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Introduction  

Even after fifteen years of social, economic and political transformation in Russia, we 

have not met our aspirations on elimination of the so-called ‘national question’ in the country. 

Recently the structure of the ‘national question’ and the reasons for ethnic tensions have been 

significantly changed. From one hand, an existence of one’s multiple identity in contrast to a 

single identity known as ‘soviet people’ has become less questionable. However, from the other 

hand, the ways of accommodation of ethnic and cultural diversity have not been developed in a 

clear manner.  

An urgent need for seeking the ways to manage diversity and to develop a more appropriate 

ethno-policy in Russia has been articulated in a number of official documents and programmes, 

including  the Programme for Promotion of Tolerance and Improving Interethnic Relations in 

Russia, sponsored by the European Union and a renewed Concept of the National Ethno-Policy 

of the Russian Federation developed by the group of the leading scholars of the Institute of 

Ethnology and Anthropology of the Russian Academy of Sciences under the supervision of Dr. 

Valery Tishkov.  Recently, the concept of multiculturalism has been incorporated into the ethno-

policy agenda in Russia. However, ethno-policy is not just a matter of terms and concepts, it is 

much more a matter of  understanding, adopting and applying of the meaning of these concepts 

to real life in Russia.   

Comprehension of multiculturalism in Russia requires civil servants and bureaucrats to 

take an active part in promoting ethnic diversity in society and in developing public attitudes to 

diversity and multiculturalism. It is necessary to understand, that being responsible for decision 

making and for implementation of the policies launched, civil servants have power to intensify 

and popularize policies, or on the contrary, to slow down them. What strategy they will choose 

depends on how they perceive and accept ‘nationality question’ and ethnic diversity personally 

and on professional basis. 

 

Background and Current Issue 

As the Russian historical legacy has shown, granting different rights to different group of 

national and ethnic minorities would not be accepted in Russia as a fair outcome of the 

multicultural policy and would probably lead to the rise of tensions between the Russian 

majority and non-Russian groups as well as within the minority groups themselves.  Moreover, it 

is simply impossible to correctly put the majority of the non-Russian population of the Russian 

Federation into the boxes of national or ethnic minorities. For example, how would one attribute 

minorities from the so-called ‘internal diasporas’, such as Tatars, Bashkirs, and Chuvash,  who 

have their own ‘titular republic’ within the Russian Federation but who live outside of it?  
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Similarly, how would one refer to the Russians who live in the autonomous republics within 

Russia? Is it appropriate to consider these people to be immigrants? Or are they more likely to be 

national minorities? Depending on the tremendous diversity and complexity of cultures living 

together within Russia’s territory  and sometimes on the historical pre-conditions of their 

contemporary status, it is sort of dangerous to draw a line between ‘hosts’ and ‘guests’ in Russia. 

Therefore, multiculturalism taken as a ‘normative response to the fact of diversity’ 

explains what civil servants do with this fact while designing and launching ethno-policy.  

Hence, the main principles of multiculturalism, such as equal opportunities for all citizens, social 

inclusion, and understanding and respect of ethnic and cultural diversity ought to fit the Russia’s 

social and political reality in order to become the basis for ethno-policy developed in the 

country. 

Society where multiculturalism is accepted and run as an option for ethno-policy  can be 

described as ‘a polity in which every individual receives equitable recognition of the identity 

both as a citizen, and as a member of a particular faith, ethnic group, or other cultural 

community’ (Tyler, 2004: 20). It is quite clear  that certain actions must be taken by the state in 

order to make all the members of the society  feel equally valued and recognized. In a similar 

manner, the necessity of a state’s intervention can be derived from one more observation of the 

multicultural society presented by Raz (1994). The three strengths of a multicultural society 

highlighted by Raz were as follows: 

• the life of most cultural groups instantiates ‘true values’ and a valuable way of 

life. A multicultural society  allows a plurality of valuable cultures to co-exist 

with the minimum tension; 

• a multicultural society is more likely to provide individuals with opportunities to 

escape groups that  repress some ‘important aspects of one’s nature’, such as 

sexual orientation; 

• it should not be forgotten that some people are so tightly entwined in their original 

culture that they could not leave it without being psychologically crippled (Raz, 

1994: 183; 185; 178-80). 

Based on the evidence from the interviews with the regional civil servants from Perm and 

Saratov this paper gives a brief description of conceptualization of multiculturalism in Russia’s 

regions and offers some explanations to the lack of multicultural policies in Russia. 

The regional government is more likely to be interested in finding ways of prevention and 

the ‘therapy of accommodation’ rather than in the investigation of the ‘pathology of conflict’ 

(Young, 1998: xi).  Therefore, in the present research  we wanted ethnic diversity  to produce 

‘instructive lessons’ that would help the policies to be proactive rather than reactive as a 
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response to violence and conflicts. In order to do that, the non-conflict, non-biased by significant 

ethnic tensions regions have been chosen as the study’s framework.  

  In order to develop a more relevant understanding of multiculturalism, in particular  in 

Saratov and Perm regions, the concept of multiculturalism as a policy  needs to be studied more 

carefully from the point of view of those who are responsible for the launching and 

implementation of the ethno-policy in the region – namely, from the point of view of  the 

regional senior civil servants. 

 

Ethnic diversity of the regions being studied  

It is necessary to state that each region – either Perm or Saratov –  can be considered as a 

local projection of the Russian Federation in terms of the ethnic background of its population . 

There are about 112 nationalities in the Saratov region. Although the majority of the population 

in the region, as well as in Russia as a whole, consists of ethnic Russians (about 81 per cent of 

the region’s population), the ethnic minorities such as Tatars (2.16 per cent), Mordva (0.62 per 

cent), Chuvashi (0.6 per cent), Kazakhs (2.94 per cent) historically consider themselves as 

important ethnic groups in the Saratov region (Normativnije Akti Po Nacionalnim Voprosam, 

2001). These minorities seem to be integrated into the mainstream. 

Since the collapse of the Soviet Union this particular region has become one of the most 

popular recipients of immigrants from the former Soviet Republics.  According to the estimates 

of the Regional Migration Service, an influx of more than 260, 000 into the Saratov region  was 

registered by the end of the year 2005. This  constituted  about 9,5 per cent of the region’s actual  

population in 2005. The vast majority of immigrants come from the Northern Caucasus 

(Chechnya, Dagestan), Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Ukraine.  These people do not usually 

have Russian citizenship yet, and a significant number of them are economic immigrants and 

refugees seeking asylum. 

Several decades ago, one could hardly describe the Saratov region in terms of an 

ethnically segmented or divided society. But during the period of transition a rise of ethnic self-

identification took place, and now the region’s population can be seen as really diverse and 

multicultural (Diagram 1).  Even integrated minorities have their claims to the protection of their 

native languages, access to resources, and to fair treatment in the labour market.  
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Diagram 1          

The main nationalities of the Saratov region  

(% of the total population of the region, as of October 2002)  

 

* Source:  The data for the diagram was taken from the Census 2002 official data available at the site of the National 
Statistics Committee of the Russian Federation:  www.gks.ru     

The Perm region (West of the Ural Mountains), is also one of the most multicultural 

regions not only in the Urals, but in Russia as a whole. There are more than 100 nationalities 

living together in the Perm region, among those the most numerous are people of Russian, Tatar, 

Komi-Permyak, Bashkir, Ukrainian, Udmurt, and Belorussian origins.  People of German, 

Jewish, Mordva, and Chuvash nationalities are also represented in the region. (Chernykh, 1998: 

32).  It can be easily seen that the ethnic backgrounds of the inhabitants of both regions – Saratov 

and Perm  - are quite similar. 
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Diagram 2 

The main nationalities of  the Perm region 

(% of the total population of the region, as of October 2002)* 

 

 

