 I. G. Akmanov, ed., Istoriia Bashkortostana s Drevneisikh Vremen do Nashikh Dnei v Dvukh Tomakh v. 1, (Ufa:
Kitap, 2007), 242.
41 Salavat Taimasov, Vosstanie v Bashkortostane 1773-1775 gg., (Ufa: Kitap, 2000), 182.
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his community would be compelled to do so. However it must be born in mind that everything

in the steppe frontier was fluid including loyalties of the people. The nearly universal uprising of

Bashkirs in this war may be misleading because loyalties constantly shifted as we saw above in

the case of Kaskin Samarov. This is what the Soviet / Post-Soviet historians failed to emphasize.

They assumed that if a group chose one side at the beginning of the war they would by default

remain in the same camp until the end of the war. Kaskin Samarov’s case is also a genuine

example of the application of the new imperial history. How the Russian authorities were

relatively tolerant of these Bashkirs who changed sides, and the divisions within the ranks of the

different national groups can be evidence that the imperial Russian history was more complex

than simply crude oppression by the Russian authorities.

There were three types of Bashkir leadership during this war. The first group started as

rebels and ended as rebels. Their numbers, while not large, were sufficient to provide leadership

to numerous Bashkir groups. Kinzia Arslanov was the most distinguished of this group, which

included Kutlugil’dy Abdrakhmanov, Karanai Muratov, and Iulai Aznalin and his famous son

Salavat Iulaev, who is the most popular Bashkir historical hero and a national poet. The second

group was not as large as the first one. Its members remained loyal to the government from the

beginning to the end. A few of them were Iusup Nadyrov, Ziubair Iusupov, and Sagit Baltasev.

Even though they were few, the rewards for their loyalty would be great at the end of the war.

The last group was the largest one: Bashkirs who shifted their loyalties whenever conditions or

their interests required it. The great majority of them began in the camp of Pugachev, receiving

titles, grants and generous gifts from him. When the tide turned toward the government they all

abandoned their initial camp and submitted to the government and actively took part in the
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suppression of the rebellion.42 These leaders’ shifting allegiances reflected less opportunism than

the dynamics of Bashkir society. In many cases these leaders had to face the criticism and

insubordination of their tribes. When the tribe chose to fight against the government these

leaders also had to go along with them.

When we have a closer look on the first group, the great majority of them were from the

southern (Nogai Doroga) and eastern (Sibir Doroga) parts of Bashkiria which means these parts

of the region were more nomadic and least amenable to the incursions of the settlers. So they

were the ones who most rabidly resisted colonization of their lands and transformation of their

nomadic life toward a more settled one.

Below is a limited list of Bashkir rebellious leaders and their origin.43

Abdulzialil' Uruskulov Sibir Doroga

Bazargul Iunaev Sibir Doroga

Il'chigul Itkulov Sibir Doroga

Iulai Aznalin Sibir Doroga

Iulaman Kushaev Sibir Doroga

Karanaev Muratov Nogai Doroga

Kaskin Samarov Nogai Doroga

42 I. G. Akmanov, ed., Istoriia Bashkortostana s Drevneishikh Vremen do Nashikh Dnei v Dvukh Tomakh, v. 1, (Ufa:
Kitap, 2007), 242. The authors gave a number of other leaders names but their situation was contradictory for
example Kaskin Samarov was included in the first group but he is a more complex personality than was portrayed
and he several times submitted to the government, So he cannot be mentioned as one of them who fought against the
government until the very end remaining in the same group. For his biography and many other leaders of the period
in Bashkiria. I. G. Ilishev, ed., Salavat Iulaev, Entsiklopediia, (Ufa: Nauchnoe Izdatel’stvo, 2004); The authors of
Istoriia Bashkordostana are also mistaken about the ethnicity of Iusup Nadyrov who was presented as a Bashkir
Starshina. However there is strong evidence that he was a Tatar Service man. See; Materialy po Istorii Bashkirskoi
ASSR, v. 4, Part 1: Ekonomicheskie Sotsialnye Otnosheniia v Bashkirii i Upravlenie Orenburgskim Kraem v 50-7-kh
Godakh 18 v., (Moskva: Izdatel’stvo Akademii Nauk, 1956), 453.
43 The list is formed thorough the scanning of a number of encyclopedias relating to Bashkiria. I. G. Akmanov and
Aznagul Uruskulov, ed, Bashkirskaia Entsiklopediia, v. 1, (First four volumes) (Ufa: Nauchnoe Izdatel’stvo, 2005);
R. Z. Shakurov, ed., Bashkortostan: Kratkaia Entsiklopediia, (Ufa: Nauchnoe Izdatel’stvo, 1996); I. G. Ilishev, ed.,
Salavat Iulaev, Entsiklopediia, (Ufa: Nauchnoe Izdatel’stvo, 2004)
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Kinzia Arslanov Nogai Doroga

