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Abstract. 

Within the context of the general ethnic and cultural 'revival' of post-Soviet society, this 

thesis is an examination of the Komi ethnic movement that is developing in the autonomous 

Komi Republic of northwest Russia, and specifically of the attempt to build an indigenous 

bilingual Komi elite. While the Soviet ethno-federal hierarchy did provide for some 

development of non-Russian elites, differences between the status of union and autonomous 

republics in this hierarchy were duplicated in policy on ethnic elite formation. As a people 

accorded only autonomous republic status, Komi were marginalised within the Soviet system of 

elite training. Komi did, however, develop cultural elites while the political apparatus remained 

controlled by non-Komi or at best, by those assimilated Komi fundamentally without a 

knowledge of the language. Consequently, the Komi movement was very much unprepared to 

grasp the new political opportunities offered by perestroika and the collapse of the Soviet state 

and since 1991, several issues have been of increasing significance to Komi: language revival, 

educational reform, and most importantly rural renewal, as it is in the villages that the majority 

of the ethnic Komi/ Komi speaking population lives. The lack of an experienced political 

leadership, however, has been a fundamental weakness in the current programme of 'revival'. 

Recognised early on by the ethnic movement, this problem was addressed in 1994 through the 

creation of the Finno-U grian Faculty (FUF) in the local university (Syktyvkar State University), 

which I identify as the intended institutional structure for the development of Komi elites. 

This research explores the strategic and practical debates amongst the emerging post

perestroika Komi leadership, and involves sociological discussion of the issues of rural 

exclusion, elite recruitment, and perceptions of ethnicity, all taking into consideration the actual 

and perceived role of the Komi language in society. I argue that the majority of Komi hold the 

perception that Komi identity is based almost entirely on native language ability and thus, any 

ethnic 'revival' must be directed by an elite able to speak the Komi language. Based upon survey 

materials gained from three consecutive years of FUF stud~nts, positive changes in attitudes and 

perceptions of the language and cultural identity are contrasted to persistent Soviet-era 

prejudices. However, the key programme within FUF aimed at the creation of Komi political 

elites, regional studies, already has been fundamentally transformed into something which I 

demonstrate is not meeting its original objectives. The failure of FUF to bridge the established 

barriers between city and village in the traditional pattern of elite development exposes the 

weakness of the current revival movement - the lack of a common definition of Komi identity. 
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YH.U)I(l,IK TO.[(Marri KOMM H03 HLIJILICL. bl.u)I(l,I.[( arr1,o Y 3rr1,cca ~OH Koyrcrr1,1 (Ile.uop BaHL) .ua 

CLIJIOH roTLip <I>paHCIIC KyrrlIJILI CLILICL, Mhlli Hano LIIIIO.[(iCHLI MeHO KOMII li030 3CKOMHac, II Me 

rraqa Kyra, Mhlli Taifo II B0,[(30 Kyrac LIIIIO,[(HLI MeHO. ATTLO XeJILCIIHKIILICL Ilayrra 
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Note on Transliteration and Terminology. 

The transliteration system used in this thesis is that recommended by the Permanent 

Committee on Geographical Names (1942) proposed by the United States Board on Geographic 

Names (also known as the USBGN 1944 system), except in the following cases: in Russian 

words commonly found in English (i.e. Moscow, not Moskva); in proper names, the Russian 

letter 'e' has been maintained when possible as such for purposes of pronunciation (i.e. as 'yo' ). 

There is no standardised transliteration system for Komi, but with its base in the Russian 

alphabet, only two letters pose problems. The Komi letter 'o' has been reproduced as such, while 

the short Latin 'i' remains as is, and is not differentiated from the more usual 'H' found in both 

Komi and Russian. All translations of Russian text into English are the author's unless noted 

otherwise. 

Pseudonyms for individuals are used throughout the text in italics unless the given person 

was speaking in a public capacity. References that appear in the text beginning with the letters 

'fn' refer to fieldnotes . Thus a reference following a direct quotation i.e. (fn95:3 .20), 

corresponds to 1995 notebook 3, page 20. Likewise, references showing as '#12-24' refers to 

the students questionnaires: anketa 12 page 24. The noun 'Komi' denotes both the singular and 

the plural, and also refers to both the singular and plural adjectival forms of the word. 

Terminology. 

anketa - R -questionnaire 

ASSR - Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic 

CPSU - the Communist Party of the Soviet Union 

detsad - R - kindergarten, pre-school 

FUF - R - Finno-Ugrian Faculty 

glasnost' - R - 'openness ' 

glava - R - 'head', the chief executive of the Komi Republic 

Gossovet - R - the state council 

guberniya - R - province, old tsarist administrative unit 

kolkhoz - R - a collective farm under the Soviets 

Komi kotyr - K - 'Komi family', an ethnic organisation of the late 1980s 
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Komi voytyros sovmodan komitet - K - the Committee for the Revival of the Komi People 

korenizatsiya - R - 'indigenisation' programme of the 1920s 

KRIPPKRNO - republic's institute for improving teacher qualifications, in Syktyvkar 

KVSK - K - the Committee for the Revival of the Komi People 

Minnats - R - the Ministry of Nationality Affairs 

Minobraz - R - ministry of education 

Narkomnats - R - post-revolutionary comittee for nationalities 

Narkompros - R - post-revolutionary committee for culture and enlightenment (education) 

natsional'noye vozrozhdeniye - R - national revival 

nekul'tumyy - R - 'uncultured' 

obispol'kom - R - a provincial executive committee 

obkom/ uyezdkom - R - the provincial/ district-level party committee 

oblast' - R - province 

okrug - R - district at the federal level 

Pedinstitut - R - pedagogical institute 

(ped)tekhnikum - R - (pedagogical) technical or vocational school 

Peduchilishche - R - pedagogical institution 

perestroika - R - 'restructuring' 

pogost - R - fort, fortress, stronghold 

rayon - R - district at the local level 

regionovedeniye - R - regional studies programme at FUF 

RSFSR - Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic 

SGU - R - Syktyvkar State University 

soviet - council 

sovkhoz - R - a state farm under the Soviets 

SSR - so-called 'Union' (Soviet Socialist) Republic 

USSR - Union of Soviet Socialist Republics 

uyezd - R - district, old tsarist administrative unit 

volost' - R - commune, old tsarist administrative unit 

VUZ - Higher Educational Institution 

zemstvo - R - local land councils of the tsarist period 

zyryanizatsiya - R - 'zyryanization', the local indigenisation programme of the 1920s 

* R denotes Russian word, K - a Komi word 
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1. Introduction. 

The national cultural revival should be interpreted as a search by the people ( ethnic group) 
with a foothold in the past for a spurt forward. 
(Mastyugina and Perepelkin, 1996: 119) 

I don't understand: if a ... Communist speaks about the language problem does that mean 
he is a nationalist? 
(M.V. Kuznetsov, quoted in Sanukov, 1996: 663). 

The Committee is doing all that it can. The main task is to try and save the Komi people. 
We must do it as a single nation. Must make it a policy to develop the language. 
(Markov, fn95:8.29) 

1.1 Elite development and Komi. 

This thesis attempts to explain the unfolding ethno-political situation in the semi

autonomous Komi Republic of the Russian North, or more precisely, to try and understand the 

reasons behind the path to cultural renewal chosen by the Komi leadership. The demise of the 

communist systems of Central and Eastern Europe, initiated by a popular rejection of totalitarian 

regimes that had failed to deliver social and economic prosperity, also unleashed repressed 

patriotic and nationalistic emotions that resonated across the world, and particularly in (the former 

regional hegemon) the Soviet Union. Eventually, the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) 

could not escape the fate of its neighbours and this first 'experiment with socialism' was 

dissolved on 31 December 1991. Much of the centrifugal pressure within the Soviet state can be 

linked to ethnic unrest in the fourteen peripheral non-Russian union republics (SSRs - Soviet 

Socialist Republics), where dissatisfaction with a highly centralised system which left local 

people marginalised with little control over their own regional affairs, combined with the 

collapsing economy to produce nationalist political movements that espoused separatist platforms. 

Perhaps surprisingly, these nationalist sentiments were found in segments of the ethnic 

leaderships in the republics, considered by some to be too busy maintaining their own privileges 

to dare disturb the Soviet status qua (Rywkin, 1990: 48; Rutland, 1984: 165). Without the 

support of these elites, later last-ditch attempts to renew the Soviet federation were found to be 

unworkable and the union collapsed. 
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The remaining Russian1 state contained more than 150 nationalities, all struggling to fill 

the vacuum left by the discredited communist party elites with individuals that could best 

personify the increased ethnic awareness, variously expressed in terms of 'national revival' 

(natsional'noye vozrozhdeniye) through to overt nationalism, xenophobia, and separatism, 

products of the political and economic chaos of post-Soviet Russia. Although many nationalities 

could look back upon the 1920s as a period when indigenous elites did exist before being purged 

by Stalin in the years preceding the second world war, by the 1980s very few minority groups 

possessed sufficient numbers of political and bureaucratic elites able to take over a role of 

leadership. Instead cultural figures, the byproduct of Soviet nationality policy in the post-war 

period and often ill-prepared to provide real leadership, faced the challenge of rebuilding these 

elites. Traditionally in the Soviet system, the development of elites had been coordinated by the 

communist party in Moscow. With the discrediting of this system, however, new arenas have 

been found as alternatives. It is the hypothesis of this research that in the Komi Republic, the new 

institutions at the centre of the debate among Komi are the Komi philology and regional studies 

(regionovedeniye) programmes in the newly-created Finno-Ugrian Faculty (FUF) at Syktyvkar 

State University (Syktyvkarskiy Gosudarstvennyy Universitet, hereafter SGU). Against this 

background, this research will examine how Komi, in recognition of a lack of individuals deemed 

sufficiently 'Komi' in the state apparatus of the republic, are attempting to rebuild an indigenous 

elite as part of a general ethnic and cultural revival, augmenting their claimed and newly-found 

status of 'nation' in Russian society. 

1.1 ;a Structure of this work. 