Source: The data for the Diagram 2 was taken from the Census 2002 official data available at the site of the National 
Statistics Committee of the Russian Federation : www.gks.ru

A state of ethno-cultural measures in the regions 

Being aware of the fact that a wide spectrum of diverse cultures resides in the region, the 

Saratov regional government has welcomed the formation of the ethnic and cultural public 

organizations. By 2001 there were fifty-six ethno-cultural Centres and ethnic Associations 

registered in the Saratov region. In order to encourage and support the  cultural development of 

different ethnic communities in the region, a special festivity – An Ethnic Culture Day – has 

been launched to celebrate and show respect for the cultural traditions of Tatar-Bashkirs, 

Germans, Finno-Ugric and Ukrainians. The region has actively utilized such a form of  ethnic 

self-formation as the model of the Ethno-Cultural Autonomy, which has become an option of 

public self-government. Available in the two main forms – territorial (ethnic districts, ethnic 

communities, friendly associations of people of a particular nationality) and ex-territorial (ethnic 

associations, ethnic unions, ethnic societies) – Ethno-Cultural Autonomies in the Saratov region 
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have appeared on the regional and local levels.  According to the official data of the Saratov 

regional Ministry of Cultural Affairs, there are seven Ethno-Cultural Autonomies registered in 

Saratov region, namely the Ukrainian, the Kazakh, the Tatar, the German, the Armenian, the 

Jewish, and the Chuvashi Ethno-Cultural Autonomies (Obshaya Kharacteristika Territorii, 

2005).    

 The Saratov region has been also known as a region where a unique ethnic site called The 

Ethnic Village has been built to make the cultures of the main ethnic groups from the regions 

more publicized and to expose these cultures to the region’s population.  It is widely advertised 

in media, that The Ethnic Village has appeared to be an achievement of the close and fruitful 

cooperation between the regional government and the public ethnic organizations along with the 

Ethno-Cultural Autonomies in the Saratov region. Recently, the regional achievements in the 

ethno-cultural policy have been called successful and unique. The fact that there were no 

disputes or conflicts on the ground of ethnicity or religion in the Saratov region during the last 

eight years was used to justify this positive appreciation (Shinchuk, 2004).  

 The Second Principal Programme for the Social and Ethno-Cultural Development of the 

Nationalities of Saratov Region (2003-2006)1 is currently underway in the region. It has sought 

to provide an integration of the efforts of the regional power bodies along with the ethnic 

communities in achieving worthy living  standards for every resident of the Saratov region. As it 

was emphasized in The Programme of 1998-2001, with which the Second one is sharing the 

main ideas and principles, the Programme was based on three fundamental approaches: 

1) ethnic and cultural pluralism as a necessary condition of the preservation and 

development of the public consensus in the region; 

2) harmonization  of the  inter-ethnic relations from the stand point of the equality, inclusion 

and participation, which serves for the stabilization of the social and cultural environment 

in the region; 

3) integration  as a gradual process which encourages all the residents of the different 

nationalities  to actively  participate in social, economic, cultural and spiritual life of the 

region and of the country as a whole (Programma, 1998: 11).  

 Thus, the regional government has at least on paper acknowledged the diverse ethnic 

nature of the Saratov region and has made several attempts towards making all the nationalities 

feeling respected and sharing equal appreciation from the government and the residents of the 

region.  

                                                 
1 The first  Principal Programme for the Social and Ethno-Cultural Development of the Nationalities of Saratov 
Region was carried out in 1998-2001. 
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In embarking on my research, it appeared evident that the area’s main problem is that the 

regional government does not have any fully developed policy for dealing with the multicultural 

nature of the region, except for celebrating ethnic holidays and allowing the particular ethnic and 

cultural centers to operate. It also does not demonstrate the understanding that ethnic diversity 

should receive recognition within government and civil service themselves. The regional 

government does not even keep track of the region’s civil servants by nationality or ethnic origin 

(Ruban, 2003).  

The Perm region has appeared to be one of the most advanced regions of the Russian 

Federation with regard to working out nationality policy strategies for the regional population. 

Starting from the beginning of the 1990s, when the collapse of the Soviet Union was 

accompanied by the raise of the self-consciousness of the ethnic minority groups, the regional 

government has launched and successfully carried out a number of Programmes focused on the 

harmonious development of all the nationalities and ethnic groups resided in the region. Among 

them, The Programme for the Development of the Ethnic Cultures of the Peoples of  the Kama 

Area for 1993-1995 and 1996-1998; The Programme for the  Development and Harmonization 

of the Ethnic Relations of the Peoples of  the Perm Region for 1999-2003 and 2004-2008 have to 

be mentioned. As in the case of the Saratov region, the latter Programme serves in Perm as the 

primary tool for managing ethnic diversity in one of the most polyethnic regions in the Russian 

Federation.  

 The Programme has highlighted  that in order to promote good ethnic relations in the 

region and fight ethnic and religious extremism, it would be important: 

• to coordinate  the efforts of the executive power bodies in the region in the sphere of  

the ethnic relations; 

• to adjust the actions of the federal authorities and the bodies of the local self-

government  with the civil society institutions; 

• to  apply new innovative methods of managing of the inter-ethnic relations in the 

regions; 

• to permanently conduct research on the ethno-cultural environment in the region 

(Oblastnaya Tselevaya Programma, 2004). 

 Likewise as in Saratov, the number of the ethnic groups and nationalities in the Perm 

region have chosen to establish Ethno-Cultural Autonomy. Among the most active the Tatar-

Bashkir and the Jewish Regional Ethno-Cultural Autonomies should be mentioned. In general, 

both the regional and the local possible levels of the Ethno-Cultural Autonomies formation have 

been utilized in the Perm region. There are six Ethno-Cultural Autonomies in the region, 

including the Chuvashi, the Tatar, the Tatar-Bashkir, the Jewish, the German, and the Polish 
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(Obyedineniya Natcional’nykh  Men’shinstv, 2001). It is important to underline, that regardless 

of the fact that inter-ethnic relations in the region seem to be under the control of the regional 

and municipal government in the  Saratov and the Perm region alike,  it was not easy  to find 

exact relevant data on the number of  Ethno-Cultural Autonomies in the regions. The data has 

differed from source to source and it has indicated that a constant study and monitoring of the 

ethno-cultural environment and publication of the updated information in the regions has yet to 

be accomplished. In addition to the Ethno-Cultural Autonomies, there are Ethno-Cultural Centres 

for the German, the Slavs, the Polish, the Udmurt, the Mari, the Komi-Permyak minorities 

established in the Perm Region. Some rather weak attempts to consolidate  and create centres 

have been also made by the Estonians, Belorussians and Ukrainians. They have dispersed over 

the Perm region and have become noticeably assimilated (Obyedineniya Natcional’nykh  

Men’shinstv, 2001).  

  Unlike the Saratov region, the regional authorities in the Perm region have never utilized 

the concept of multiculturalism as a model for the ethno-cultural regional policy. At the same 

time, like the Saratov regional government, the Perm regional government has focused its efforts 

and attention on the preservation and development of the diverse cultures of the region, being 

especially concerned with language, folklore, ethnic practices and traditions of the minority 

ethnic groups. The issues of social inclusion, equal opportunities and equal participation of the 

minorities in all the spheres of the regional life  have been more likely to appear as a desirable 

outcome of the special harmonization  Programmes launched in the regions, rather than an 

effective means of accomplishing the expected harmonization. Neither in Perm nor in Saratov, 

has an active participation of the ethnic minorities in the decision making on the regional level 

through more fair representation of the non-Russian nationalities within the senior civil service,  

ever been considered as a component of the process of building and promotion of a good inter-

ethnic relations in the regions. 

