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ould the Khanate of Kazan’ (ca. 1438-1552) have

lasted longer than it did? Did the Kazan’ ruling

class fail to optimize its strategies for long-term
independence? To provide answers to these questions,
we need to look at the institutional structures of the
Kazan’ Khanate, as well as its decision-making process-
es, and try to determine at least to some extent what the
strategies of the Kazan’ ruling class were. The contention
of this paper is that the Kazan’ ruling class made the
best of a difficult and vulnerable geopolitical position
and that there was little more they could have done to
stave off final takeover.

The primary sources for the ruling structures of the
Khanate of Kazan’ include a number of yarliks (three
are extant in Tatar, a few others in Russian translation),!
Russian chronicle entries,? and diplomatic correspon-
dence maintained in the Muscovite Posol’skii prikaz
(Ambassadorial chancellery).? In addition, Sigismund
von Herberstein, ambassador of the Holy Roman
Emperor, provides a contemporary account of
Muscovite-Kazan’ relations. These sources offer little
direct information about the Kazan’ Khanate’s govern-
mental and administrative institutions and social struc-
ture. For our attempt to understand those institutions
and structures, the sources confront the historian with
various difficulties dependent on their type. The yarliks,
for our purposes, suffer from
excessive specificity and an
assumption of knowledge about
the circumstances being
described that we simply do not
have. The Russian chronicle
entries exhibit a strong bias in
favor of the doings of the
Muscovite court and ruler that
all but precludes any attempt to
understand what is going on
from a Kazani perspective.
Herberstein’s account is derived
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from Muscovite sources. And the Muscovite diplomatic
documents are often couched in such ambiguous lan-
guage (with some exceptions noted further on in this
article) that they allow several equally plausible inter-
pretations, and, in addition, discuss circumstances of
mainly external, not internal, matters. A further prob-
lem with the Muscovite diplomatic sources is the loss
of the archive of documents that dealt specifically with
Kazan'.

Nonetheless, we have almost the entire run of
Posol'skii prikaz documents dealing with the Crimean
Khanate and the Nogai Horde, both of which provide
valuable information about the Khanate of Kazan’.?
What is more, the Muscovite chronicles, from ca. 1530
on, often provide what seem to be verbatim copies from
the “Kazan’ books” of the Posol’skii archive.® A careful
reading of these copies allows us to reconstruct, to a
certain extent, many of the documents dealing with
Muscovite-Kazan' relations that have been lost.

In addition, by comparing the evidence from this
rather sparse source base with evidence we have of other
Tatar khanates in the western steppe area, we can ten-
tatively tease out the vague contours of the ruling class
structures of the Kazan’ Khanate.” The institutional
structure of the typical Tatar khanate included a gov-
ernment headed by a khan traditionally a Chingisid-a
descendent of Chingis Khan.

The khan regularly consult-
ed with a divan of garag: beys,
each of whom headed one of
the major chiefdoms, of which
there were usually four.? This
divan acted as a council of state
and its approval was required
for all significant state enter-
prises. The signatures of the
qaragt beys were required on all
important documents concern-
ing matters of internal policy.
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Agreements with foreign powers necessitated witness-
ing by the garagt beys and often by additional important
individuals as well, including brothers and sons of the
khan, religious leaders, close advisers, as well as, at
times, prestigious clan members other than the gara¢t
beys themselves. Finally, all meetings with foreign
ambassadors required the presence of the garagt beys,
as representatives of the major clans. The khan was
thereby precluded from making deals with foreign pow-
ers that might be inimical to the interests of the garag:
beys. On occasion, the khan and divan received the advice
of a representative assembly, the quriltai. The quriltai
consisted of the notable men of the ruling class of the
khanate, including relatives of the khan (kalga, saltans),
religious leaders (seyids, mollas, imams), the retinue of
the khan (beys, ulany), and various notables (mirzas)
from the lower ranks of the ruling class. The quriltai not
only advised the khan but also could depose a reigning
khan as well as choose the next khan after the death or
deposition of the previous khan. How closely does our
evidence for the Khanate of

II, near Suzdal’ on July 7, 1445.14 In October of the same
year, Ulu Muhammed released him for a large ransom,
which no doubt proved useful for establishing his nas-
cent khanate on a firmer financial basis.!?