To illustrate the above issues, the following chapters will show the development of the 

Komi elite debate as it has been played out in the educational sphere, in particular in higher 

education. Chapter two sets the scene for the contemporary debate with a review of the ethno

political situation in the republic since the beginning of perestroika. It will provide an overview 

of the main organisations and actors in the Komi movement, as well as the major legislation that 

has addressed the ethnic Komi community. Chapter three will focus on the development of elite 

types, specifically contrasting what are identified as cultural and political elites, then moving 

1 Two separate terms exist that are translated into English as 'Russian' - Russkiy is used in the sense 
of ethnicity, while Rossiyskiy is derived from the name of the political state of Russia. In this context, 
Russian is obviously of the latter. Tishkov (1994a: 446) gives a short, but effective explanation of this 
dichotomy. See also note 4. 
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from a general discussion of elites in historical perspective in the USSR to a mare detailed 

examination of the process in the Komi Republic. Alongside this leadership theme is introduced 

a major theme of the thesis - urban-rural differences in the Komi movement. The topic of 

minority education policy in both Russia and the Komi Republic is to be found in chapter four 

in more detail, building upon the first two themes and bringing to the fore the key theme, that of 

the role and function of the Komi language in society. It is here that two case studies are 

introduced, those of the current situations of two rural schools, which are microcosms of the 

situation at large in the republic. Chapter five analyses more specifically the Komi movement's 

response to the perceived need to create elites, the Finno-Ugrian Faculty at SGU. All three 

themes are scrutinised under the auspices of FUF, aided in part by data which I collected from 

three successive years of surveying the students of regionovedeniye. Finally, chapter six appraises 

the collective results of the FUF strategy within the context of the Komi search for greater 

numbers of members of political elites, and evaluates the chances of the Komi movement using 

this model for its revival. 

1.1.b Methods of Research 

Time and time again over the course of this work I was faced with the question of the 

nature of my project - was this ethnographic research? Ethno-political? Sociological? The 

answer to this is no, and at the same time, yes, to all of the above. Perhaps confusion has arisen 

because of who I and my supervisor are. I began my studies in the now 'infamous' field of 

'sovietology' before going on to complete an additional degree in human geography, followed by 

the current PhD research in 'Polar Studies ' under a social anthropologist2
. Consequently, this 

research has been necessarily interdisciplinary in approach, drawing upon not only the fields listed 

above but many ottJ.ers, and including both qualitative and quantitative data. 

While in the field, my actions were mostly shaped by the methods employed in social 

2 In part, this is also a reflection of the nature of the Scott Polar Research Institute, which has both 
natural and social science research, and is equally focused on both the Arctic and Antarctic regions. 
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anthropology, or 'participant observation' (see, for example, Ellen, 1984). This involved taking 

part in the day-to-day lives of the people around me. However, my work within the Finno-U grian 

Faculty made more use of social science techniques, including written surveying, interviewing, 

and data collection (Blalock, 1970; Hayes and Hedlund eds., 1970. See also section 5.3 .a). 

1.1.c Nature of the fieldwork. 

During the period of my research, I was able to make four separate journeys to the Komi 

Republic: an initial short 'fact-finding' visit in September 1994; the main period of fieldwork for 

six months between January and June 1995; three weeks later on that same year in November

December; and a final visit for the duration of two months in August and September 1996 [see 

Figure 1.1]. The capital Syktyvkar was always my main base of research, giving easy access to 

printed resources and most importantly, to Komi elites themselves. However, numerous visits 

were made to the villages surrounding the capital [see Figure 1.2]: including Aykatyla/ Aykino 

(Rus.), Tydor, and Kozhmudor/ Kozhmudor (Rus.) in Ust'-Vymskiy rayon (district); Vazhkuya/ 

Vazhkur"ya (Rus.) and Nebdin/ Nebdino (Rus.) in Kortkerosskiy rayon; and Kulomdin/ Ust'

Kulom (Rus.) and Ul'yana/ Ul'yanovo (Rus.) in Ust'-Kulomskiy rayon. More far-flung 

destinations included a short visit to the northern settlement of Iz'va/ Izhma (Rus.) and 

surrounding settlements (Sizyab/ Sizyabsk and Bakur), made possible through the National 

Museum of the Komi Republic, and an epic two-day journey through the Russian countryside to 

the Komi-Permyak capital of Kudymkar, with visits to nearby villages, for a period of four days. 

The only significant extended periods outside of Syktyvkar, however, were spent in the villages 

of Nebdin (two weeks on two separate occasions) and Kulomdin (one month). While in the 

republic I was not working in any official capacity and was without official affiliation, though 

desk space was made available to me at the Institute of Language, Literature and History of the 

Komi Science Centre (Kami Nauchnyy Tsentr), a branch of the Russian Academy of Sciences' 

Urals Division, through the assistance of many individuals. 

1.2 Introduction to the Komi Republic. 

The Komi Republic, over a thousand kilometres from Moscow and covering 416.6 

thousand square kilometres in the far north-east of the European part of the Russian Federation, 

has only been opened up in the twentieth century. This can be attributed to its physical 
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geography. It is mainly situated on the low-lying Pechora and Mezen' -Vychegda plains, reaching 

heights only in the east where the Ural mountains separate Europe from Asia and form part of the 

republic's border. Other natural conditions have been unwelcoming to the outside world. 

Leaving a thin band of tundra, covering about 9 per cent of the republic, in the north one soon 

meets the dense taiga. 72.7 per cent of the republic is covered by dense forests, while almost 10 

per cent of the territory is poorly drained swampland (Obedkov, 1995). However, this same 

natural world has also revealed many treasures, as coal, oil, gas and the timber resources 

themselves have all beckoned attention and have contributed to the region's recent development. 

In this section, both the general political and demographic development of the republic are 

examined, situating the region in its environment and providing a sense of place for an ensuing 

discussion of Komi. 

1.2.a The political context. 

The current republic as a political administrative unit was first formulated on 22 August 

1921 as an autonomous oblast' (province) in the Russian Soviet Federated Socialist Republic 

(RSFSR), though the history of the region in the Russian state goes back to the fourteenth century. 

On 5 December 1936 the region was elevated to the status of an Autonomous Soviet Socialist 

Republic (ASSR), this remaining unchanged until 23 November 1990 when the republic declared 

union republic status for itself, a short-lived standing as 1992 saw the adoption of republican 

status in the new Russian Federation. Unlike many other multi-ethnic countries in Western 

Europe, the Soviet state was founded as an ethno-federal state. What Lenin and the Bolsheviks 

created was essentially a hierarchically-based federation of republics and regions, named after the 

numerically dominant ethnic group at the time of formation, who had certain institutionalised 

rights associated with this status. The narried or 'titular' ethnic groups, or those groups with their 

own ethno-territorial entity, could be further differentiated between those on the first level (SSR), 

second level (ASSR), and third level (ethnic oblast' or okrug (region)). Autonomous republics, 

such as the Komi ASSR, legally enjoyed the same rights as the union republics, except for that 

of 'self-determination' - the right to secede from the union. Ethno-federalism as a historical fact 

must be emphasised as most ethnic groups of the new Russian Federation continue to identify 

with these territories that they view as their own3
• As well, the federal arrangement has remained 

3 For a discussion of Soviet (and Russian) ethno-federalism, see Mastyugina and Perepelkin, 1996; 
G.Smith, 1996; Brubaker, 1996: 30-34; Gleason, 1992; Roeder, 1991; Hodnett, 1967. 
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intact, and ethnic identity has been built into the political system, safeguarding this ethnic 

territorial affiliation in Russian society (A. Smith, 1991a: 147-148; Hill, 1989: 24). 

Internally, the Komi republic, which was carved out of three separate guberniyas 

(provinces of the old Tsarist state) - Arkhangel' skaya, Vologodskaya and Permskaya - has been 

through many administrative transformations over the years before settling on its present form in 

1975. Since then, the republic has been divided up into 20 rayons [Figure 1.2], including the 

capital city of Syktyvkar (formerly Ust'-Sysol'sk). Despite having equal status in theory, 16 rural 

rayons in the south and west are in practice dominated by the economically more developed urban 

districts to the north-east (Vorkuta and Iota cities), Ukhta city, and the capital Syktyvkar. This 

de facto urban-rural dichotomy in administrative position dominates much of the republic's 

internal politics, as will be shown in section 3.3. 

1.2.b The demographic context. 

Table 1.1 gives the population growth in the Komi Republic since its formation, indicating 

the dramatic increase in the 1939-1959 period. Yet this growth has not been even. While rural 

Table 1.1 - Population change in the Komi Republic, 1926-1989. 

year 

1926 1939 1959 1970 1979 1989 

total 207 OOO 319 OOO 815 OOO 965 OOO 1 110 OOO 1 251 OOO 
population 

Source: Lynn and Fryer, 1998: 574 

areas started to decline with development over this century, urbanisation in the Komi ASSR was 

faster than in all other parts of the USSR between 1926-1959, leaping from almost nothing to a 

full 41 per cent (Kaiser, 1994: 200-201). As the coal fields were exploited and large-scale 

forestry enterprises put into operation, wave upon wave o~ outside labour migrants came to the 

region, enticed by large salaries (Obedkov, 1992: 17-18). But there were the hidden human 

legions as well - the forced labour camp internees. Already in the early 1920s, the Soviet regime 

was using the Komi region as a place of exile and thousands were sent out to exploit the natural 

resource base (see especially Morozov, 1997). While interned, these unfortunates did not number 

in the censuses but over the years, many thousands were released without the option of returning 

to their homes, and thus took up residence in the region (fn96: 12.40-41 ). The impact of these 
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ex-internees on population statistics was particularly significant after the war. More recently, 

however, the collapse of the Soviet system has had dramatic repercussions across the northern 

regions of the new Russian state, the Komi Republic included. The total population of the 

republic has decreased since 1991, the 1995 total of 1185.3 thousand indicating almost a six per 

cent fall since the 1989 census total of 1250.8 thousand (Goskomstat Rossii/ Goskomstat 

Respubliki Komi, 1996). Initiated both by the removal of administrative barriers to migration -

the end of the internal propusk (residence permit) system - and by the end of the northern bonus 

system, where once northern workers received higher wages than their southern cohorts, a 

significant out-migration of mostly Russian4 industrial workers from the urban areas of the 

republic has ensued (see Lynn and Fryer, 1998). Once again, these demographic figures and 

trends go far to emphasise the distinction between the urban and rural communities, with 

repercussions on the ethnic situation in the republic, as ~ill be shown in the next section. 

1.3 ethnographic sketch of Komi. 