Neither in Saratov nor in the Perm region, have any significant ethnically based conflicts 

been registered during a rather long period of time. Nevertheless, in the late 1980s, the regional 

authorities have considered some of the ethnic aspects of the regional development as deserving 

special attention.  Among the most problematic facts were the following: 

• there were very few ‘ethnic-minority schools’ in the regions, and these schools had not 

provided a sufficient level of knowledge in ethnic history and the culture of the 

correspondent ethnic minority groups; 

• the level of the publication of books in the native language of the regional ethnic 

minority groups was insufficient;   
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• ethnic traditions and practices in common everyday life, including the reproduction of an 

ethnic folklore, and dealing with national cuisine and costumes, were rapidly 

disappearing, and even the Russian culture as a majority culture was not an exception;  

• there was a lack of stable inter-ethnic relations between the most influential and 

substantial  Komi, Tatar, Bashkir and Udmurt cultures in the region; 

• the regional mass media were lacking programmes in minority languages. (Chernykh, 

1998: 33).   

 These are just a few issues that had reminded the regional authorities of the importance of 

the ethnic component of the social and political life in the region. All of the mentioned issues 

mainly concern such important cultural components as language and folklore.   

 In order not to foment any kind of deep dissatisfaction among the ethnic minorities and in 

response to the outlined problems, a number of measures have been taken by the Perm Regional 

Administration, including the elaboration of a comprehensive programme entitled The Ethnic-

Minority School between 1990 and 1995 the establishment of The Socio-Cultural and 

Nationalities Affairs Office within the Perm Regional Administration. 

Of course, the desire to preserve ethnic minority cultures and to support their traditions and 

languages is extremely important and helpful. But does it meet all the needs of ethnic minorities 

in the region?  And does it really help to make all the nationalities in the regions feel equally 

valued? These are questions  I also address in this paper. 

Unfortunately, just language and folklore components of a cultural variety of the region’s 

population have never stimulated or encouraged the local authorities to go beyond  them and set 

up some kind of government programmes aiming to use this diversity as an advantage in terms 

of economic, social and political development of the region. bbb  This is the case because, first, 

at least it would definitely require a more intensive study of social stratification in connection to 

issues of ethnicity in the region, as well as an exploration of the attitudes and values of Russians 

and non-Russians regarding each other, the study of the economic status of minority groups and 

of their social and political activity, and the study of the position ethnic minorities occupy in the 

labour market. Second, when it comes to the specific social, economic, and political steps to be 

taken in relation to matters of ethnicity, the government is likely to see this task as extremely 

complicated and precarious - it is probably not the top priority on the list of government 

activities.  

This picture does contribute to the conclusion that unfortunately up to now both scientists 

and politicians have remained convinced that as long as the ethnic situation in the region remains 

stable, peaceful and calm, this means that all the regional government activities in this field 

might be limited to celebrating cultural diversity through nationality festivals, and to establishing 

 11



and opening ethno-cultural Centers in the regions, which might help to create positive and stable 

ethnic identities and to promote tolerance and good inter-ethnic relations. 

Even the prestigious and internationally recognized research institute of the Russia’s 

Academy of Science – The Institute of Ethnology and Anthropology  - does not include in its 

recommendations for the governmental bodies the importance of diversity management through 

an active involvement of ethnic minorities in public service and their fair representation in all 

spheres of civil life. Those recommendations resulted from a project carried out in 2002 as a part 

of the Federal Specified Programme on Tolerance Development and Extremism Prevention in 

Russia’s Society (2001-2005) (http://www.iea.ras.ru/projects/ethnotolerans/4.htm – Proekt 

‘Socialno-Psihologicheskie Factori Ethnicheskoi Tolerantnosti’). Like many others, scholars 

form The Institute of Ethnology and Anthropology ignore the significance of ethnic minority 

participation in decision-making through representation within the civil service 

In general, whatever policy towards ethnic minorities are active at present in the regions, 

currently Russia as a whole has no fully explicit ‘nationality policy’, which deals with the 

ethnicities and nationalities comprising the country’s diverse population and with ethnic 

relations, and which is aimed at solving the long-standing and persistent ‘nationality question’ in 

the Russian Federation (Abdulatipov, 2001; Drobizheva, 2003; Tishkov, 2003).  

 

Civil Servants’ Personal Attitudes Impact on Conceptualizing  

of Multiculturalism  

As  is was explained earlier in this paper, in order to proceed to studying multiculturalism 

based on the Russian civil servants experience I had to ask my respondents from the regional 

governments of Saratov and Perm  about the so-called ‘nationality question’ instead of 

explaining to them the nature of multiculturalism and diversity in its Western  form and trying to 

get some reflections on that.  

In the Russian academic and political tradition ‘national’ as well as ‘multinational’ refers 

to the category of ‘ethnicity’, rather than to the notion of citizenship and nationhood. Back in 

Soviet times ethnic or national peculiarities were celebrated within the USSR by presenting 

national costumes, ethnic food and pointing out the unity of the ‘fifteen republics – fifteen 

sisters’ within the Soviet Union (See Appendix D). However, the Soviet doctrine of 

‘internationalism’ presumed the supremacy of the communist ideology and the dominance of the 

‘official’ Russian culture within the borders of the former Soviet Union. That has led to the 

gradual disappearance of ethnic minority languages and an underestimation of the value of 
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different cultures. Even though at first glance the declared ‘equality’ of all the nationalities was 

achieved in the USSR, the reality was different. For instance, the representatives of particular 

Middle Asian republics such as Uzbekistan or Turkmenistan were considered to be less 

intellectual, less civilized, less educated, more prepared for unskilled jobs than Russians.   

 That is why already in the post-soviet Russia the recent passport reform excluded 

mention of the actual nationality of the passport holder. Too many people in Russia still 

remember how dangerous it was in the past, for example, to be of a Jewish  descent.  

Furthermore, nowadays a lot of people are probably going to learn how complicated it is to be a 

Muslim, even if your nationality is not written down in your passport.  

 Formally Russia does still fall into the category of the multinational state which voluntary 

adopted multicultural federalism in 1993. However, even though the Article 26.2 of the 

Constitution of the Russian Federation states ‘everyone has the right of the native language user, 

right to voluntary choice of the language of relations, upbringing, education and creation’, not all 

of these positions of institutional completeness (Kymlicka, 2003) are actually guaranteed. The 

interviews conducted with my respondents shed light on the issue of the readiness of society and 

government to accept, respect and manage diversity. Considering the lack of systematic data and 

research on such a sensitive issue, the respondents’ views and opinions on the importance of 

paying attention to the ‘nationality question’ in the Saratov and Perm regions have become of a 

great value with regard to the development of a new analytical approach to ethnic minority 

accommodation in these regions.   

 Moreover, although this question has not been yet articulated in those regions with 

relatively low levels of ethnic tensions, it becomes a greater concern for not only the regional but 

the federal governments as they find themselves unable to cope with the ‘frozen conflict’ in 

Chechnya and to resist the threat of terrorism.  

The vast majority of the respondents from both regions have tended to make a 

comparison between the Russian majority  and any other minority cultures, explaining that for 

them diversity  implies an existence of some nationalities which are better than other for some 

reason. Ethnic diversity has been observed by the interviewees  as something obviously based on 

a different spectrum of cultural values and thus the civil servants have tended to assess diversity 

in a negative way.  

It was quite evident from the interviews with the regional civil servants that almost all of 

them had had a feeling that some nationalities were more close to their own nationality, but some 

of the nationalities were perceived as a sort of  an ‘alien element’.  For example, a lot of 

respondents from the both regions have seen the Tatars in the same way as the Russians, feeling 

sometimes that people of these two nationalities nowadays  look very similar and it is even hard 
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to distinguish them from each other.  These  opinions might be also supported by the data 

gathered in Perm in 2000 by the scholars from the Sociological Research Centre of the Perm 

State Technical University2. According to the their findings,   Russians and non-Russians alike 

consider as quite close to themselves  representatives of the Tatar, Bashkir, Udmurt and Komi-

Permyak  nationality. Being asked to indicate some nationalities which might be perceived as the 

aliens,  34.7 per cent of the respondents  said that ‘there are no such nationalities’ for them, and  

18.8 per cent  found it difficult to give such an example. At the same time,  the rest of the 

respondents listed some of the aliens, which were as follows in the descending order from the 

most alien to the less alien: Chechens, Azerbaijani, Armenians, Georgians, nationalities from the 

Middle Asia, Roma and Jews (Leibovitch, Stegniy, et al. 2003: 181-83).  