After the death of Ulu Muhammed the following
year, his son Mahmud came to the throne. According
to the Kazan’ History (Kazanskaia istoriia), Mahmud had
his father and Yakup, his brother, murdered by having
their legs amputated, so he could claim the throne.!®
No credence can be given to this story for not only does
it have Mahmud violating the Mongol-Tatar prohibition
against the shedding of princely blood but also it over-
looks the important point that Yakup, still very much
alive (and apparently with both legs intact), goes over
to ﬁg%t in the service of the Muscovite grand prince in
1447.

A crisis of sorts occurred in 1518 when Ulu
Muhammed’s great grandson, Khan Muhammed Emin
(1484-1485, 1487-1495, 1502-1518), died because it rep-
resented the end of rule in

Kazan’ correlate with this stan-
dard model?

The khans of Kazan’ were
all Chingisids, but a number of
considerations, legal, political,
and customary, had to be con-
sidered by the Kazan’ ruling
class in choosing which of the
eligible candidates would be
selected.” The first Khan of
Kazan’ was Ulu Muhammed,
erstwhile Khan of the Khanate
of Qipchaq (1419-1435).10 Ulu
Muhammed was descended from Togay-Timur, the
brother of Batu. Thus, he was of Chingisid descent
through Chingis Khan’s son Jodi. Ulu Muhammed’s dis-
tant cousin, Kii¢iik Muhammed, declared himself Khan
of the Qipchaq Khanate in 1435 and took over rule of
the Khanate. As a result, Ulu Muhammed fled north-
ward with his followers to Belev, where he defeated a
Muscovite military contingent sent to evict it on
December 5, 1437.11 In July 1439, Ulu Muhammed laid
siege to Moscow for ten days, devastated the surround-
ing area, and burned the town of Kolomna.!? These
events, occurring as they did, immediately after Ulu
Muhammed’s flight from Sarai, provide some indica-
tion of the military power that he was beginning to gath-
er around him, for the chronicles report that, at the time
he fled from Sarai, he had only his personal retinue with
him. Nonetheless, throughout its century-plus history,
the Kazan’ Khanate does not seem to have ever become
militarily self-sufficient and, to a great extent, had to
depend on foreign alliances for defense. By 1445, Ulu
Muhammed had taken up permanent residence in
Kazan/’, thus officially establishing the beginning of the
Khanate of Kazan’, after having ousted Ali Bek (1429-

1445), the last ruler of the principality of Kazan’.!3

The last notable success of Ulu Muhammed’s reign
was the capture of the Muscovite grand prince, Vasilii

Kazan (19. century)

Kazan’ of the line of Ulu
Muhammed.

Until then, khans could be
chosen from among any male
in the ruling family-specifically
those descended from
Mahmud, Ulu Muhammed’s
son. The two other sons of Ulu
Muhammed, Kasim and Yakup,
were no longer living. Kasim’s
son, Daniar, who became a
prominent military command-
er for Muscovy, was also
deceased. Halil, the son of Mahmud, who had reigned
as khan 1466-1467, left no male heirs. The next khan,
ibrahim (1467-1479) had three sons by his first wife,
Fatima: flham (who reigned 1479-1485 and 1486-1487),
Melik-Tagir, and Kudai Kul. ilham had no male heirs.
Both Melik-Tagir and Kudai Kul went over into
Muscovite service. Melik-Tagir had two sons, Fedor and
Vasilii, both of whom were raised as Christians. Although
there was no stipulation that the Khan of Kazan’ had to
be Muslim (indeed at least one thirteenth-century Khan
of the Qipchaq Khanate may have been Christian), by
the early sixteenth century, the tradition of having
Muslim khans had been well established. That tradition
was not broken until 1552, when Kazan’ was conquered,
and a Christian tsar/khan, Ivan IV, ruled (although
Kazan’ was no longer an independent polity at that
point). Ilham’s third son, Kudai Kul, converted to
Christianity taking the name Peter in 1505 and married
Evdokhiia, the sister of Grand Prince Vasilii III.
Evdokhiia and Kudai Kul/Peter had two daughters and
no sons.!8 fbrahim had two sons by his second wife,
Nur Sultan. But neither Muhammed Emin nor _bdiil-
1atif, had male heirs.