Komi occupy an unusual position in the ethnographic map of north. Their traditional 

identity has shared qualities with that of its majority ethnic Russian neighbours - traditional 

economies based largely on agriculture, a Russian Orthodox religion, and similar material culture 

- and common links with the smaller, nomadic groups to the north and east - the Nenets, Khanty 

and Mansi. These ties to seemingly unconnected peoples have contributed to questions of the 

most suitable manifestation of Komi identity - are they most like a European 'minority' group on 

the one-hand, or a traditional 'indigenous' (korennoy) people on the other? Is it more important 

to be distinguished as an indigenous people of the north, quite distinct from the European Russian 

majority, or should they claim a minority role in the collective identity of Europe5? Much of this 

has been influenced by the ever-changing demographic situation with Komi in the republic, 

which has seen a dramatic shift over the twentieth century. In section 1.5 I show how modern 

Komi identity, in a republic Komi largely in name only, is self-defined through language, yet this 

4 Throughout this paper, in keeping with attitudes held in the non-Russian republics, i:he use of the 
term Russian in reference to individuals has not been used in the strict sense of ethnicity (unless otherwise 
stated). Instead it has been enlarged to apply to ethnic Russians and the other Slavic groups (such as 
Ukrainians and Belarusans) who have, for the most part, assimilated to the dominant 'Soviet' (Russian) 
culture, and also to all non-indigens who use the Russian language in their day-to-day activities, regardless 
of origins. 

5 For a more detailed discussion of the internal Kami debate over the manifestations of identity, 
see Fryer, 1997. 
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has reduced a very complicated concept to its simplest form. The following highlights other 

aspects of Komi identity, as well as gauging the demographic fortunes of the people who lend 

their ethnonyrn to the republic they live in, but no longer dominate. 

1.3.a Who are Komi? 

Komi share a common linguistic bond to the Finno-Ugrian family of peoples, a disparate 

group which includes the likes of Finns, Hungarians and Estonians abroad, while in Russia - Mari, 

Karelians, Udmurts, Moksha and Erzya6, to more distant Siberian peoples such as the Khanty and 

Mansi (see Hajdu, 1975; Vuorela, 1964). The Komi, or Komi-Zyryan language belongs to the 

Permian branch of the language group, which includes the mutually intelligible Komi-Permyak 

immediately to the south, and Udmurt in the Volga Basin. The self-designation Komi is a 

simplified version of komi-mort (komi-person), komi-(k)otyr (komi-family/ people), and komi

voityr (komi-people/ nation), though until the 1917 revolution, Komi were known in Russia and 

abroad as Zyryans. There are still some unanswered questions surrounding the etymology of this 

term, though it has been suggested that it is based on the Khanty/ Mansi word saran or the 

Udmurt sara-kum, these being the names for Komi in these languages (ibid.). While the exact 

origins of Komi are still unclear, a group referred to as Permians inhabited the region of the Kama 

and Vyatka rivers from an early date - it is suggested that the roots of Komi are found here (ibid.). 

However, a popular Komi interpretation traces their origins to the areas farther north that coincide 

with the lands described in the historic legend of Biyarmiya, found in the Scandinavian sagas, 

naming the Biyarmiyans as the forefathers of the Permians7 (see Zhakov, 1994). 

Yet while one speaks of Komi as fitting nicely into the Finno-U grian jigsaw, it must be 

remembered that ~omi culture has been in more intense contact with the Slavic and Samoyedic 

peoples surrounding it. This fact, as well as the northern landscape of often inpenetrable forests 

and swamps, has led to a number of internal differences within the group. As one employee of 

the National Museum impressed upon me, "The Komi are not a unified people" (Miko[, 

fn95:3.14). A number of dialectical divisions have resulted - the Syktyvkar variant, which forms 

the basis of the modem literary language, is felt to be foreign and uncomfortable by some groups 

(fn95:3.21 -25), while the Iz'va dialect, which had come under the influence of the Nenets, forms 

6 Under the Soviets, Moksha and Erzya were collectively referred to as Mordvinians, though in 
recent times these two groups have been emphasising their distinctiveness. 

7 For a look at the important role of mythology in ethnic identity, see Shnirelman, 1996. 
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Figure 1.3 -The Komi landscape. Village of Vazhkuya, May 1995. 

Figure 1.4 - Izhemtsy women at a gathering of the Syktyvkar cultural association 
Iz'vatas, November 1995. 
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an almost separate language. In all, ten distinct dialects are identified8
• Southern Komi engage 

mainly in agriculture learned from Russians while those in the taiga zone continue to hunt and 

fish much as their ancestors have done centuries earlier. In the far north, the Izhemtsy9 were 

successful in developing reindeer husbandry after mixing with the Nenets. The orthodox church 

also came to replace the traditional religion of Komi, containing animistic and shamanistic 

elements, in the fourteenth century. Thus by the twentieth century, Komi identity was in fact a 

hybrid of traditional culture with influences of the peoples around them, which, as I will show, 

increasingly became dependent on language to give it its defining character. 

1.3.b The changing demographic fortunes of Komi. 

By the last full Soviet census, Komi numbered 344.5 thousand, an increase of 7. 7 per cent 

over the 1979 census figure of 320 thousand. Of this number, a full 87 per cent of all Komi were 

found in the Komi republic. Other pockets of Komi are found across the Ural mountains in north

western Tyumen' oblast', in the adjacent Nenets autonomous okrug, and on the Kola Peninsula, 

though these groups are not a concern of this research. A number of demographic trends have 

become evident among Komi of the republic (see Table 1.2). Throughout Soviet censuses, the 

Table 1.2 - The Changing Ethno-Demographic Situation of Komi in the Komi ASSR during 
the Soviet Period. 

1926 1939 1959 1970 1979 1989 

Komi (000s) 195.4 245.4 276.2 280.8 291.5 
n/a 

Komi as% 
of the 92.0 30.1 28.6 25.3 23.3 
rep.' s total 
population (6.6) (48.6) (53.1) (56.7) (57.7) 
(% Russian) 

Sources: Lynn and Fryer, 1998: 574; Goskomstat Respubliki Komi, 1995:22. 

numbers of Komi have steadily increased, from 195.4 thousand in 1926, reaching the 1989 level 

of 291.5 thousand (Komi Respublikanskoye Upravleniye Statistiki, 1991). From 1959 to 1989, 

8 This does not include Komi-Permyak. See section 1.3.c. 

9 Komi of the Izhma and Pechora regions speaking the Iz'va dialect. For more on the Izhemtsy, 
see Teryukov, 1994. 
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urbanisation of Komi was at an annual rate of 0.7 per cent/ year, while the ASSR itself urbanised 

at a rate of 0.9 per cent/ year, indicating that though Komi were participating in this process, non

Komi were contributing to urbanisation at a greater rate (Kaiser, 1994: 207). However, two 

phenomena in particular have had a decisive influence on the current demographic situation 

among Komi which I shall identify as assimilation and re-identification. 

The assimilationist trend began to show itself back in the 1930s, suggesting links to the 

Soviet industrialisation policies of the time. As mentioned above, the republic underwent major 

development - exploration of the region's mineral wealth, uncovering large and high quality coal 

deposits in the Pechora river basin, initiated a phase of increasing Russian influence as the Komi 

ASSR became the destination for waves of Russian and other migrant workers involved in the 

construction of the Northern Pechora Railway Line that would extend to the coal, forestry, and 

later the oil and gas industries - to say nothing of the largest concentration of forced labour 

settlements in the USSR. Within their republic the indigenous Komi population became 

increasingly outnumbered and marginalised. From a high in the 1926 census when Komi 

comprised 92.2 per cent of the total population of 207,000 of the Komi autonomous oblast', 

making it by far the most ethnically homogenous of all the national units of the RSFSR, the ethnic 

Komi percentage of the republican population dropped dramatically by the 1959 census to 30.1 

per cent, a direct result of the republic's economic development. Unofficial KGB (Komitet 

gosudarstvennoy bezopasnosti, the state secret security organisation) files indicate that ethnic 

Komi had dwindled in number to 40 per cent of the republic's total population as early as 1932, 

a direct result of the numbers of labour camp prisoners (Dobronozhenko, fn94: 1.51; fn95 :3a. l-2). 

It is not surprising that the cohesiveness of the Komi community began to weaken. 

Lallukka estimates that the proportional net assimilation rate for all Komi under the age of 38 

over this time was at 7 .3 per cent, with the greatest assimilation occurring in the 9-18 age groups 

(1995a: 89). This is in contrast to most other ethnic groups in the autonomous republics, which 

benefitted from urban indigenisation and de-Russification (Kaiser, 1994: 209). Most Komi lived 

in isolated agricultural settlements and were not benefitting from the economic expansion of the 

republic. Those that did attempt to integrate into the new Soviet society were quickly assimilated 

by the Russian-speaking urban majority. One of the major processes contibuting to this was inter

ethnic marriage. Komi have one of the highest rates of exogamy among the peoples of Russia, 

with estimates that up to 31 per cent of marriages were mixed (Nesterova, fn95:8.3 l). The effect 

of this process of assimilation, coupled with decreasing birth rates, further weakened the position 

of Komi to 23.3 per cent of the republic's total population by the last census in 1989. Even 
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among those officially registered as Komi in their passports, many have stated that they have no 

links with their ethnic group: 12.7 per cent of urban Komi and 5.5 per cent of rural Komi 

(Shabayev and Zherebtsov, 1994: 3). 

One indicator of this process of assimilation is language use. From the 1926 census which 

indicated almost 100 per cent Komi langu~ge use for Komi, the numbers abandoning the 

language in favour of Russian has steadily increased. The numbers of minorities in the USSR 

claiming their titular language as their mother tongue has rapidly been dropping in the post-war 

era, however this has been happening at a remarkable rate among Komi. Table 1.3 shows that 

while almost 90 per cent of Komi claimed Komi as their first language in the 1959 census, by 

1989 this had dropped to 70.4 per cent, a fall of 18.9 per cent. In comparison with the combined 

and averaged totals of minorities in the autonomous republics (ASSRs) and union republics 

(SSRs, excluding the RSFSR itself), which have seen declines of only 4.1 and 1.6 per cent 

respectively, the situation among Komi in their republic stands out as striking'. Table 1.4 shows 

a similar situation for general language retention. Here Kaiser has combined and averaged the 

percentage of minority respondents who claimed a general knowledge of their titular languages. 