 In my own study, there were mainly Russians who recalled  some painful recollections 

about the representatives of the minority groups from the Soviet past or from more recent times. 

Not all of the negative impressions have referred exclusively to the nationalities from the  

Caucasus republics, as it is commonly expected to be. For example, a number of the respondents 

remembered non-friendly attitudes of the Lithuanian, Latvian and Estonian people to the 

Russians. 

On average civil servants of both regions have demonstrated  a great level of uncertainty 

about whether it would be positive to pay attention to ethnic diversity of the region’s population. 

For the most part, they have had negative personal attitude towards diversity, perceiving it 

primarily as a factor disuniting and setting people of  different nationalities against each other. 

While observing their personal feelings about ethnic minorities, the interviewees from the  

regions have demonstrated a tendency, first  to make judgments and to stick labels on the non-

Russian representatives, and  only after that to come to the conclusion  that finally it is very 

important to be tolerant and show respect for diversity. 

 It is important to underline here, that the meaning of an ‘ethnic minority’ in Russia in 

addition to the obvious, direct numeric sense has been commonly loaded with such attributes as 

‘less civilized’ and ‘less educated’.  Usually, the term ‘ethnic minorities’ (‘natcmen’shinstva’) 

have referred to the representatives of such nationalities from the Caucasus and Asian republics 

of the former Soviet Union, as Armenians,  Chechens, Azerbaijani, Uzbeks, Tadjiks, Turkmens, 

to name a few. All of them might be considered as ‘visible minorities’. At the same time, it was 

rather uncommon to refer, for example,  to Ukrainians or Belorussians as ethnic minorities, 

because despite the numbers of their population  in Russia, anthropological characteristics of 

these groups were seen as the same with ethnic Russians. It is also possible to say, that on 
                                                 
2 The study sought to analyze socio-cultural attributes of the inter-ethnic relations in the city of Perm at the end of 
the XX century.  The proportional quota sample had covered 946 participants and included representatives of the 
most numerous fifteen nationalities resided in the city of Perm.  
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everyday basis, the meaning of minority has become limited to ‘non-Russians’, and the 

respondents in both regions have preferred to speak just about Russians and non-Russians 

without making an accent on the term ‘minority’.   

 While offering an explanation for the feeling that ethnic diversity is not good to be 

cultivated and supported, respondents from both regions have rather often  mentioned the pitfalls 

of the Soviet nationality policy  which had led to the demolition of the Soviet Union. An 

ideological component seems to be the most common and most frequent factor in the majority of 

the explanations that the interviewees gave on what was done wrong by the Soviet and later by 

the Russian leaders in terms of nationality policy. 

 Another flaw that has to be improved in order to make the “nationality question”  less 

painful and to help the civil service to become more diverse and multicultural is dealing with the 

‘ethnicity/nationality principle’ which has been put into the foundation of the Russian Federation 

as a federative state. The negative consequences of this type of federative structure in Russia 

have been pointed out by the interviewees as a main argument of the long-lasting “nationality 

question” in the country. However, indisputably this problem is not easy to tackle, as any 

attempts to do so would imply making amendments to The Constitution of the Russian 

Federation. As I have previously mentioned, the process of the merging of the existing units of 

the Russian Federations has been initiated and is presently under way in Russia. However, I 

doubt that this process would touch upon the national republics, such as Tatarstan, which at 

present enjoy an equal status with other units of the federation, such as the regions, krais, and 

autonomous okrugs. Thus, the very structure of the Russian Federation at the moment has been 

seen as a factor which makes the “nationality question” more intractable. 

 As the research has shown, a big load of problems related to the demise of the Soviet 

Union as such, to its consequences not only for the Russians but for all the other nationalities, as 

well as the unresolved question of the ethnicity-based federation have had an impact on the 

respondents’ personal attitudes to diversity, multiculturalism and  the ‘nationality question’. As it 

could be observed, for the interviewees from the regions the historical legacy along with the 

personal experiences of a negative and insulted nature have rather often  dominated in the 

opinions on the ‘nationality question’ in the regions.  All the issues mentioned above might be 

also seen as serious obstacles on the way to the ‘Russian multiculturalism’ within the civil 

service in the regions studied.  
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Civil Servants’ Professional Views Impact on Conceptualizing  

of Multiculturalism  

While it was not so difficult for the respondents in Russia to speak about what they 

personally think about  ethnic diversity and the ‘nationality question’ in the regions,  

nevertheless, it needed much more effort to make up their minds and to share their professional 

opinions on the ‘nationality question’ and ethnic diversity within the regional civil service. 

 Basically, those who agreed with the importance and actuality of the ‘nationality 

question’ in the regional civil service in both cities argued that, since Russia is really a 

multinational country, the government and the civil service should be, too. Many respondents 

think that if there are no quotas for the minorities in the civil service and government nowadays 

– that means exactly that there are no problems with them and their representation in the power 

echelons. Some of the participants also admitted that they have never even thought about the 

ethnic diversity issue within their organizations before being asked about it in the interview. 

They also argued that the less attention they pay to that diversity, the fewer problems they may 

face. This opinion was particularly widespread amongst the Perm respondents.  

 As it can be seen, for a great number of respondents the lack of minority representatives 

within the civil service in both regions means just fewer problems to cope with and nothing 

more. The colour-blind or ethnicity-blind approach to the issue is seen as the best solution. 

 The opinions observed above make it clear, that the whole load of professional attitudes 

of the Russian civil servants to the “nationality question” and ethnic diversity within the civil 

service have been built on the presumption of the ideas of assimilation, which have put the 

Russian culture and Russian people into the leading, commanding position. The degree of 

assimilation might have been described according to a number of satisfied conditions, such as: 

• substitution of the minority group’s cultural models with those of the host  majority 

group; 

• absence of value and power conflicts; 

• absence of discrimination (Bolaffi et al., 2003: 20-21). 

All of these conditions have been nominally satisfied in the former Soviet Union, as the 

interviewees have declared.  
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  As it has been stated already, on average, in the present study the civil servants  have not 

been strongly against the idea of working along with the non-Russians within the civil service 

institution. This data could be also supported by the previously mentioned study of 2000 in 

Perm, when not just the civil servants, but  the ordinary residents of  Perm were asked to make 

statements on whether they have any preferences with regard to nationality of the colleagues 

they would work with3.  The table below shows the spectrum of statements depending on the 

respondent’s nationality (% of  each group of respondents).  

           Table 1 

Preferences of the respondents towards the nationality of the colleagues 
 
 Russians Non-Russians 
Would prefer to work with the people of  my 
nationality only  20.7 15.2 

Would prefer to work with the people of 
a certain nationalities    13.0 21.7 

If I were a chief, I would not give a job 
to the people of a certain nationalities 10.7 8.7 

I think, that some of the chiefs tend to 
particularly encourage the people of the 
same nationality as them   

28.5 28.3 

It is easier to find a job at the place, 
where the chief is of the same nationality 
as the applicant 

27.2 26.1 

  
 As the data shows (Leibovitch, Stegniy, et al. 2003: 190-91), in general nationality of the 

colleagues does not make a big different for the respondents. However, Russian people have 

been more likely to limit professional contacts with the representatives of the minority groups.  