Kutlugil'da Abdrakhmanov Nogai Doroga

Salavat Iulaev Sibir Doroga

Sliausin Kinzin Nogai Doroga44

Those who took part in the suppression of the rebellion were generally from the western

and northern parts of Bashkiria where Russian control was older and deeper and the

sedentarization level was higher. There were also other non-Russian loyal groups who had

settled as service people in the southern and eastern Bashkiria and these groups had no desire to

lose the privileges that the Russian government granted them. The success of the rebels would

have been their death verdict. Not surprisingly these loyal groups were again mostly non-

Bashkir Turkic groups of Mishars and Tatars. One of their leaders was Ziamgur Abdusalimov, a

Mishar noble from Osin Doroga who had been granted land and settled in 1765-76 in Nogai

Doroga where many rebellious Bashkir leaders originated. He and his elder brother Mustafin

Abdusalimov were the ones who chased and captured Salavat Iulaev and his companions and

delivered them to the Russian authorities for interrogation and thereby served their Russian

masters in the way they were expected to.45 These brothers were certainly not alone in their

services.

The Russian government’s treatment of these loyal service people was quite generous:

they were granted lands and presented titles and various other gifts. Another Mishar leader,

Ishmukhamet Suleimanov and his brother Kil’mukhamet from Duvan Tabynsk district of Nogai

44 To form an exact list of the rebellious Bashkir leaders of the Pugachev war is a very elusive subject for two
reasons. First of all such a list can be formed with through search of RGADA, RGVIA or other archival materials
each of which is composed of some 800 volumes with thousands of sections. The other reason is very swiftly
changing loyalties of the leaders which none of the archival, materials could determine with exact precision.
45 I. M. Gvozdikova, “Novye Dokumenty ob Areste Salavata Iulaeva” in Istoriia SSSR, 5. (1978), 146.
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Doroga settled in Urshak-Minskoi district of Nogai Doroga. They served leading a battalion of

1000 in the Sibir Doroga for frontier service. As a reward for their loyal services during the

Pugachev rebellion they were invited to St. Petersburg and presented saber, sword, silver medal,

60 Rubles and expensive clothes.46

The rebel Bashkirs were divided among themselves about the ultimate goals of the

rebellion, and the determination to resist Russian policies that harmed Bashkir economy varied

among the Bashkir leaders. While some of them were inflexible and unbending opponents of the

Russian regime, some others were all too willing to quit resistance in the face of concessions

from the government. Such factors enabled the Russian authorities to divide them at an

increasing pace as the military failures of the rebels became increasingly apparent. Even though

the countryside in Orenburg Gubernia was under the control of the rebels, the major towns in the

region were still controlled by the state forces. Ufa, Kungur, Orenburg, Menzelinsk were all

controlled by the state and especially the lingering siege of Orenburg was tying a significant

rebel force in a single spot when they were desperately needed against the actual fighting force

of the government. These failures created hesitations about the end of the endeavor which paved

the way for switching sides among starshinas, either Tatar, Mishar or Bashkir. Bibikov, the