Given this predicament, the Kazan’ ruling class made
what they probably hoped was the best choice they could.
They selected Sah Ali, who was a relative of the Khan
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of Astrakhan’ Abdul Kerim (and thus a Chingisid) and
who was in Muscovy under the protection of Vasilii ITL1°
Therefore, a potential alliance between Muscovy, Kazan’,
and Astrakhan’ was set up. As one might imagine, such
a prospect did not sit well with Muhammed Girey, the
Crimean Khan, for he had warned Vasilii III before the
death of Muhammed Emin in 1518: “And we have decid-
ed that if anything happens to Muhammed Emin we
will make Sahip Girey Khan of that yurt. And if it should
happen that someone coming from another yurt estab-
lishes himself as khan, you, my brother grand prince,
will be in trouble (v istome budesh’) and things will not
go well between us.”?? Muhammed Girey was not sym-
pathetic to the Nomogan dynasty of Astrakhan’ proba-
bly because, from his perspective, they had usurped the
Crimean Khanate's right to rule Astrakhan’.?! But he
was not in a position at that point to do anything about
Vasilii's support of Sah Ali, because he would also be
battling the Kazan’ ruling class who
had chosen him. But in 1521, the
Kazan’ ruling class turned against Sah
Ali and deposed him. Then in a choice
that had broad ramifications for west-
ern steppe diplomatic relations, the
divan and quriltai chose Sahip Girey,
the brother of Muhammed Girey, to
be khan. In one stroke, the alliance of
Kazan’ with Muscovy and Astrakhan’
went to an alliance of Kazan’ with the
Crimean Khanate.

Keenan sees Sahip Girey’s acces-
sion to the throne as solely an attempt
on the part of the local Kazan’ princes
“to retain their independence from
their larger neighbors,” and he argues
against the idea that Muhammed Girey
had anything to do with it.?? This view
would seem to be contradicted by
Muhammed Girey’s message to the Khan of Astrakhan’
that, at that time, the Kazan’ princes “sent a man to me
asking for a sultan, and I have sent them a sultan.”?3
Yet, Muhammed Girey may have misrepresented what
had occurred to neutralize the Astrakhan’ Khan's sup-
port of Muscovy. Or Muhammed Girey may have had
reason to believe he had selected the next khan. The
Kazan’ divan had a practice, when deliberating on the
choice of a new khan, of sending an ambassador to the
foreign ruler with whom they may have hoped their
choice would cement an alliance, to see if that ruler was
in agreement. This practice, in turn, led the Muscovite
grand prince as well as the Crimean Khan at different
times to think (or at least to claim) that they were in
fact the one who had chosen the khan for the Kazan'.

If the Kazan’ garact beys were indeed trying to adopt
an independent policy vis-a-vis the Muscovite grand
prince, they may have miscalculated the effect that
choosing the Crimean Khan's brother would have. For
Muhammed Girey then claimed Kazan’ was his yurt,?*
and he used it as a staging post for an attack on Moscow
later that year. For almost all of the next 30 years, until

Minaret of Burnaev Mosque, Kazan (1872)

1551, a relative of the Crimean Khan ruled in Kazan’.?