 The moral aspect and a good personality of the colleagues have been always underlined 

as the first indicator for the judgment of the non-Russian nationalities, along with 

professionalism, knowledge and skills. The existence of certain shared values, such as mutual 

respect, mutual assistance, and friendship between all the nationalities were considered by the 

respondents as the ties that still bind the people in Russia. Also, ‘the spiritual commonality of the 

socialist nationalities’ has not completely vanished from the hearts and minds of the respondents, 

even being affected by a number of psychological traumas connected to the ethnic conflicts in 

                                                 
3 It was a multiple-choice question, so the total per cent may exceed 100 %. 
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the wake of the collapse of the USSR (Bol’shaya Sovetskaya Entsiklopediya, 1976; Tyldum & 

Kolstø, 2004).  

As the interviews have shown, the civil servants from the both Perm and the Saratov 

region are not ready at the moment to absorb the ‘beauty of multiculturalism’ in terms of a more 

deeper understanding and respect for the particularity and universality of different nationalities. 

However, the main reason for that might be arguably seen in the fact that most of the 

respondents were not familiar with the multicultural approach to the solution of the nationality 

question. Or, in other words, they have never specifically thought about the feeling of ‘one 

united people’ of the USSR, or about the presence of a number of the minority nationality 

schools in the country, or about the literature, the art and music of non-Russian nationalities 

being taught as a piece of the Russian heritage in every ordinary school in Russia, or about any 

other the attributes of multiculturalism. These attributes, except for the ‘Soviet people’ feeling 

shared by all the nationalities,  have been interwoven into the life of the people of Russia at the 

every-day basis, and hence have been taken for granted, but under the name of 

‘internationalism’, not of ‘multiculturalism’.  

It is also important to recognize, based on evidence from the data collected, that the 

attitudes and values of the senior civil servants in the two Russian regions toward ethnic 

diversity determine the way the relations between the civil service institution and national 

minority groups are being developed. In its turn this makes the ethnic dimension of social, 

political and economic relations in the regions more or less visible depending on what strategy is 

chosen by the authorities to manage regional diversity. 

 Currently, as the interviews have revealed, it is more likely that the civil service as a 

social institution would prefer to stick to the old-fashioned assimilation approach to the 

“nationality question”, given that the majority of the senior civil servants were in favour of not 

emphasizing cultural differences and concealing them rather than trying to learn from the 

multicultural policy, which within the multicultural community celebrates incorporation not as 

inclusion per se, but as the achievement of diversity.  

The most commonly expressed opinion of the Russian civil servants has described 

diversity and therefore multiculturalism as a problem, rather than a response. On the conceptual 

level, the respondents from the Russian regions have on average referred to multiculturalism in 

its descriptive usage and less frequently in its ‘norms and ideology’ usage.  A more or less 

positive meaning of diversity and multiculturalism has been attributed to the first approach. At 

the same time, the second, more analytical approach to multiculturalism has been seen as making 

a destructive impact on good inter-ethnic relations in Russia. It has not been perceived either 
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personally or professionally as a competitor to the well-known and already tested option of 

assimilation.  

 

Does The ‘National Question’ Influence The Civil Service in Russia? 

It has been noted earlier in the paper that not all the regions of the Russian Federation  

collect statistical data on the nationality background of the civil servants. Fifty one regions of 

Russia from eighty nine have this data available for internal use, but  any external enquiry about 

the ethnic breakdown of the civil service cadres needs to be supported and permitted by the 

regional authorities. The  Republic of  Karelia,  and the Moscow, Saratov, Tver, as well as the 

Chelyabinsk  regions do not take at all a stock of the civil servants according to their nationality  

(Ruban, 2003: 179).  In view of the absence or inaccessibility of the data on the ethnic 

background of the civil servants in the regions, the data on the nationalities being presented in 

the State Duma (at the federal level) in 1993-1999, presented in the Table 1, below can be rather 

informative and helps to describe the picture with the under representation of the non-Russian 

nationalities in the power structures in Russia in general.  

Table 4 
The Nationalities Composition of the State Duma in 1993-1999 

 
Nationality Number  % of the total State 

Duma  staff 
Russian 355 80.7 
Ukrainian  27 6.1 
Tartar  8 1.8 
Belorussian 7 1.6 
Bashkir 4 0.9 
Jew 4 0.9 
Ossetin 4 0.9 
Armenian  3 0.7 
Buryat 2 0.5 
Ingush 2 0.5 
Kabardin 2 0.5 
Korean 2 0.5 
Lakets  2 0.5 
Mordvin 2 0.5 
Adygei 1 0.2 
Kazakh 1 0.2 
Komi-Permyak  1 0.2 
Mari 1 0.2 
Chuvashi  1 0.2 

 19



Nationality Number  % of the total State 
Duma  staff 

Chechen 1 0.2 
Yakut  1 0.2 
 
Source: The Current Archive of the Nationalities Affairs Committee of the State Duma of the Russian Federation. 
1999.  
 

The survey conducted by the Perm sociologists mentioned earlier in this paper has 

presented evidence that the Russian majority, for example, does not agree to see the 

representatives of the minority cultures holding senior positions in the government and the civil 

service. The same study has revealed a  quite common view that the presence of the non-

Russians in the regional and local administration was considered to be the factor that actualised 

the myths and  stereotypes about the minorities and might provoke and aggravate inter-ethnic 

tensions (Leibovitch, Stegniy, et al., 2003: 245). According to the data collected by the Perm 

scholars, more than 56.3 per cent of the civil servants participated in the survey were more likely 

to support the Russian candidate for the post of Mayor of the city of Perm and would not 

probably consider the candidates of the Tatar, Bashkir, or Komi-Permyak nationality as an 

appropriate candidate for this post (Leibovitch, Stegniy, et al., 2003: 242).  Among the 

nationalities which the respondents have excluded from the list of the potential candidates for the 

Mayor position in the city of Perm,  the following have been mentioned in the descending order 

–  the Azerbaijanians, the Armenians, the Georgians, the Jews, the Germans, the Latvians, the 

Lithuanians, the Estonians, the Tatars, the Ukrainians, the Roma, the Chechens, the Middle 

Asian nationalities.  

  

The Soviet legacy in the resolution of the “nationality question’  and its impact 
 on the presence of minorities within the civil service in Russia 

As my own research has also demonstrated, the same tendency to understand a 

monocultural government and the civil service as the most appropriate option for the regional 

administration has become apparent in the contemporary composition of the regional 

government in the Perm and Saratov regions. Since official data on ethnicity and nationality has 

been missing in both regions, the only way to make it clear that the non-Russian nationalities 

have been underrepresented within the regional civil service on the senior positions was to check 

the official web-sites of the Perm and Saratov regional governments where the list of the senior 

civil servants by name is available. Because of the specific spelling of the non-Russian last and 

first names it was possible roughly to pick up the minority members from the list. This simple 

technique used in 2003 gave me the names of seven non-Russian senior civil servants in the 
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Saratov government and ten minority representatives in the Perm regional government*.  As the 

ethnic composition of the both regions is rather similar, the cases of the non-Russians in the 

regional governments have also been quite close in the ethnic background to each other, with the 

representatives of the Tatar, the Bashkir, the Jewish,  the German, the Ukrainian, the Georgian, 

the Chivash, the Mordva nationality being presented among the senior civil servants in the 

regions.  

 Bearing these kinds of preconditions of the insignificant representation of the minority 

members in the power structures in the regions, I suggested that one of the main reasons for the 

under representation of non-Russian minorities within the civil service in the Perm and Saratov 

regions might be arguably rooted in the Soviet legacy of the ‘nationality question’ in the Russian 

Federation. 

  

The Russian domination 
 Almost all the interviewees expressed the feeling that the social atmosphere had not been 

marked by the placement of the Russians and non-Russians in different social categories. In 

general, people were not divided by the ethnic origin or the nationality. This ‘nationality 

blindness’ was revealed in both private aspects – when the respondents were talking about their 

friends and neighbours, as well as in the public arena – when they were discussing relations at 

the workplace with colleagues (peers and bosses).  