While over 90 per cent of the minorities of the combined ethnic units claimed to retain their 

Table 1.3 - Non-Russian languages as mother tongue among the minorities within their ethnic 
units of the USSR, 1959-1989 (in per cent). 

1959 1970 1979 1989 change 

Komi 89.3 82.7 76.2 70.4 -18.9 

ASSRs 91.6 90.4 88.3 86.1 -5.5 

SSRs 95.6 95.4 94.4 93 .9 -1.7 

Source: Kaiser, 1994: 267-268 

Table 1.4 - Non-Russian language retention among the minorities within their ethnic units 
of the USSR, 1959-1989 (in per cent). 

1959 1970 1979 1989 change 

Komi 93.8 86.7 80.0 74.4 -19.4 

ASSRs 95.4 94.5 92.9 91.3 -4.1 

SSRs 98.2 97.9 97.1 96.6 -1.6 

Source: Kaiser, 1994: 274-275 
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native languages throughout the 30 year period ( 1959-1989), among Komi within the republic 

this dropped from 93 .8 per cent to less than 75 per cent over the same time period. So while 

levels of titular language retention in the autonomous republics dropped by only 4.1 per cent and 

in the union republics by only 1.6 per cent, the knowledge of Komi among Komi decreased by 

19.4 per cent. 

This decrease in Komi as the native language suggests that more and more Komi were 

adopting the Russian language as their mother tongue, something clearly demonstrated in Table 

1.5, and which examines urban and rural language use separately. By 1989 41.8 per cent of 

urban Komi of the Komi ASSR claimed Russian as their native tongue, while the rural figure was 

11.4 per cent10
. Over the 30 year time period, this amounted to a 26.2 per cent increase for urban 

Table 1.5 - The increase of Russian as a native language for non-Russians in the ethnic units, 
1959-1989 (in per cent). 

urban rural 

1959 1970 1979 1989 change 1959 1970 1979 1989 change 

Komi 15.6 29.8 36.5 41.8 26.2 2.9 5.2 8.1 11.4 8.5 
ASSR 

all 8.7 9.9 11.0 12.6 3.9 1.2 1.7 2.3 3.6 2.4 
ASSRs 

all 4.5 4.8 5.7 5.4 0.9 0.4 0.4 0.5 0.7 0.3 
SSRs 

Source: Kaiser, 1994: 277-278 

Komi and 8.5 per cent for rural Komi. The figures for the combined ASSRs and SSRs 

respectively were 3.9 and 0.9 per cent for non-Russian urban dwellers, and 2.4 and 0.3 per cent 

for rural dwellers. Table 1.6 supports the above statistics through figures on fluency in Russian 

as a second language. All minorities over the 30 year period experienced increases in numbers 

of individuals learning Russian as a second language - in Soviet terminology, a 'second native 

language' (see Isayev, 1977: 351). However, Komi actually indicated a decline in the 1979-1989 

inter-census period. This can indicate that more Komi were assimilating and claiming Russian 

as their first language. These discrepancies between the Komi figures and the figures for the 

10 Shabayev and Zherebtsov (1994: 2) claim that only 31.0 per cent of urban Komi named Russian 
as their mother tongue, while 11 . 0 per cent of rural Komi do the same. Importantly, what the authors do 
emphasise is that in both areas, those Komi who indicate Komi language are rarely able to read or write in 
their claimed 'mother tongue' . 
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Komi 

ASSRs 

SSRs 

Table 1.6 - Fluency in Russian as a second language among the minorities 
in their ethnic units, 1959-1989 (in per cent). 

1970 1979 1989 change 1970- change 1979-
79 89 

64.7 66.9 65.3 2.2 -1.6 

58.6 69.8 70.4 11.2 0.6 

29.0 40.4 42.7 11.4 2.3 

Kaiser, 1994: 291-292 

other minorities in their respective units is startling, especially for urban inhabitants. If one 

considers that Komi has not been taught in urban ·schools since the 1960s, one must conclude that 

most Komi who considered Komi as their mother tongue in 1989 were 30 years or older. 

Shabayev and Zherebtsov (1994: 2) cite that 51 per cent of second and third generation Komi in 

the cities have been linguistically assimilated, a potential indication of the degree of identity loss 

among Komi during the Soviet period and a reason for the increased symbolic importance of 

language in the modem Komi ethnic revival. This issue of urban and rural Komi language use 

will become evident in sections 3.3, 4.2, 4.3, and 5.4. 

The de-population of the north stemming from the collapse of the Soviet system has also 

had a further impact on the republic 's ethno-demographic character. While the total population 

of the republic has decreased since 1991, the data from the 1994 Russian micro-census raises a 

question - that of ethnic re-identification in post-Soviet Russia. Soon after the collapse of Soviet 

power, predictions were being made that with the backlash against the now-defunct Soviet 

Russification policies, millions of Russian citizens of mixed parentage who had at previous 

censuses reported themselves as ethnic Russians, would change their ethnic affiliation in the next 

census. This would be particularly evident in the republics where people would be more willing 

to re-identify themselves as members of the titular ethnic groups alongside new laws raising the 

status and 'prestige' of these groups and vernacular languages (Drobizheva, 1994). It appears that 

this has indeed been the case within the Komi Republic - the Komi share of the total population 

has increased by 3 per cent, reported to be 26.3 per cent11 (Goskomstat Rossii, 1995), something 

that the current Komi minister of nationality affairs said was a direct result of this re-

11 Within official Kami government circles, this figure has been quoted as high as 26.6 per cent (Goskomstat 
Respubliki Komi 1995: 19). The above is based upon the official Russian Federation's statistics (Goskomstat 
Rossii · 1995: 30). 
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identification (Konyukhov, fn95:4.9-10). In the ethnic Komi leadership, increased growth in the 

numbers of Komi in the republic is also attributed to increasing numbers of children from mixed 

marriages selecting Komi over Russian, as well as Komi returning from the former Soviet 

republics - it was believed that 1,400 had returned by 1995 (Markov, 1995: 5). In terms of 

language too, the perceived increased prestige has been indicated by the percentage of Komi who 

considered the Komi language to be native (rodnoy) - since the 1926 census, when almost 100 

per cent used the vernacular as their first language, Komi have increasingly been abandoning the 

language in favour of Russian. By the 1979 census a full 20 per cent of Komi in the ASSR 

reported Russian as their first language, most of whom had no command of the vernacular, this 

increasing to 25.6 per cent in 1989. However the micro-census has shown that the trend has been 

arrested, with a marginal increase to 26.4 per cent. 

1.3.c The Komi-Permyak question. 

When the term 'Komi' is used throughout this thesis it is solely in reference to Komi

Zyryans of the Komi Republic. Notwithstanding this, some mention must be made about Komi

Permyaks (Komi-Permyaki), as there remains some question over the relationship between the 

two groups, treated as separate ethnic identities by the Soviets both in the literature and in census 

data after the second world war. Though this classification continues under the new Russian 

state, one should be aware that modem Komi political discourse tends to consider the two groups 

as one Komi nation, a view that I also personally share. Western scholars view the distinction 

between Komi and Komi-Permyaks as artificial and certainly, both groups tend to think of 

themselves as a single people and have identical self-designations. In spite of some dialectical 

differences, a single Komi language (komi kyv) is spoken and neither of the two groups have any 

difficulties understanding each other (Butyreva, fn94: 1.34). Yet distinction exists between the 

two groups, if for no other reason than a Komi-Permyak autonomous okrug has been under 

separate administrative jurisdiction in nearby Perm' oblast' since 1925. 

Here as in other regions across the new Soviet state, 'the early 1920s were a time of great 

cultural freedom and experimentation in the region though this was dwarfed by the political 

battles that were fought over the control of the okrug, when Zyryans and Permyaks made a bid 

as early as in 1918 to unite in a single Komi autonomous unit - the so-called 'Komi-Permyak 
--

Question' (see Kuzivanova, Popov and Smetanin, 1996; Kon'shin and Smetanin I991). It is 

widely believed that central authorities in Moscow opposed this move as a response to the 
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growing assertiveness of the Komi party - not only did U st' -Sysol ' sk have claims on the Perm yak 

region, but it was also demanding parts of Arkhangel'sk and Vyatka guberniyas (including a 

sizeable tract of Barents Sea coastline) that were clearly not Komi-inhabited areas. The territorial 

boundaries of the resulting okrug soon came to have real ethnic meaning and a nationality was 

born. 

Despite early hopes that the existence of their own autonomous region would encourage 

Permyak cultural and economic development, in fact it has had the exact opposite. The lower 

status of the Komi-Permyak okrug, combined with economic stagnation, has resulted in a serious 

cultural decline and identity crisis for the Permyaks (see especially Lallukka, 1995a, 1995b; 

Sabaev, Lallukka and Derjabin, 1994). The present political situation echoes this crisis, as Komi

Zyryans exhibit a certain self-assuredness in their leadership of united ethnic organisations, 

speaking on behalf of the Permyaks in international organisations. The republic has been 

extremely active in the affairs of the autonomous okrug, the Ministries of Nationality Affairs and 

Education both supplying advice, support and materials to the local administration (Butyreva, 

fn94: 1.34), while branches of Komi-Zyryan organisations and institutions have been established 

in Kudymkar. Once again the question of 'unification ' has appeared - in a letter to the newspaper 

Krasnoye Znamya one reader proposed that the two Komi territories join and form a union 

republic (lz"yurova, 1989: 3), while the nationalist Komi party, Dor"yam As'nymos, is agitating 

for the issue to be reopened and be put to a referendum. Opposition to unification comes from 

two fronts : elements within the Komi republic state apparatus who are afraid of upsetting the 

ethnic 'balance of power' in the republic, as well as the federal government in Moscow, which 

remains opposed to border changes within and between constituent units of the federation. 

Clearly, the 'Komi-Permyak Question' has greater ramifications for the entire Komi revival and 

the leadership, and resolution of the issue is not likely in the near future, though a discussion of 

this is beyond the parametres of this research. 

1.4 Defining elites. 

A main focus of this thesis is the development of a Komi 'elite' . What then do we mean 

by the term elite? In this section notions of elites shall be discussed, contrasting both the West 

European and Soviet views, and with special emphasis on the elite's role in forming and 

maintaining ethnic identity. In the original understanding of the word, elite was part of the social 

stratification of society, synonymous with a ruling class which could only be entered through 
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familial- or kinship-based relations. Elites were also unhindered by the confines of the 

institutional structure of the state, giving it an undemocratic element (Hansen and Parrish, 1983: 

266; Pareto, 1968: 59-64; Mosca, 1939: Ch.2). However, the above could not adequately 

describe variations in elite types, nor explain competition between elites and their overlapping 

nature, making a universal definition of elites difficult (Rigby, 1990: 13; Marcus, 1983a: 18-19). 