The initial military weakness of the Khanate of Kazan’
when Ulu Muhammed established it in the late 1430s
and early 1440s goes a long way to explain the evidence
in the sources of diplomatic negotiations with neigh-
boring states by the divan and quriltai over the choice
of a khan. If we had the diplomatic correspondence of
Kazan’ with the Siberian and Astrakhan’ Khans as well
as with the Nogais, presumably we would find a simi-
larly active consultation on this matter as with the
Muscovite grand prince and the Crimean Khan.

Our evidence does not provide us much specific
information about who was on the divan of garac beys
in Kazan’. One problem is that rarely do the terms
“garact” or “bey” (or “beg”) appear in our sources for the
Kazan’ Khanate. Nor do we have much evidence con-
cerning who the members of the divan, or state coun-

cil, may have been.2®

One of the few times the Muscovite
chronicles mention any names is under
the entry for 1496 where they tell us
the “princes” (kniazi) of Kazan’, Kal
Ahmed (Kalimet), Orak (Urak), Sadir
(Sadyr), and Agis (Agish) sent an envoy
to Ivan III. No names of the clans or
chiefdoms they headed are provided,
but one possibility to be considered is
that the chiefdoms of the Kazan’
Khanate were made up of dissident
elements from the Qipchaq Khanate
that paralleled that khanate’s major
chiefdoms to a certain extent. And we
can be fairly certain that the “princes”
mentioned here in the Muscovite
chronicles refer to the gara¢t beys, and
not service princes, for two reasons.
First, there are four of them, which
matches the traditional number that
make up the divan of gara& beys in other Tatar khanates.
Second, these princes are set apart much in the same
way the garaci beys are referred to in the diplomatic cor-
respondence to contrast them with beys, who are mem-
bers of the khan’s military retinue.?’

We do have evidence for the Sirin Prince Bulat des-
ignated a garact by the Voskresensk and Nikon chroni-
cles in 1519.28 In the chronicle entries for 1551 and 1552,
we find references to Bulat’s son Nur Ali, who may have
been the ulu garaci, or head of the divan. Under March
1551, he is referred to along “with the ulany and three
or four princes.”?? In October of the same year, the
Nikon Chronicle and Tsarstvennaia kniga mention “the
head Kazani garact Sirin Prince Nur Ali, son of Bulat,
and the Sabas Prince Samov....”3? If “Sabas” refers here
to a clan in the same sense as “Sirin” (the placement of
these names in the text is the same), then this may pro-
vide evidence that “Sabas” was the name of one of the
other Kazan’ chiefdoms.

In 1923, Khudiakov made a breakthrough in the
study of the sources for the institutional history of the
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Kazan’ Khanate. He pointed out fourteen instances of
the Rus’ chroniclers’ using the term “all the land” (vsia
zemlia)”all the Kazan' land” [vsia Kazanskaia zemlia] or
“all the people of the Kazan’ land” [vse liudi Kazanskoi
zemli] between 1497 and 1551. Khudiakov identified
these references with the quriltai of Kazan’.3! Although
a quriltai did not consist of “all the people,” the notion
that it represented all the land found subsequent echo
in the Muscovites’ use of “land” (zemlia) to refer to their
representative assembly (later referred to in the histori-
ography as the Zemskii sobor).3? By analyzing the cases
where the terms “all the Kazan’ land” and “all the peo-
ple of the Kazan’ land” appear, we can see that they
occur in conjunction with the three main functions that
are associated with the traditional Mongol quriltai-selec-
tion of the khan, advising the khan on important mat-
ters of state, and deposing the khan.

Under 1496, the Muscovite chroni-
cles describe the coming to Grand
Prince Ivan I1I of an envoy, Seyid Baras,
from the “princes” of Kazan’, Kal
Ahmed, Orak, Sadir, and Agis (for the
identification of them with the divan of
qaract beys, see above). According to
this account, Seyid Baras brought a peti-
tion from them and “from all the land”
to receive the grand prince’s forgiveness
for betraying the previous khan,
Muhammed Emin. The account goes on
to tell how Ivan III, “according to their
petition and that of all the land,” grant-
ed their request not to restore
Muhammed Emin to the throne but sent
Abdullatif, the younger brother of
Muhammed Emin, instead.3* We do not
have the written petition of the Kazan’
garac beys and “all the land” to tell us what they really
requested, but we can suppose it did not take the abject
form as described in the highly tendentious Muscovite
chronicles.