Russian commander in the region, wrote to Catherine II in February 1774 that the defeat of the

villains everywhere had begun and those who less ambitiously joined Pugachev submitted to the

authorities asking for forgiveness.47

So state forces and Pugachev were both tightrope walkers and the one who won military

successes could undermine the other because of the constantly shifting loyalties of peoples in the

region. With the defeats of the main rebel army in the early months of 1774, the tempo of the

46 Salavat Taimasov, Vosstanie v Bashkortostane 1773-1775 gg., (Ufa: Kitap, 2000), 250-251.
47 Ia. K. Grot, Materialy dlia Istorii Pugachevskogo Bunta, Bumagi Kara i Bibikova, (Sankt Petersburg: 1862), 57-
58
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rebellion slowed down and the first desertions started to take place among the Bashkir rebels.

One of the prominent Bashkir leaders, Iamansary Iaparov, not only left the Pugachev movement

but also joined the punitive forces against Pugachev and other fellow Bashkir leaders. By mid-

April 1774, when it was still far from clear that Pugachev would be defeated, 37 Bashkir, Tatar

and Mishar starshinas abandoned the rebellious movement and joined the punitive forces.

The factors that led to desertions from the Pugachev camp and the reasons for divisions

among Bashkirs were difficult to determine but at least it can be maintained that by the 1770s

Bashkir society had undergone a considerable transformation and it was more stratified than it

had been in the seventeenth century. The dynamics of Bashkir society were changing toward a

more sedentary mode of life. While much work remains to be done on a historical and

sociological analysis, it is possible to gain insight into these divisions through comparing two

Bashkir leaders - Kulyi Baltachev and Iulai Aznalin, father of the famed Salavat Iulaev.

Baltachev and Aznalin were of the same nationality, Bashkir, the same faith, Islam, and the same

socio-political background, starshina. They were both from the same region in Bashkiria, Sibir

Doroga. They were of approximately the same age: both of them were born either in late 1720s

or early 1730s. Finally they had the same career in the service of the Russian state until the

outbreak of rebellion in 1773. Both had fought in Poland in January 1772 and both of them

before the Pugachev rebellion served in patrolling along the Orenburg defensive line.48

Despite such similarities in their backgrounds, they ended up joining different camps

during the Pugachev rebellion. While Baltachev never lost his confidence in the Russian state’s

military capabilities, Aznalin became a significant leader of the rebellious Bashkirs. Baltachev

48 For the short biographies of Baltachev and Aznalin see I. G. Ilishev, ed., Salavat Iulaev, Entsiklopediia, (Ufa:
Nauchnoe Izdatel’stvo, 2004), 176-177 and 410-412; See also for the comparison of these two leaders the article of
Bagumanov whose argument leads nowhere. Asylguzha Bagumanov, “Salavat Iulaev i Grazhdanskaia Voina 1773-
1775 godov” Vatandash, 6, (1998)
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successfully defended Ufa and then Angasiaksk factory against the rebels, contested them on

several occasions near Birsk and took part in the repression of Pugachev’s supporters.49 It is not

clear what factors really determined their different decisions.50 Possibly not all Bashkir leaders

benefited from Russian rule at the same level. Some, unlike the other Bashkir leaders, were

victimized. Baltachev’s and Aznalin’s different political choices were typical examples of the

chronic disunity of Bashkirs. It is also a significant reason why they could never achieve any

fundamental success like independence from Russian authority.

The Bashkirs had some chance to win this war, because the Russian government was also

fighting a protracted and increasingly exhausting war against the Ottoman Empire, and the

Bashkirs had found a valuable ally, Cossacks and other Russian settlers. Pugachev’s rebellion

could have pushed the government to redress at least some of their grievances. Despite these

suitable factors, Bashkirs failed to unite as happened in the previous rebellions. While the

explanation for this failure is complex, my evidence indicates that several factors were

particularly important. While differential levels of economic progress among various Bashkir

groups played a divisive role within the Bashkir society, the economic might of the Russian

government which offered varying degrees of economic benefits to those Bashkirs who served

the state partially led to these divisions. Traditional nomadic structures were also important.