1.4.a What are elites? 

On the simplist level, an elite can be described as a collective of individuals which 

possesses control or authority over a resource or social group (Lane, 1988: 4). In other words, 

this can be defined as a group with power - be that political, economic, or social. Power is a 

definable social relationship which gives elites the means to affect their immediate environment, 

to effect change within a given functioning framework. Elites can take a number of forms. Lane 

identifies pluralistic elites, where disparate groups of people share dispersed power based upon 

trust and reciprocity, in opposition to monolithic power elites, which are self-contained and 

perpetuating (1988: 4). Elites can act both to distribute the resources within their power to their 

constituencies or to maintain these resources or 'privileges' for themselves. Elites can also 

provide a 'moral principle' for society to follow. Elites can achieve this only if they are perceived 

as holding legitimate power - legitimacy attained through institutional arrangement, such as 

popular election and confirmed through the fulfilment of their function of distribution and role 
,:, 

. , 

model, or by foreordained appointment, such as prescribed within ruling classes. All of this gives 

rise to the perception of elites as an exclusive body, acting to maintain their privilege, and most 

commonly defined by shared characteristics - class, kinship, occupation, educational background, 

or ethnicity, for instance - and dominating an institutional order or hierarchy (Rigby, 1990; 

Hansen and Parrish, 1983; Marcus, 1983a; 1983b). 

But is this true? Do elites dominate the institutional orders, or phrased differently, are 

they autonomous from or above their social environments? Or are elites institutionalised, 

meaning that they exist and are formed as a direct consequence of the institutions that require 

them? Do elites control the institutions or are they the product of these institutions? This 

question continues to dominate discussions about the nature of elites. Hansen and Parrish (1983: 

257, 270) feel that when Mosca and Pareto were writing about e!ites, that they felt elites were 

organised by familial or personal network ties in opposition to formal institutional arrangements. 

However this view has given way as the meaning of elite has come into a wider usage to identify 
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many impersonal institutions in capitalist societies, including the state, bureaucracy, or the 

economy (Marcus, 1983a: 8), eroding the effectiveness of close personal connections in all but 

the most parochial micro-settings (Marcus, 1983b: 44). Lane contrasts elites from classes 

insomuch as: "classes are social entities which have an awareness (or consciousness) of their 

distinctive interests vis a vis other classes; they are oppositional rather than hierarchical; they are 

exploitative and privileged rather than stratified and unequal; they are dominant and illegitimate 

rather than authoritative" (1988: 3). As well, the meaning of elite has grown from the very 

narrow association with governing power to include leadership in other areas - political elites, 

bureaucratic elites, economic elites, cultural elites are all functioning in society. Rigby includes 

those individuals who, though not directly in the political field, manifest sufficient authority 

through their activities to be viewed as such by both themselves and society at large (1990: 13-

14). 

1.4.b Soviet versus 'Western' notions of elites. 

A number of factors stemming from the Soviet socio-political and economic system 

resulted in several fundamental peculiarities distancing Soviet understandings of elites from the 

understood models of the 'West', and which have had a residual and lasting effect on the nature 

and understanding of contemporary post-Soviet elites. At the heart of the divergence lays the 

question of class. In a de jure classless society, a ruling class as in Mosca simply did not exist 

in the Soviet Union. In theory at least, the Soviet state was a workers' state ruled by the workers 

themselves, without the class antagonisms of the capitalist 'West'. Elites were not conceived to 

represent the top rung of a hierarchy in Soviet society and did not draw their power from 

economic resources directly, but through their political control of the distribution system of 

resources (Lane, 1988; Hansen and Parrish, 1983: 262; Mosca, 1939: 58; 143). The formulation 

and reproduction of elites in a Soviet-style system also differed from their Western counterparts 

in that they relied on nomenklatura (nomenclature) which did not always reward the best and the 

brightest with promotion, but rather those shown to be the most loyal. A lasting legacy of the 

Soviet treatment of the issue of the ruling elites is that for many, elites are negatively associated 

with 'parasitism' - corruption and ineptitude that was expounded by Marxist dialectics, and given 

meaning through the denunciations of the party elites in the latter stages of the Soviet state (Lane, 

1988: 7). 

This separation of elites from classes can also be attributed to another major difference 
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between Western and Soviet conceptualisations of elites - the institutionalisation of elites within 
the Soviet state. As conceptualised by the Soviets, there were no autonomous centres, but instead 
a single elite effectively with all-encompassing power institutionalised in the state through a one
party system (Lane, 1988: 8). With the reform campaigns of the late 1980s which attempted to 
expose and eliminate corruption in the unified central elite, the Soviet system fragmented into 
party, government, and organisational layers of elites (Urban, 1988: 127). This eventually led to 
moves by segments of the Soviet elites in the regions to vocalise aspirations to gain control of 
local resources (Mastyugina and Perepelkin, 1996: ix), culminating in the self-destruction of the 
state - brought down by its own elites. However, post-Soviet Russia has been left with a powerful 
legacy of the Soviet system. As Lane noted in 1988, Soviet-type societies ensured " ... the primacy 
of the political state over the whole of societal life; society is an annexe to the omnipotent 
political state rather than a relatively independent entity" (1988: 9), an observation that continues 
to hold relevancy in contemporary society. Elites have been given more power by a society 
conditioned to unquestioning obedience to their leaders, which would find it unusual to not have 
strong powerful elites. 

Despite a theoretically single united Soviet elite, several distinct types of elites with 
distinct roles in society, ostensibly maintained for ideological reasons, in fact appeared within the 
Soviet leadership. Besides the regional political and economic elites mentioned above, there 
existed (and remain) two very important types of elites - bureaucratic and cultural. Marxist 
philosophy always distinguished between the 'productive' and 'non-productive' segments of the 
economy and workforce, which was basically a classification between primary industrial/ 
agricultural work and tertiary, or 'white-collar' pursuits - services and administration. Thus 
already those professions included in this latter group had an extra connection to the governing 
elites, separated from the masses of society through their type of work. It is not usual in the 
western context to consider the bureaucracy as an elite group. Pareto and Mosca certainly did not, 
as they considered bureaucracies to be controlled by elites, though later writers did acknowledge 
that the divisions between the elites and bureaucracies were becoming less distinct (see Nove in 
Lane, 1988: 10; Lane, 1988: 4-5; Hansen and Parrish, 1983: 261). However, as a collective, th~ 
Soviet bureaucracy, more commonly referred to as cadres, did act in concert to dominate society 
politically both through its institutionalised power as part of the state and/ or party apparatus, and 
through its control of the mechanisms of the distribution of resources (Merridale, 1988: 237; 
Connor, 1984, 277-300; Feher, Heller, and Markus, 1983: 45). Stalin is quoted by Rigby as 
saying that the "cadres decide everything" (1990: 1), and this perception remains in post-Soviet 
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society, justifying the use of the term 'bureaucratic elites' . 

As education rates in the Soviet Union increased, the rise in white-collar workers followed 
at the expense of manual labourers, and in the intercensus period between 1979-1989 was 
reported as growing from 24.1 per cent to 27 .0 per cent. Within this group, a large increase came 
in the group known as 'mental workers' - these individuals who comprised almost half of the 
non-productive workforce and who were involved in the arts, education, culture, and science -
the cultural elites (Mastyugina and Perepelkin, 1996: 105-106). The birth of this form of elite can 
be traced back in Western Europe to when during the period of 'Enlightenment', a new group of 
secular intellectuals were created who believed that they were there to generate new ideas and 
shape society and culture independently of the church and monarch (Schopflin, 1996: 7). Again, 
though classical elite theorists such as Pareto and Mosca did not recognise non-governing groups 
as 'elites' and de-emphasised the cultural substance of elites (Hansen and Parrish, 1983: 262; 
Marcus, 1983a: 14), Soviet ideology made prominent use of these cultural figures to socialise the 
population to the socialist message. In later years cultural elites became the collective 
consciousness of the Soviet population, addressing social issues such as the environment and war 
which the individual was still unable to articulate with impunity, thus reinforcing their elite role 
in the eyes of many (see section 3.2.b). 

1.4.c Ethnic elites. 

A very important sub-set of elites can be identified as ethnic elites, or simply those 
individuals who fall into the above categories of political, economic, bureaucratic, or cultural 
leaders who are perceived as representing a minority culture. This culture may be manifested 
through a common religion, skill, or language, and section 1.5 goes into this in more detail. One 
contemporary sociologist defines the current understanding of ethnic elites in Russia as" ... the 
part of the ethnos, which most strongly feels its [the ethnic group's] problems (cultural, social, 
economic and political)" (Il'in, 1995: 15). Section 3.1.a focuses specifically on the role of ethnic 
elites in the Soviet Union, but in general, ethnic elites have had very specific functions in society, 
from the early days of 'national awakening' beginning in the mid-nineteenth century (Kaiser, 
1994 ), to contemporary movements that challenge post-colonial and monocultural state structures 
(see Sissons, 1993). 

The importance of ethnic elites must not be discounted - with access to political authority, 
ethnic elites are more likely to assert that their national identity itself should be a decisive factor 

22 



in determining the allocation of resources (Kaiser, 1994: 197), though it is in cultural roles that 

ethnic elites - educators, artists, writers - have the greatest impact on minority groups. Elites play 

crucial roles in consolidating and forming ethnic identity (Shnirelman, 1996; Gellner, 1983) 

conveying messages in identity-defining terms such as nation, ethnicity, national, and others 

which are all-encompassing. These messages of identity are made stronger when expressed in 

the native language: 

The central activity of intellectuals is their use and control of language and in Central and 
Eastern Europe they acquired a near-monopoly. They were directly involved not merely 
in interpretation and evaluation, but through their formulation of new national languages 
and the reformulation of the national community, they gained access to authority and 
prestige without parallel. 
(Schopflin, 1996: 7) 

It will be shown that for Komi, this is very much the case and continues to be the message being 

sent out to the population, as even the ethnic Komi leadership maintains that the "language's 

principal pillar, of course, has been the national cadres" (Markov, 1995: 6). While it may be 

argued that these activities have been mainly undertaken by a few nationalistic-orientated 

members of the intelligentsia, it must be remembered that these are the same people who are 

writing in the press, developing school curricula and textbooks, formulating popular 

ethnographies and thus exerting a substantial ideological impact on the populace at large 

(Shnirelman, 1996: 4). 