The ‘Russians’ domination’ factor was frequently repeated as the most likely reason for 

the shortage of members of minorities among the senior civil servants. In both research sites the 

interviewees stated that this appears quite logical to them. Apparently, while attempting to 

express the public’s interests and to meet public expectations, the civil service system replaces 

this public with the majority group. However, in terms of the historical background of interethnic 

relations in Russia, it may not mean simply that minority interests are being ignored. It also may 

signify that from the respondent’s point of view, the Russian majority’s interests and 

expectations are similar to those of non-Russians and rarely come into conflict with the latter. 

Perhaps, the tendency towards this point of view on the part of the participants is a consequence 

of the long-living ideology once clearly articulated by Stalin in mid-1930s, being applied 

through decades, and probably not having vanished completely until today.  

 This ideology praised the Russian people openly for its past and present virtues, and its 

role as an ‘elder brother’ in the ‘Soviet family of nations’. That was the period of the 

Sovietisation of the union republics, and this process was to a large extent dependent on the 

increasing number of Russian cadres arriving there in this period (Aasland, 1996). Also, the high 
                                                 
* * The official site of the Saratov regional government is available at: www.saratov.gov.ru
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status of the Russians as ‘first among equals’ (meaning by ‘equals’ all the nationalities of the 

USSR including the Russians) was ‘intended to facilitate the drawing together of nations into 

one Soviet people’ (Chinn and Kaiser, 1996: 74). Hence, the Russians were supposed to express 

the united Soviet people’ interests.  

 Given this explanation, it is not surprising that the opinion of the Russians still are 

considered to be the reference point in those regions where they form a majority.    

 Thus, the first factor, which, as to the civil servants attitudes, provides the explanation of 

the fact of the minority under-representation in the civil service, is the numerical superiority of 

the Russians in the studied regions.  

Non-traditional occupations for minorities  

 It is necessary to note that in the context of the narratives it became clear that the 

experience of working alongside non-Russians was quite different among the civil service 

members in the sample.  

 In most of the cases, when the respondents touched upon the good relations between the 

diverse nationalities in the work place, these references concerned their previous jobs outside the 

civil service system or government institutions. A number of the respondents, for example, came 

into the civil service from the industrial sector, where they held a range of supervisor positions. 

These people were more likely to recall the ‘friendship among the different nationalities’ as a 

fundamental characteristic of the inter-ethnic relations of the Soviet period.  

In many cases, the relations between the different ethnic groups in personal experience, 

as well as the publicly declared norms and values regarding these relations in the times of the 

USSR were seen by the participants as positive, friendly, and encouraging all sorts of 

interactions between the nationalities in the country 

At the same time, in both regions virtually none of the respondents who began their 

professional career in the civil service, the government institutions or in any kind of bureaucratic 

organization in the Soviet past could share some significant experience of working in a 

multicultural environment. Therefore, only rarely someone could recall a minority member in the 

senior civil service. However, if it happened, it usually occurred at a very high level of the 

nomenclature hierarchy. Even nowadays, as the interviews have underlined, minority 

representatives are rather ambitious and set up high expectations as to the posts they are willing 

to occupy.  
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Unspoken, But Clear Taboo  

 

 Interestingly, according to the interviews, the respondents rarely made themselves think 

about the reasons for the lack of non-Russians among some of the professional occupations, 

including senior civil servants positions.  

 In many cases, trying to explain this situation they referred to the ‘concourse of the 

circumstances’. At the same time, in a number of the narratives the existence of a sort of 

‘unofficial, secret instructions’ was mentioned. These instructions were developed by the 

ideologists of the Communist Party and consisted of rather clear guidelines not to give an 

opportunity to the representatives of some nationalities to enter some occupations and senior 

positions, including administrative civil service jobs. In many, many cases the civil servants 

made the point that most often it was not their individual intention to consider non-Russian 

representatives as ‘not suitable’ for appointments within the civil service. Rather, it was an 

‘unofficial’ directive from above aimed at limiting the number of ethnic minority members at 

senior levels. 

  On the basis of the opinions collected from the respondents it can be inferred that the 

‘unspoken’ directives from the top management still exist, suggesting to be very choosy and 

careful in making civil service posts available to ethnic minorities.  

 Therefore, the unofficial and ‘unspoken’ but rather clear directive not to have many 

ethnic minorities in the civil service might be highlighted as an additional reason for the shortage 

of them in this system at present. Although the value of this particular factor nowadays is 

weakening, it still affects the ethnic breakdown of the civil service staff.  

The Reluctance of the Minorities  

One of the most widespread opinions among the interviewees concerned the reluctance 

and unwillingness of minority members themselves to become civil servants. Those were mainly 

the Russian respondents who explained that minority members are not interested in this kind of 

jobs.  

Closely linked to this opinion were those related to the fact that very few minority 

members - almost none - apply for the civil service jobs. In short, a lot of the interviewees said 

that ethnic minorities are not interested in working in the civil service and prefer to be in 

business. However, as the present study has revealed, there is no hard data collected in the 

regional civil service proving the above opinions, as there are no statistics which tell how many 

applicants of different ethic background applied and have been successful or unsuccessful in 

their application and for what reason.  
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 But not all participants would agree with the above point. A number of the respondents in 

both regions declared that some certain ethnic groups and diasporas are rather willing to occupy 

civil service posts. I will elaborate more on this data in the following chapter.  

 

Lack of Vacancies  

The next group of reasons that prevent ethnic minorities from being employed within the 

civil service in the both regions is related to the simple lack of vacancies along with the 

particular difficulty, which arises sometimes in finding someone with very specific qualifications 

needed. 

The practice of the selection of a candidate for the vacancy from existing staff or from 

another department is rather common in the civil service system. If there is no relevant candidate 

from within the system, the opportunity is used to find someone with the needed qualifications 

from the ‘inner circle’ of the friends and colleagues from other organizations. At this stage of the 

selection process a minority member could appear among the candidates, but in most cases just 

theoretically, rather than in practice.  Thus, the so-called ‘word of mouth’ recruitment can 

potentially produce indirect discrimination. In the particular case of the two regions under  

investigation,  the ‘word of mouth’ recruitment means also that the doors into the civil service 

has become  closed for the potential candidates from the minority groups, because the 

information about the vacancy is being spread mainly amongst the Russians who occupy the 

civil service positions already and amongst their friends, who are of the Russian descent for the 

most part as well. 

Among the collected opinions it was  a narrative presented by the respondent from Perm 

provided that merit-based competition helps not to miss talents if they are among ethnic minority 

groups. It is also worth mentioning that the Perm civil servants were on average more likely to 

express opinions similar to the one above than the respondents from Saratov. They underlined 

that the larger the sample of the candidates for the post is, the higher the probability of finding 

the most appropriate candidate is.  

 The Saratov interviewees on average were less optimistic when assessing their chances to 

find the best candidate for a vacancy in the civil service among minority members. At the same 

time they did not entirely reject this possibility.   

As it can be seen, for a great number of respondents the lack of minority representatives 

within the civil service in both regions means just fewer problems to cope with and nothing 

more. The colour-blind or ethnicity-blind approach to the issue is seen as the best solution 
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Reasons of systemic nature 

 Given that ethnicity or nationality very often appears to be one of the main grounds of 

discrimination, I expected my respondents to mention it at least a few times as a factor 

contributing to the shortage of the minority staff in the civil service in the regions. However, the 

vast majority of the interviewees avoided using this term directly. But when being asked directly 

about the existence of discrimination on the grounds of nationality some of them believed that it 

did exist and even gave very specific examples. 