The still predominant tribal loyalties prevented the development of a full-fledged national

identity and the rebels failed to devise a future for the tribal leaders who were satisfied with their

49 I. M. Gvozdikova, Salavat Iulaev: Issledovanie Dokumental’nykh Istochnikov, (Ufa: Kitap, 1992), 46-50
50 Sources indicate that Kulyi Baltachev was one of the richest Bashkir leaders who mostly benefited from his
services to the Russian state and generously awarded by the authorities. See Materialy po Istorii Bashkirskoi ASSR
Tom 5 pp. 552-554; I. M. Gvozdikova, Salavat Iulaev, Issledovanie Dokumental’nykh Istochnikov, (Ufa: Kitap,
1992), 46.; During the Polish campaign while Baltachev was awarded with a saber with silver ornaments, Iulai
Aznalin was awarded with insignificant rewards and in the 1760s, he had fiercely protested the distribution of
Bashkir lands of his volost to Russian entrepreneurs Ia. B. Tverdyshev and I. S. Miasnikov for the construction of
Simskii Factory. He was fined 600 rubles, a vast sum of money, which may definitiely have played a role in his
alienation with the Russian rule. See I. M. Gvozdikova, Salavat Iulaev, Issledovanie Dokumental’nykh Istochnikov,
(Ufa: Kitap, 1992), 411.
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own scrappy leadership subservient to the Russian state. Many Bashkir leaders saw no future in

an independent Bashkir state and in fact many of them had no reason to join to such an

adventure. Militarily Bashkirs suffered from lack of equipment, supplies, soldiers and

organization which necessitated a successful military struggle against a modern army.

The starshinas who remained loyal to the Russian state knew full well that the Russian

army was a formidable fighting force. They were realistic and not willing to take risks and knew

well where their advantages lay.51 The Russian state had obligated non-Russian nationalities to

serve in the Russian imperial army and Baltachev and many other loyal Bashkir leaders had

taken part in one or another military expedition of the imperial army. In comparing imperial

forces and the Pugachev’s ragtag army they saw no chances of success in a rebellion.

Their hesitations had gained support from the results of the battles. The rebels captured

none of the major Russian garrison towns in Bashkiria. Ufa, Kungur, Menzelinsk, and Orenburg

all successfully resisted the sieges of the rebels. The reasons for the failure of the rebels to

capture these forts can be explained in material terms; they were short of fire arms, ammunition,

artillery, especially heavier ones to breach the strengthened defensive walls of the towns, and

most important of all they lacked experience, coordination and necessary training.52 Even

though Cossack and Bashkir brigades were formidable soldiers in the open steppe, their cavalry

units were useless before the fortified walls.53

So the rebels, despite their numerical superiority in the open field, never gained control of

the larger garrison towns, which could have been decisive for the rebellion’s success. At times

51 Bashkir cavalry units used to serve in the Russian army and they had joined to the Seven Years’ War and took
part in the defeat of Frederick the Great. Herbert H. Kaplan, Russia and the Outbreak of the Seven Years' War,
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1968), 57.
52 Vladimir V. Mavrodin, Krest’ianskaia Voina v Rossii v 1773-1775 godakh: Vosstanie Pugacheva, v. 2,
(Leningrad: Izd-vo Leningradskogo Universiteta, 1961), 228-229
53 Paul Avrich, Russian Rebels, 1600-1800, (New York: W.W. Norton Company, 1972), 224.
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they even did not dare to attack relatively smaller garrisons as was the case before Troitsk

fortress. In January 1774, two thousand Bashkirs and a number of Russian peasants, Cossacks

and factory workers who had been sent to them as supplemental forces appeared before the gates

of Troitsk and demanded the surrender of the fortress. Even though the defenders were greatly

outnumbered, the garrison commander flatly refused to submit. By the end of February the siege

of the fortress from all sides was firmly in place cutting all the contact with the other fortresses

nearby. Despite the lack of any support for the defenders on the horizon the besiegers never

stormed the walls of the fortress and they lifted the siege in March 1774.54

As a result of these shortcomings rebel leaders had to race against the time and win

remarkable victories while the main Russian army was away in the Turkish front. Only a series

of quick victories could ensure the loyalties of those wavering elements of the local population.