1.5 Ethnic identity - the ties that bind. 

Too often, especially in the former Soviet Union, ethnic identity has been treated as a 

temporary state on its way to being superseded by assimilation. The political and moral 

challenges mounted against the Soviet state by the minorities in the late 1980s and indeed, the 

current ethno-political situation in the new Russian state seem to prove the contrary. But 

questions of ethnic identity, or ethnicity, are not particular to this part of the world, but are a 

global phenomenon that has gained new salience in the recent past. In this section, ethnic identity 

is explored as a concept - both theoretically and, most importantly, through popular perceptions. 

The two definitions, though not identical, are interdependent because, as Friedman notes, "self

definition does not occur in a vacuum, but in a world already defined" (1992: 837). From this, 

one aspect of ethnic identity is highlighted - the role of language as a key ethnic marker in the 

contemporary situation in post-Soviet Russia. This focus on language has its roots within 

23 



Stalinist nationality policy, which established 'objective' characteristics such as language as 

crucial, a legacy that is explored at the end of section 1.5.b. This section closes by 

contextualising the current ethnic revival in Russia as the search for these markers as a sign of 

ethnic authenticity among the country's minorities. 

1.5.a Who are we? Concepts of ethnic identity. 

A precise definition of ethnic identity, or ethnicity, is difficult to pin down as no objective 

tests exist that set out universal characteristics or ethnic markers - identity can be based on any 

number of different markers, each with their own meaning in different societies (see Hechter and 

Levi, 1979: 262). For the purposes of this research, ethnic identity as a concept is defined by 

those distinct characteristics or markers, be they cultural, religious, racial, historical or other, and 

either implicit or explicit, that are meaningful to individuals in defining membership in, and by 

creating internal cohesion through structured systems of moral regulation in, a larger collective. 

Over the years many have debated the nature of ethnic groups: whether they have existed from 

time immemorial, or are a modem phenomenon constructed and manipulated by elites through 

self-interest. This so-called 'primordialist-instrumentalist' debate, often championed by Anthony 

Smith for the primordialists and Ernest Gellner or Benedict Anderson for the instrumentalists, 

is not of concern here. If one follows Brass (1991), then the primordialist and instrumentalist 

traditions can be reconciled by acknowledging that ethnic groups differ in the strength and 

richness of their cultural traditions, institutions and social structure (see also Kaiser, 1994: 6). 

Leaders of ethnic communities certainly select from traditional cultures aspects which they 

believe will serve to define, unite and promote the collective. However, the degree to which the 

resulting society is 'created' depends on the individual case. Above all else, it is essential to bear 

in mind that whatever history ethnic groups may have, it is perceptions of ethnic identity that are 

the prime concern in this research as they have the most bearing on the contemporary situation. 

At the same time, the difference between ethnic group, on the one hand, and nation on the 

other, must be reconciled. A popular definition of nation bqsed on Anthony Smith (1989: 340) 

identifies a named human population of a shared history and culture, with a common territory, 

common myths and historical memories, a common economy and common legal rights and duties 

for all members. However I will subscribe to Brass' view that a nation is simply a particular type 

of ethnic community that has been politicised, with recognised group rights in the political 

system. Surely confusion between the two terms originates in the erroneous use of the term 
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nation as synonymous to the state. Naturally, differences do exist. Most importantly, as Connor 

and others suggest, is that nations differ from ethnic groups because they do not only have the 

ability to differentiate between those who are and are not members, but also recognise their 

belonging to a common identity, that of the nation (A. Smith, 1991b: 360; Hobsbawm, 1990: 8; 

Gellner, 1983: 7; Armstrong, 1982: 5-7; Connor, 1978: 388; Seton-Watson, 1977: 5). In fact 

Fredrik Barth focuses, in his Ethnic Groups and Boundaries (1969) which is revisited by John 

Armstrong in Nations before Nationalism (1982), on these perceived ethnic boundaries separating 

one group from the next, essentially allowing for ethnic change and shift within group boundaries 

while not compromising overall collective identity. Some would have, as Walker Connor (1978) 

notes of the American tradition, that a sense of ethnic identity comes from a common cultural 

tradition which exists within a larger society, thus making it synonymous with m~nority group 

identity. Yet this seems to ignore the fact that large or majority communities and societies - the 

'nations' of this world - also have an ethnic identity. Both the Soviet, now Russian, state 

recognised Komi as a nation, which was the basis for the creation of the autonomous republic. 

However, to avoid a potential source of misunderstanding, I will use the term ethnic identity 

throughout the following. 

1.5.b The link between identity and language. 

What are we doing about the language? It is the soul of the people. 
(delegate to the Fourth Congress of the Komi People, fn95:8 . l 1) 

Despite all the theoretical wrangling among scholars over what defines ethnic group 

identity, among the ethnic groups and nations themselves there is less uncertainty. As outlined 

in the previous section, each group may distinguish itself or be distinguished by different 

characteristics - Shnirelman explores historical memory among Tatars and Chuvash of Russia 

(1 996); Cauthen (1998), Cviic (1996), and Rywkin (1982) - religion for Afrikaners, Serbs and 

'Soviet' Central Asians respectively; while still others, such as Kachins of the highland areas of 

Burma (Leach, 1964) or Inuit of Greenland (Nuttall, 1994 ), use occupation. However, as evident 

from the above quotation by a Komi, the relationship between ethnic identity and language is 

more often perceived as strong, if not fundamental. This link has its roots in the German 

romantic movement of the late eighteenth century, driven by such writers and thinkers as Herder, 

Von Humboldt and Fichte (see Edwards, 1985: Ch.2; Breuilly, 1982; Kedourie, 1960), who tied 

ethnic community survival to a vernacular language. Protecting and promoting the national 
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language ensured the survival of the unique values and ideals of the ethnic group or nation, which 

were tantamount to maintaining ethnic identity. Language was seen as reflecting kinship ties 

within the community, a link to the nation's historic past (see also Mastyugina and Perepelkin, 

1996: 43; Hobsbawm, 1992: 3-4; Bialer, 1980: 208-209). Significantly in Western Europe in the 

heyday of the romantic movement, the standardisation of national languages was simultaneously 

occurring with the consolidation of ethnic identities (Kaiser, 1994: 7). 

These notions provided very suitable material for the early leaders of nationalist 

movements, who, in their bid to mobilise popular support among the peasantry for their political 

agendas, found it convenient to select from existing traditional cultures those aspects which they 

believed would serve their purposes (Brass, 1991). The quest for political legitimacy required 

nations and nationhood, perceived as only attainable through the existence of a national language 

(Schopflin, 1996: 7). As Mary Matossian rightly recognises, language was a critical choice of 

ethnic markers because the vernacular had to serve as the link between the elites and the masses 

(1962: 262-263). In their attempt to catapult what were essentially peasant languages into the 

modem era, minority "scholars began to enshrine language as the essential vehicle of literature, 

the reflection of its speakers' entire cultural heritage, and the standard by which a nation's level 

of enlightenment is judged" (Whittaker in Kaiser, 1994: 36). Often banned or under pressure 

from authorities, minority languages took on a greater role in defining group identity - not only 

by identifying members of the community (as those persecuted vernacular speakers) but also 

through excluding all those without the medium of the vernacular. 

While both Kaiser (1994: 9-10) and Eastman (1979: 215) have demonstrated that the loss 

of the national language does not necessarily mean the breakdown of ethnic identity, the use of 

language continues to be the premier ethnic marker for many. This is a world-wide phenomenon 

- the link between language and identity is demonstrated by Khleif in Wales12 (1980), which 

Sissons similarly does with the Maori of New Zealand (1993). However it is especially true, as 

both Schopflin (1996: 6) and Anthony Smith (1981: 45-46) propose, in East-Central Europe, the 

macro-region of concern in this thesis. In nineteenth century East-Central Europe, having one's 

own language meant immediate access to the modernity and progress of Western Europe 

(Schopflin, 1996: 9). This persists until the present, where a distinct language has taken on an 

entirely different symbolic meaning: "Because they spoke the language, they could be deemed 

12 Language has an inherent place in Welsh ethnic identity - Cyfiaithl Anghyfiaith, words for 
countryman and foreigner respectively, are translated as 'of the same/ not of the same language (iaith)' 
(Khleif, 1980: 282-283). 
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a cultural community with moral worth .. . language has acquired a very special quality as 

symbolic of the moral right to exist" (Schopflin, 1996: 8). 

fu the Soviet Union, this was not adopted spontaneously, but was initiated and nurtured 

as an underlying precept of the Bolsheviks' nationality policy, as formulated by Stalin in the early 

years of this century. Stalin, as the Bolsheviks' ideologue on the minorities, stressed that nations 

possessed a number of national characteristics, including a stable community of language ( 1936), 

without which they ceased to exist as a nation, being marginalised instead as lesser groups and 

entitled to fewer rights than nations. When the Bolsheviks assumed power in 1917, they pursued 

their nationalities policy using this definition. As will be shown in sections 3.1.a and 4.1.a, 

through the standardisation and institutionalisation of the minority languages in administration 

and education, a certain kind of ethnic identity was reinforced (see J. Smith, 1997). The 

vociferous Russification policies of the 1950s onward reinforced the perceived importance of 

language in ethnic identity, and as Kaiser contends, linguistic assimilation was paramount to 

cultural assimilation in the Soviet Union - the replacement of one's ethnic identity by another 

(1994: 251). This notion of ethnicity popularised by Soviet politicians and academics was taught 

as a truth to the generations of Soviet citizens until the present. It is not surprising then, that 

language is one of the most pressing issues facing the ethnic minorities of Russia today as the 

legacy of this Soviet past continues in the current Russian primordialist approach to ethnicity, 

where language is emphasised as though embedded in the essence of ethnic group (Shnirelman, 

1996). While it cannot be claimed that this is the only factor, this attitude to language and 

ethnicity is commonplace among Komi13 
- fluency in the language equals genuine 'Komi-ness'. 