Instead, we can derive a more plausible explanation
if we understand the interpretative framework within
which the Muscovite writers were describing the rela-
tionship of the grand prince toward the choosing of the
Khan of Kazan'. Both in the chronicles and in
Herberstein’s account, which derives from what he was
told at the Muscovite court, we see this interpretative
framework clearly. The grand prince is cast in the role
of khan-maker-that is, the one who was solely respon-
sible for choosing and installing the khan since the time
of the accession of ITham (1479). Then, after a short
time in each case, the grand prince becomes disen-
chanted with his choice as his chosen khan begins lis-
tening to nefarious advisers, committing injustices, and
performing actions that are not in the best interests of
Muscovy. The grand prince, reluctantly and much to his
sorrow, is compelled to replace the incumbent with
another khan, and the cycle of disenchantment and reluc-
tant replacement repeats itself.3*

Tower of Suyumbiiike, Kazan

This Muscovite interpretation is one-sided and mis-
leading. We need to look to other players besides the
Muscovite grand prince, such as the Kazan’ ruling class
(including the divan of gara& beys and the quriltai, the
Khan of Crimea, the Khan of Sibir’, and the Nogais, who
were often in a position to provide military and diplo-
matic support for, or in opposition to, factions within
the Kazan’ ruling class.3® When we do so, we come to
a more plausible conclusion that the Kazan’ divan and
quriltai chose Abdiillatif as khan. At the time, Abdiillatif
was in the protective custody of the Muscovite grand
prince. But Kazan’ was geopolitically in an insecure sit-
uation. Although the Kazanis were able to marshal the
military wherewithal to fight Muscovy on more or less
equal terms on a number of occasions, any alliance
among its neighbors could spell its doom.

These neighbors included, besides
Muscovy to the west, the Siberian
Khanate to the east, the Nogais to the
south, and the Crimean Khanate to the
southwest. This intermediate position,
which contributed immensely to the
commercial vitality of Kazan’, also
exposed it to potential conquest by a
combination of the encircling powers.
Given this situation, the foreign rela-
tions goals of the ruling class of Kazan’
most likely included playing off the
neighboring powers against each other,
forming alliances with one or more of
them as protectors, and trying to keep
interference from these protecting pow-
ers in Kazan’ internal affairs to a mini-
mum. By playing the game well, the
Kazan' leaders staved off ultimate con-
quest by a foreign power until 1552.

Of the next 13 quriltais mentioned in the Muscovite
chronicles, 9 involved the choosing or deposing of a
khan.3® No doubt there were intervening guriltais not
mentioned in the Muscovite chronicles concerning the
choice and deposition of khans. In addition, during this
period, the Muscovite chronicles report five other quril-
tais concerned specifically with Muscovite relations. In
1518, the quriltai sent an embassy to Moscow to discuss
the choice of a khan.3” In 1524, 1530, and 1546, quril-
tais sent emissaries to discuss peace with Muscovy.3?

The last Kazan' guriltai mentioned in the Muscovite
chronicles occurred on August 14, 1551, when “all the
Kazan'land” gave an oath to Muscovy that Kazan’ would
not intercede on behalf of the “Mountain side” (Gorniaia
storona)-that is, the Mountain Cheremis (Chuvash) to
the west as well as the Mordvinians to the southwest of
Kazan'.3? In order to understand the significance of this
oath, we need to take a look at the ethnic composition
of the Kazan’ polity’s vassal peoples.

The boundaries of the Khanate of Kazan’, like the
boundaries of other western steppe khanates, were never
clearly defined. The Kazan’ polity consisted of the cen-
tral government located in Kazan’ and a loose confed-
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