An unfair and non-transparent appointment process is seen as a major reason for 

discrimination within the civil service. The respondents suggested three main appointment 

options available. First, in order to be a successful candidate for the post it is necessary to reveal 

personal loyalty to superiors. The second option involves bribes (or facilitation payment) paid 

for the desired post. The third and the least likely option is that if there is no candidate who 

meets one of the two previous requirements someone will be just picked up accidentally. By 

chance this candidate may be from a national minority group. All three cases may and will 

include discrimination, as respondents underlined. 

 The respondents’ opinions on the lack of a fair and professional appointment policy 

correspond to the results of a nation-wide survey conducted in August 2004 by the Levada-

Center4. Respondents were asked: “How do you think the new appointees to the state bodies are 

being selected now...?”: 

• 30% said that new appointees are being selected according to their professional 

qualities; 

• 17% were undecided; 

• 53% said that new appointees are being selected according to their personal loyalty to 

the President Vladimir Putin (Levada, 2005). 

 Unfortunately, corruption also appears to strongly affect competition and the appointment 

processes within the civil service, as the interviews have revealed. 

Thus, actually for the civil servants sharing power in many cases means –sharing ‘extra 

money’ and ‘extra opportunities’ in allocating resources. My point is that not only the dominant 

Russian group does not want to give up of some authority. It is more likely that its members do 

not want to run a risk of granting power and ‘complementary resources’ to those minority 

                                                 

4 Levada-Center (ex-VCIOM-A) is an independent  non-profit organization Yuriy Levada Analytical  Center, 
headed by Yuriy Levada – the well known Russian sociologist, the founder and the head of the former All-Russian 
Center for Public Opinion and Market Research (VCIOM) and later the founder and the head of VCIOM-A . The 
story behind the creation of VCIOM-A in English can be found at: http://iicas.org/2003en/02_10_an_en.htm
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groups, which are considered to be unreliable, such as Chechens, and some of the minorities 

from the Caucasus, for example.  

Analysis of some narratives also shows that for the most part neither ethnicity nor 

nationality itself presents a problem for the minority members to become a senior civil servant. 

Rather, it is the non-transparent, unfair and very often corrupt system of appointment and 

personnel management as such within the regions. This poor system affects all the nationality 

groups; it affects the whole population. Unfortunately, these problems become more visible 

especially when non-Russian civil servants are involved. The factor of the poor, authoritarian 

administrative system in Russia, which keeps making the vastly hierarchical bureaucracy and a 

power elite the only ruling class of the society, was addressed by the respondents as one of the 

most profound barrier for the inflow of the ethnic minorities into the regional civil service.  

Lack of trust  

 According to the senior civil servants’ views, one more serious reason that prevents 

regional authorities from attracting minority representatives to the civil service is the strong 

belief that the majority of the population is not likely to trust minority leaders in the civil service 

and government.  

After discussing the problem of the administrative system in Russia, it now can be said 

that the above narrative includes several factors that are linked to this problem and which have 

become the reasons for a shortage of ethnic minorities in the regional civil service. One factor is 

a stereotyping with frequent negative connotations of non-Russian nationalities. The other one is 

the low level of trust in the authorities in general.  In addition to these two factors, the so-called 

‘mentality inertia’ inherent to a rather big part of modern Russia’s population still keeps them  

identifying ethnic minority representatives with a sort of ‘alien’, problematic nationalities, who 

need to be distanced from the power structures in Russia. This ‘mentality inertia’ was the 

outcome of the great number of collisions and transformations which virtually all the 

nationalities, especially non-Russian, had undergone during the Soviet times. All these 

transformation made a significant impact on the mental and intellectual capacity of some 

generations to think about the ‘nationality question’ in positive and constructive way (Tishkov, 

1997a: 42-8 ).   

 However, as the respondents themselves have also been exposed to some good examples 

of the minorities’ participation within the civil service most of them assumed that if a transparent 

and fair selection and appointment procedure would have been used, the non-Russian civil 

servants could have enriched the civil service institution in the regions. Since the majority of the 

respondents were not in favour of continuing with the unfair selection process, some of them 

(particularly from the Perm region) were sure that something should be done in order to protect 
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ethnic minority candidates from discrimination, and the role of the heads of the regions is 

fundamental here.  

In summary, it can be inferred that there are a number of factors which the respondents 

from Perm and Saratov have considered to be the main reasons for the lack of the ethnic 

minorities among the senior civil service in the regions in Russia. 

Among them the following might be pointed out as most influential: 

- the Russians’ domination in the regions; 

- the reluctance of the minorities to apply for civil service vacancies; 

- the lack of vacancies in many departments; 

- the ‘unofficial’ taboo regarding minority members within the senior civil service; 

- the lack of trust in minority leaders as a civil servants; 

- the non-transparent and unfair selection and appointment process; 

- the corruption of the administrative system; 

- the traditional ‘non-occupation’ of civil service posts by minorities. 

 These reasons could probably be systematized into certain categories depending on what 

social, administrative, or ideological basis underlies them. I suggest the following categories: 

- the reasons depending on the common values and norms of the respondents rooted in the 

Soviet legacy;  

- the reasons depending on the authoritarian administrative system; 

- the reasons depending on social disparity; 

- the reason depending on the primacy of the ideological purpose of ethnic relations.  

 Thus, these reasons might be considered to be as social, administrative, 

or ideological barriers for the potential adoption of multiculturalism in the Russian civil service. 

In other words, the declared conformity of the civil servants in Russia to the idea of the equality 

of all the nationalities is not supported by a lot of evidence in real life and actually have turned 

out to be an obstacle on the road to a ‘Russian multiculturalism’ in the civil service.  

Does Multiculturalism Fit the Civil Service in Russia? 

One of the main goals of the current study was to find out, based on the empirical data, 

whether the civil servants in the regions in Russia were ready to incorporate multiculturalism 

into the civil service. In order to do that the following approaches have been made . Given that in 

the Russian context the term ‘nationality question’ was used instead of ‘multiculturalism’ and 

that the respondents generally spoke about different nationalities when addressing the ethnic 

diversity of the regions, this goal might be considered in the two following ways. First of all it 

can be suggested that ‘to be ready for multiculturalism in the civil service’ would have meant to 

my respondents something close to – would they welcome the idea to have a diverse civil 
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service, based on the principles of multiculturalism, such as equal opportunity, social inclusion, 

understanding and respect for ethnic diversity. Second, it is possible to  assume that their 

willingness to adopt multiculturalism could also be based on the long-term outcomes, which they 

might have expected from a diverse civil service in the regions. 

Summing up the views and opinions of the Russian civil servants, it is important to  point out 

what the main outcomes would be, from the respondents’ point of view, if the regional civil 

service happened to be ethnically diverse. All in all they show that ethnic diversity and 

multiculturalism with its principles nowadays are not likely to fit the civil service in Russia and 

gain some significant support from the current civil servants. Among the most impressive and 

sometimes rather controversial results of a possible multicultural civil service in Russia are the 

following: 

- the decrease/increase of the public’s trust in the civil service institution and the regional 

government; 

- the increase of negative attitudes and stereotyping towards ethnic minorities; 

- the supposition that minority civil servants will carry out a sort of ‘ethnic expansion’ 

within the civil service and will flood the civil service institution with members of their 

own ethnic groups; 

- the supposition that the interests of the Russian population will be infringed; 

- the supposition that social and ethnic circumstances in the regions will deteriorate;  

- the supposition that uncontrolled lobbying of the explicit and implicit interests of the 

minorities will begin.  

Assessment of the ‘Russian Multiculturalism’ Alternatives  

 and Some Strategies to Action 

One of the fundamental findings of the present study is that at the moment the civil 

service in Russia is not ready to adopt multiculturalism in its norms, practices and values. 