1.5.c Natsionalizm or natsional'noye vozrozhdeniye: in quest of ethnic authenticity. 

I went into this research looking for a nationalist movement in the Komi Republic. But 

what I found was not nationalism by any of the definitions expounded by Gellner or A. Smith, 

the mass movements like those that arose in the Soviet union republics and eventually contributed 

to the state's disintegration. Even by post-Soviet developments in the ethnic republics like 

Chechnya, Tatarstan or Sakha, the situation in Komi is not' so easily categorised. fu using the 

term nationalism, a number of controversial and ambiguous concepts are involved. While the 

13 Surveys carried out by Kotov, Rogachev and Shabayev (1996: 104) found that language was 
perceived to be by far the most important ethnic marker by 42.9 per cent of urban, and 53.2 per cent of rural 
Komi, while the second most common response - that of traditions and habits - only scored 7 .5 and 8. 7 per 
cent for the respective groups. 
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range of definitions is vast, there is surprisingly little conflict over its content. As a political 

movement, nationalism is a relatively modem phenomenon, arising sometime during or 

immediately after the French revolution. Nationalism may be, and for the purposes of this 

research will be, defined as an ideological movement that attempts to attain or maintain political 

autonomy, sovereignty, and identity for an ethnic group or nation within a state of its own 

(Gellner, 1992: 243-246,1983: 1; Hobsbawm, 1992: 9, 1990: 4; A. Smith, 1991a: 51, 1989: 343, 

1986: 216-222; Dzhunusov, 1986: 52-53; Armstrong, 1982: 4; Seton-Watson, 1977: 3; Kedourie, 

1960: 9). Thus by definition, nationalism seeks statehood for the nation, so we can conclude from 

this that any ethnic movement that falls short of making demands for statehood cannot be 

examined entirely through the rubric of nationalism. 

Thus I contend that the Komi movement is not a study of nationalism - natsionalizm in 

Russian - but of natsional'noye vozrozhdeniye, or national revival, a search for something that 

was authentically Komi but became muddled, lost or forgotten in the collective consciousness of 

the people. Anthony Smith in The Ethnic Revival (1981: 90) essentially defines revival as the 

rediscovery or repossession of one's communal history, and identifies three separate strains - the 

neo-traditionalist, reformist, and assimilationist approaches, distinguished by their use and 

juxtapositioning of modernity and tradition. Hutchinson ( 1987) on the other hand~ prefers to use 

the term cultural nationalism to describe essentially the same thing in Ireland - the recreation of 

a lost ethnic civilisation by reconciling different and opposing aspects of the nation, tradition and 

modernity, urban and rural societies, through moral regeneration. The cultural nationalist 

emphasises progress through ethnic self-help. Revival may be a response to discrimination, such 

as in Wales or in the former Soviet Union, but this is not necessarily the case - ethnic groups in 

a seemingly strong and stable position in society, such as the Flemish or Scots, also experience 

revivals and this has given rise to talk of 'ethnic dislocation' in an increasingly impersonal world, 

where individuals try to reclaim an ethnic past in order to find an identity, albeit part of a 

collective identity (Melucci, 1989: 89). By any of these definitions, the situation in Komi most 

closely fits the national revival mould - other than for a few isolated calls for outright 

independence, most Komi are engaged in this search to reclaim a past. And in ethnic Komi 

circles across the republic the discourse is revivalist - terms such as nastoyashchiy ('real' or 

'genuine'), prostoy ('simple'), chistyy ('pure') refer to aspects of Komi and their culture which 

are to be emulated, while there is an aversion to markers that are deemed iskusstvennyy 

('artificial') (12.51; 12.28; 11.4; 12.23-24; 12.46-47). At the heart of this revival, as I will 

demonstrate in the chapters that follow, attention is focused on the state of the language. 
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1.6 Summary: the importance of language in the Komi ethnic revival. 

In the following chapters I will examine the Komi ethnic revival in terms of ethnic elite 
reproduction as played out in the Finno-Ugrian Faculty at the university. It is here, as will be 
shown, that the major issues facing Komi including the role of the vernacular in education and 
society, urban-rural differences, and access to increased and expanded job opportunities, have all 
come to a head and are dependent on the results of ethnic elite programme. Throughout the 
thesis, a standardised Komi perception of ethnic identity will become evident, which in the Komi 
case is conceived to be competence in the Komi language. But is this perception maintained? 
Are Komi elites being developed by FUF? What bodes for the Komi revival? By drawing on the 
particular experience of the Komi ethnic movement, as well as on contemporary and comparative 
materials, this thesis will contribute to the understanding of contemporary manifestations of 
ethnicity and ethnic mobilisation among the many peoples of the Russian Federation and the 
former USSR. 
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2. The Komi Republic - ethno-political situation. 

In the Komi ASSR there has never been, isn't and cannot ever be nationalism. 
(Zhizhev, 1989: 3) 

National rights have been violated. 
(Mityusheva, fn94: 1.48) 

We receive very little money from the government, but we have a lot of enthusiasm - the 
entire revival works on enthusiasm. 
(Doro, fn95:4.14) 

Despite the development of ethnic movements early on under glasnost' (openness) in II 

many parts of the USSR, the mobilisation of Komi was a relatively late phenomenon and one 

regularly misunderstood. The republic was generally free from overt incidents of interethnic 

conflict between its Komi and Russian inhabitants, which led many in Moscow to consider the 

Komi ASSR as just another 'Russian' region. As many individuals recount, however, tensions 

did exist as Komi were often the victims of prejudice and discrimination, a fact that will become 

evident throughout this thesis. Yet these grievances were not aired ( or as the current leader of 

the Komi movement maintains, were not sanctioned to be brought out in public; Markov, 

fn94: 1.29). This was to change, though it was not until the autumn of 1989 that questions of 

ethnicity and ethnic policy finally began to be dealt with in the public sphere, thus ushering in 

the current period of contemporary Komi politics. This chapter traces recent ethnic Komi 

political development and the current ethno-political situation in the republic, beginning with the 

debate initiated by the regional communist party organisation, and eventually leading to the 

formation of the first independent ethnic organisation for Komi. A number of different strains 

of thought emerged in the movement and have generated two main organisations. Section 2.2 

investigates the official all-encompassing body recognised by Komi as 'their Komi organisation' 

- the Committee for the Revival of the Komi People (Kami voytyros sovmodan komitet, hereafter 

KVSK), remarkable for having constitutional status. Section 2.3 examines the 'unofficial' side 

of the movement - the nationalist party - which remains a marginal, though very important part 

of the political environment. The state's response to the growing politicisation of Komi, 

primarily through the creation of a special ministry of nationality affairs in 1993, is outlined in 

section 2.4 and special attention is paid to the legal status of Komi and their language in the 

republic. Finally the first major interethnic conflict is identified in section 2.5 as the 1994 

presidential elections which illustrated a central Komi concern - that of Komi elites. 
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2.1 Glasnost' and early revival. 

Even before one began to speak in terms of ethnic Komi movements and Komi revival, 

in the republic the signs of concern at the increasing rate of language loss and cultural erosion 

and decay began to emerge at the beginning of the 1980s, though this remained largely 

underground - the discourse was on preservation (sokhraneniye) of both language and culture, 

rather than on a larger agenda of ethnic mobilisation (Markov, fn94: 1.29-30). This began to 

change with the introduction of Gorbachev's package of reforms at the end of the decade, and 

the frank discussions initiated by policies such as glasnost'. The previously taboo subjects of 

ethnic identity and interethnic relations suddenly were perceived as having official sanctioning 

by Soviet authorities (ibid.). This period is well-documented by others (see Lapidus, 1992; 

Beissinger and Hajda, 1990; Eklof, 1989; Sallnow, 1989). In this section, however, the effect 

of glasnost' on the Komi movement will be traced from its early days in late 1989, to the end of 

1996. Partially through the doing of the party itself, the public discourse on Komi issues soon 

gained momentum through a programme which examined interethnic issues and which led to the 

birth of the first autonomous Komi organisation - Komi kotyr. 

2.1.a The Programme on the Improvement of National1 Relations in the Komi ASSR. 

With Gorbachev's gradual realisation that the so-called 'national (ethnic) question' had 

not been resolved, following such events as the Almaty (Alma Ata) riots of December 1986 and 

the escalating inter-communal violence over Nagomo-Karabakh in February 1988, came re

evaluation of past nationality policy pursued by the party and the Soviet leader's admission that 

mistakes had been made (see G. Smith, 1990). Gorbachev attempted to link the resolution of 

ethnic issues with the success of his perestroika (restructuring) programme, both having their 

foundations in the true path laid out by Lenin in his mind. Gorbachev announced as early as 

summer 1988 at the Nineteenth Party Conference that a special party plenum would be held to 

address the nationality question, though it took over a year before such a gathering could take 

place. In the meantime, a Komi voice was contributing to the nationality debate - the first time 

1 In Russian, the term 'national' reflects the meaning of the English ·~thnic' or 'nationality' and 
is not a reference to matters of the entire state. To avoid confusion, I will use the term 'ethnic' throughout 
this thesis when referring to issues concerning the minorities except in the names of programmes or 
organisations, where I will preserve the word 'national' as a direct translation from the Russian 
natsional'nyy. 
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Komi rose to national attention. Both at the Party Conference and a year later at the Congress 

of People's Deputies in April 1989, the First Secretary of the Komi regional party, Vladimir 

Mel'nikov, spelled out for Moscow the underlying complaints felt by Komi - the feelings of 

relative deprivation as vast amounts of energy resources were shipped south while most rural 

settlements went without electricity, their daily lives continued to deteriorate and the 

environment around them was destroyed. Mernikov clearly laid the blame of increasing ethnic 

tensions in the republic on the peripheral economic position of Komi, and while this position did 

overlook many other factors (most importantly the peripheral position of Komi and their 

language in the administration and schools in the republic, see sections 2.4, 3.1, and 4.2), the 

party chief's speech effectively justified ethnic grievances: 

When these people see hundreds of special trains leaving the republic with coal, 
petroleum and gas ... while to all intents and purposes there are no improvements in their 
daily life and the environment in which they live is deteriorating, all this gives rise to 
feelings of dissatisfaction and grievance. It is obvious that this reality should be taken 
into consideration both in the Party's economic policy and in its nationalities policy. 
(Mel'nikov, 1989: 7) 

No longer could the state dismiss all problems arising out of interethnic relations as simply 

'nationalist deviations' - real change was necessary. 