But after a few months of small successes and the capture of a number of small garrisons, the

tide turned against the rebels and the already fragile coalition of rebels began to fall apart. Those

Bashkir starshinas who were waiting for an opportunity to abandon the rebels after underlining

the fragility of Pugachev’s cause managed to persuade their own fellow Bashkirs and joined the

punitive forces. The Russian sources named some of them like Bashkir Valishah Sharipov from

Kazan Doroga, Sharip Kiikov from Osinsk Doroga, Mishar Bakhtiiar Ianyshev from Sibir

Doroga, Bashkir Tupeev and several others.55

These desertions by no means brought an end to the rebellious cause of the Bashkirs

because the reasons for their rebellion were still in place. Pugachev, thanks to charismatic

Bashkir leaders like Kinzia Arslanov, Salavat Iulaev, Kachkin Samarov, and Mishar leader

Kanzafer Usaev, still attracted Bashkir and other nationalities’ support for the rebellion during

54 I. M. Gvozdikova, Bashkortostan Nakanune i v Gody Krest’ianskoi Voiny Pod Predvaditelskom Pugacheva, (Ufa:
Kitap, 1999), 335.
55 I. M. Gvozdikova, Salavat Iulaev, Issledovanie Dokumental’nykh Istochnikov, (Ufa: Kitap, 1992), 177.
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the second stage which overwhelmingly took place in Bashkir territory. In May 1774 Pugachev

was still in a position to command a 7000-strong multinational rebellious force before

Magnitnaia.

On the other hand the Bashkir leaders who joined punitive expeditions of the government

provoked more violence within the indigenous population. The rebels increased their pressures

on the collaborators and widely punished those who joined the punitive forces or their relatives.

In particular wealthy Bashkirs were victimized. In April 1774, 13 Bashkir and Tatar starshinas

from Nogai and Kazan Dorogas, led by Kidrias Mullakaev56 from Nogai Doroga, appealed to

general Bibikov, the Russian officer in charge of the campaign against the Pugachevshchina.

They noted that supporters of Pugachev “took the advantage of the anarchy and victimized the

rich people everywhere and those who had earlier submitted to the state and asked for

forgiveness were compelled to escape towards the woods to save their lives from the wrath of the

rebellious masses.”57 This was the clear evidence of class conflict within the Bashkir society, a

war between haves, who benefited from the Russian political system which relied on indigenous

agents to continue its control of the region, and have-nots who were suffering from the existing

regime, and they constituted the majority of the Bashkir society. Have-nots came especially

from the eastern and southern parts of Bashkiria where the economic life of the indigenous

people relied predominantly on a nomadic economy. These Bashkirs were the one who most

fiercely fought on the side of Pugachev.

56 Kidrias Mullakev was throughout his life loyal to the Russian state. He was a veteran of 1735-1740 Bashkir war
who fought during the Seven Years’ War. During the height of Pugachev’s tide, he briefly joined him and settled
his scores with a number of former rivals destroying their property and when the tide turned against Pugachev he
abruptly appealed to the government and he took initiative to fight Pugachevtsy, defeating and capturing one of
Pugachev’s Atamans V. I. Tornov in April 1774 thereby gaining the trust of the government again. Finally he
captured Kanzafar Usaev, the Mishar rebel leader in August 1774. Thanks to his loyal and successful services he
managed to keep his position as starshina in his Kara-Tabynsk volost until the end of his life.
57 R. G. Kuzeev and R. V. Ovchinnikov, comp., Krest’ianskaia Voina 1773-1775 gg. na Territorii Bashkirii, Sbornik
Dokumentov, (Ufa: Bashkirskoe Knizhnoe Izdatel’stvo, 1975), 127-128.