At the same time, this has given us the evidence, that the civil servants in the regions in Russia 

are not satisfied with the principles the appointment process is built on and with the practice of 

exploiting the painful and complicated ‘nationality question’ just as an effective ad-hoc tool in 

the pre-election period.  A deep understanding and great concern upon the lack of the relevant 

ideology and policy which would make all the people regardless of their nationality and ethnicity 

feeling equally valued and recognized within society, has been articulated in the  majority of the 

interviews with the civil servants in the Perm and Saratov regions.  

This finding makes us think that some strategy could be suggested in order to make changes in 

the existing approaches to the solution of the ‘nationality question’ in the civil service and in the 
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Russian society as a whole and therefore to make the adoption of the kind of  the ‘Russian 

multiculturalism more feasible.  

Among the main aims of this strategy, the following positions could be mentioned. First, 

it would seek to prepare the multinational population of the Russian Federation to think about the 

spectrum of the existing nationalities, including the Russian majority, and about the state 

response to ethnic diversity,  in a way quite different from the primordial,  and assimilationist 

approach of ‘soviet internationalism’.  This kind of enlightenment stage of the strategy proposed 

seems to be the most important and time-consuming, as any change in the way of thinking 

usually takes a lot of time and has to be incremental. However, in this particular case of the 

adoption of multiculturalism in the Russian civil service, the process of educating the civil 

servants about ethnic diversity and multiculturalism could not be skipped, as the vacuum in their 

heads and minds on the issue of the ‘nationality question’ resolution within the civil service and 

in Russia as a whole has to be filled up. The fact that the national strategy in the field of inter-

ethnic relations and the nationality policy has been missing in the country since the beginning of 

the 1990s makes it clear that neither federal, nor regional governments have yet tried to create a 

workable policy in order to accommodate ethnic diversity within the civil service system. Thus, 

an enlightenment and education, which is promoting the main principles of  multiculturalism, 

such as social justice, equal opportunity and respect for all the nationalities would be the first 

step of the strategy proposed in democratic Russia. Evidently, it would call for the working out 

of new courses in the universities curricular, which would build diversity awareness among the 

civil servant and develop their professional and personal diversity competence. 

After the first step of the strategy is fulfilled and the attitudes of the civil servants to ethic 

minorities and the ‘nationality question’ is changed in direction to valuing of and respect for 

ethnic diversity, the next step might be taken with regard to the second aim of the strategy 

suggested. This aim assumes that the strategy would seek to adjust the policy of multiculturalism 

to the Russian context,  in order to make it more suitable for the Russian circumstances and more 

functional.  

Even though the data of the study explains that multiculturalism can not be invented 

directly as an option of nationality policy, the same empirical data provides us with the evidence 

that after some corrections  it still may be helpful for initiating and developing the ‘Russian 

multiculturalism’ within the civil service in the regions . Based on the evidence from the present 

research,  it is possible to suggest the introduction of the ‘Russian multiculturalism’ as a policy, 

which will stand for acknowledgment  of variations rather than diversity of cultures. These 

variations are familiar to the current population from the past Soviet times, when they were 

celebrating the friendship and flourishing of the fifteen Soviet republics with their titular 
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nationalities. At first glance, the variations of cultures do not  underline their differences, but 

seek to describe their variety and richness. Second, the belief that all cultural segments merit 

equal value used to be also rather well known even only from the declared soviet ideology of the 

‘united soviet nation’. Hence, the belief that all cultural variations can be presented on the fair 

competitive basis within the regional civil service may also become one of the main points of 

multiculturalism in Russia. Third,  the ‘Russian multiculturalism’ should be seen as open to 

further development and flexible policy, rather than a fixed one, similar to the dogmatic ideal of 

the ‘internationalism’ of the Soviet times. As the pure ideological component is replaced in 

multiculturalism with the business and moral rationale,  therefore, it would arguably work out for 

all  cultural variations presented in the regions – for the Russians, for ethnic minorities residing 

in the regions for a long time, as well as for  newcomers, as economic migrants from the 

republics of the former USSR.  Trying to meet the needs of majority and minority groups alike, 

the ‘Russian multiculturalism’ requires to call for adjustment of the claims and aspirations from 

both ethnic minority and Russian majority. However, all the potential adjustments have to be 

done in conformity with the main principles of multiculturalism.   

Another alteration multiculturalism would arguably undergo to become more relevant for 

the Russian case, would include the change of the main foundation for the principle of social 

inclusion. The generally declared civil rights for all the citizens of Russia regardless of one’s 

nationality and ethnic origin, and the prohibition of the discrimination stated in the Constitution 

of the Russian Federation and in a number of the federal acts, have been widely violated and thus 

could not be considered as the main rationale of the social inclusion of all the nationalities in the 

society’s life in Russia. As the present study has shown, it is more likely that in the case of 

Russia the existence of a number of similar unresolved issues of social and economic nature 

could serve as a basis for social inclusion, because the vast majority of the respondents have seen 

the need to overcome these problems together as the uniting factor for all the nationalities in the 

country.   

One more correction has to be made in order to adjust multiculturalism to the Russian 

context. As the interviews have observed, the civil servants from Russia are not in favour of  

implementing affirmative actions and quotas as the attempts to resolve the ‘nationality question’.  

As the Soviet and the Russian history testifies,  the issue of power sharing and equal 

participation in decision making has always been the main stumbling-block for the more broad  

representation of ethnic minorities within the civil service and the government. Thus, the 

principle of equal opportunity in the Russian context would arguably mean first of all equal 

opportunity for all the nationalities to enter the senior civil service positions and to equally 

participate in decision making.  
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This principle would probably appear to be one of the most controversial for the civil 

servants and hard to agree with. But at the same time, based on the finding of this study, for the 

non-Russian nationalities it would mean not only gaining access to resources. It would also mean 

that if they equally participate in decision making , they would also share the  responsibility for 

the outcomes of the decisions made. From the one hand, according to the conventional wisdom 

the presence of a greater number of the minority representatives would probably make an 

impression that the Russian ruling majority is getting weaker. But if the power sharing and fair 

representation of the minorities in the civil service and in the regional government has been the 

result of social inclusion and a transparent appointment process, based on the principle of equal 

opportunity for all the citizens, then it is more likely that Russians and non-Russians would try to 

find the best solution to the issues they face together without blaming each other for the selfish 

motivation and aggressive lobbying. On the other hand, being fairly appointed, according to the 

professional and educational characteristics, ethnic minority civil servant  would arguably 

strengthen the confidence in the regional government and in the civil service as social and 

political institution.   

 All the alterations to the policy of multiculturalism described above justify the preventive 

nature of the ‘Russian multiculturalism’, which might be based on the modified principles of 

respect for the variations of cultures, equal opportunity and social inclusion.  Therefore, the 

Russian kind of multiculturalism can be recognized as an ‘introductory policy’, aiming to 

prepare civil servants and the population in the region to understand, recognize, value, respect 

and manage the variations of cultures. This policy may be seen as a transition from the 

‘internationalism’ to some new national policy, which has yet to be worked out.  Being a 

proactive, rather than a reactive policy, the ‘Russian multiculturalism’ would serve as the 

mitigating factor in dealing with the sensitive and still scary for the majority of the civil servants 

the ‘nationality question’ in Russia. This proactive character of the ‘Russian multiculturalism’ is 

exactly the specific feature, which makes it different from rather  reactive multiculturalisms from 

abroad.   

 As one more important specific feature of the Russian approach to multiculturalism the 

following aspect has to be mentioned based on the evidence given in the interviews. In order to 

be adopted appropriately as a policy within the civil service,  multiculturalism fist has to be 

stabilized and fixed in the Russian society as its descriptive characteristics, and next  it has to be 

developed and accepted as an ideology and norms to live with. These three different concepts of 

multiculturalism if being  realized one after another would make it possible for the ‘Russian 

multiculturalism’ to appear as a successful and appropriate policy not only within the civil 

service, but within society as a whole. 
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