The reformulation of Soviet nationality policy appeared in July as a recommended 

Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) Platform, "National Policy of the Party in 

Contemporary Conditions", to be endorsed by the much-promised Special Plenum of the Central 

Committee on Nationalities in September 1989, encompassing a number of key points. The 

federation was to be transformed and the ethnic republics given real political and economic 

powers, including the rights to foreign relations for union republics, and undefined rights for 

autonomous republics and other ethnic units. Most importantly, affirmative action policies were 

recognised as necessary to ensure adequate numbers of representatives of the titular ethnic 

groups in elite positions, both in local and national institutions, while Russification policies were 

checked by giving the option of official status to minority languages (see G. Smith, 1990: 16). 

Of course, the plenum did not endorse the splintering of state-wide organisations along ethnic 

lines nor threaten the leading role of the party. However, significantly, the Plenum and the 

adopted Platform initiated a state-wide public discussion of ethnic issues for the first time, 

including in the Komi ASSR. 

fu the approach to the Moscow Plenum, the regional Komi Commission for futerethnic 

Relations prepared its own proposals for improving relations in the ASSR, and for the first time 
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it involved a broad spectrum of individuals from the ranks of the Komi cultural elites, both party 

and non-party, in the process - researchers from the Komi Science Centre, lecturers from both 

the University and Pedagogical Institute, teachers, journalists, members of the creative unions -

all contributing to the outline of the new programme. The resulting proposals were published 

on 16 August in the republic-wide and regional party newspaper Krasnoye Znamya (Red Banner) 

and though dominated by very broad, 'internationalist' recommendations, section three -

'Development of National Culture, Education of National Cadres' - focused on measures to 

improve the position, diffusion and teaching of Komi language and culture throughout society 

(Komi Obkom KPSS, 1989: 3). The resulting torrent of letters from readers over the ensuing 

weeks suddenly brought a society, used to thinking that interethnic conflict was a problem of 

'other' regions of the USSR, face to face with problems which, to many, were a genuine surprise. 

The early letters following the publishing of the programme in many ways can be viewed 

as a positive step forward in the Komi movement, as society in the republic entered into a 

constructive public debate over an issue that had long been ignored, while also redressing several 

wrongs of the past. The letters were also a forum for self-examination and criticism within the 

Komi community - more than one reader laid the blame for language and culture loss at the feet 

of Komi themselves2
• While most letters took a conciliatory tone, extremism also showed its 

head, and in particular one letter did much to sour relations between the two communities. On 

the 29 August, a letter appeared in Krasnoye Znamya under the title 'In the Councils (Sovety) -

only Komi' (Khudyayev, 1989: 3) which advocated that individuals in positions of power, be 

they representatives of the ASSR in Moscow, on local councils, and even directors of enterprises, 

establishments and social organisations, all be ethnic Komi3
• While many Komi wrote in 

condemning the author's position, they were net able to reassure non-Komi society who were 

suddenly forced into a defensive position - more letters were published taking on a more critical 

tone, questioning everything from Komi privileges to free medication (Krasnoye Znamya, 1989: 

3), to who really constitutes the 'indigenous' population (Makarov, 1989: 3). The concerns of 

Russian-speaking inhabitants of the republic were not allayed when the final version of the 

programme appeared in February 1990. As before, though now even in more concrete terms, the 

special position of Komi was spelled out: 

2 See, for example, Naumova, 1989: 3; Osipov, 1989: 3. 

3 The author of the letter, an M. Khudyayev from the village of Vyl' gort just outside of Syktyvkar, 
must not be confused with Vyacheslav Khudyayev, who will be discussed in sections 2.5.b and 3.1.h. 
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... the programme on the improvement of national relations in the republic cannot be 
realised without a thorough taking into account of the interests of the Komi people. As 
in the other autonomous regions of the North, the Komi nationality does not comprise 
a majority in the republic. The sphere of use of the Komi language has been narrowed. 
These problems require most diligent attention. The ultimate aim of party organisations 
of the republic - to secure the international unity of the workers of the republic on the 
basis of genuine equality of all nationalities. (Kami Obkom KPSS, 1990: 3) 

The Komi language debate seemed set to gather more momentum as the party proposed to 

discuss 'the necessity of bilingualism' with Komi. In less than half a year, ethnic issues were 

catapulted into the public domain - one can say that the debate that followed the Programme 

arguably was the catalyst to the incipient Komi ethnic movement. For while all of this was 

unfolding, the first ethnic Komi organisation - Kami kotyr - was in the midst of formation. 

2.1.b Kami kotyr. 

On 1 December 1989, fast on the heels of the CPSU Plenum on interethnic relations and 

in the midst of the republic-wide debate on issues of ethnicity, the organisation Kami kotyr 

(Komi clan or family) held its founding congress and selected the Komi writer Gennadiy 

Yushkov (see section 3.1.h) its leader. This low-key, yet dramatic event signalled the birth of 

an organised Komi movement, absent from the republic since the early 1930s, made possible by 

the climate of glasnost' and perestroika. The idea for the organisation took shape over the 

summer of 1989, first broached at a meeting of the Komi regional Writers' Union and in the 

presence of several members of the Komi regional party organisation as well as academics, 

teachers and journalists (Il'in, 1995: 10; Yushkov, 1989a). From the ad hoe collection of 

individuals present, an organising committee was selected to prepare a platform to present to a 

founding conference to be held later that year. For many individuals involved, this task did not 

seem so very difficu~t, especially in consideration. of the discussions evolving around them - what 

the people needed was cultural renaissance, a revival (Markov, 1995: 1). Though as the 

organisation was to find out later, orchestrating such a vague concept for such a large array of 

people and interest groups was not as simple as expected. 

The underlying principle of the organisation was that it would be an umbrella group to 

which all local and regional Komi organisations could belong, regardless of political bent or 

priority. The aim of Kami kotyr was underlined to be the 'development materially and 

spiritually' of the region in line with the 'democratisation of life' in the country as a whole. 
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However it did outline several areas which were given priority: increased sovereignty for the 
republic, a re-examination of economic policy in the region, a commitment to stop the 
environmental exploitation of the republic's resources by the centre as well as by the ministries. 
However, these were not unique to Komi at the time - only two areas define the movement as 
'national': by far the most emphasis was placed on the support, development and revival of 
Komi ethnic identity, central to which was the development of Komi culture which has " ... as its 
basis - the Komi language" (Komi kotyr, 1990: 4). As well, the organisation called for a 
reformulation of 'cadre' policy, with emphasis on getting representatives of Komi ethnicity into 
elite positions in the republican apparatus (ibid.: 6). 

Naturally, a number of problems did present themselves. In the early days of reform not 
all organisations, having for the first time the possibility of forming independent groups, were 
willing to part with their newly found freedom by joining the overarching body. Nowhere was 
this felt more than in the countryside, as acknowledged by individuals involved in the early days: 

There has always been a certain undemonstrated [unspoken] separation between urban 
and rural [Komi]. The very idea of a republic-wide Komi kotyr was an idea of the city, 
an idea of the intelligentsia, an idea of the capital .... several [groups] did not come under 
the wing of the republic-wide organisation, but became independent organisations in the 
rayons. (Markov, fn96:16.l) 

The very existence of such an organisation which attempted to bring together all of the disparate 

/I 

Komi groups suddenly was confronted by the urban-rural gulf. Moreover, Komi kotyr found I , 
itself under suspicion of being just another party organisation. The leadership acknowledges that 
at the time of the original proposal of Komi kotyr, the very idea of a Komi organisation gained 
the immediate support of state and party organs (ibid.), for, as Il'in notes, republican officials, 
many of whom were present at the initial gatherings, were anxious to control ethnic movements 
before they resembled those of the Baltic republics (1995: 10-11). That Komi kotyr actually 
offered Komi something different from the Soviet status quo was not immediately evident. 

Though no longer a major force in the republic today except in a handful of northern 
cities where separate organisations act as cultural societies, Komi kotyr remains a powerful . 
symbol of the early struggle for recognition of Komi equality in the republic. Unfortunately, the 
very principle which proved so attractive at the beginning - the decentralised, independent nature 
of each l9cal organisation - was also its downfall. Komi did not perceive Komi kotyr as the 
organisation that could raise Komi out of their current troubles - only 45 per cent thought the 
organisation to be effective, this the sole Komi body in existence, a figure that does not stand out 
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against the 36 per cent who had no idea about its effectiveness (Kotov and Rogachev, 1991: 

164). Though Komi kotyr itself never became a vehicle of ethnic mobilisation, it must be 

acknowledged that it had a crucial role in instigating the Komi revival and setting its agenda. 

The organisation was fated to follow the same path as its predecessor seventy years earlier. For 

the original Komi kotyr, only founded in June 1918, had already had its position in society 

superseded by the so-called 'Komi Commission' (see section 3.1.c) by November of that same 

year, a body that many of its members had gone on to help create (Popov, 1990). Contemporary 

Kami kotyr also had a short time in the limelight, as it went on to organise the first Congress of 

the Komi People on 12-13 January 1991, with its executive committee, the Komi voytyros 

sovmodan komitet. From this point on, better organised, or even more radical, groups and 

movements evolved to replace Komi kotyr in the region. 

2.2 Official recognition for the Komi voytyros sovmodan komitet. 

It is not certain whether Yushkov and the initiators behind Komi kotyr saw the 

organisation as transitionary or not. However, what was clear and outlined at its first gathering, 

was that the Komi kotyr leadership had visions of an even greater, all-encompassing organisation 

that would bring together all Komi from both within and outside of the republic, to coordinate 

the Komi socio-political revival. The idea of an all-Komi congress that would gather on an 

annual or biannual basis was adopted as part of Kami kotyr' s platform and, with the help and 

support of the various levels of the republican party organisations, the congress ensued just over 

a year later. Apolitical by design and intent, the Congress' first delegates adopted a resolution 

to create a standing executive committee, the Committee for the Revival of the Komi People 

(KVSK), which became a de facto socio-political organisation - the collective voice of all Komi. 

In this section the development of the Congress and the Committee is traced, especially how the 

latter has grown to ~e the most powerful ethnic Komi organisation; through its official status in 

the constitution (2.2.b), as well as by the appointment of its leader, Valeriy Markov, to one of 

the most powerful positions in government (section 2.2.c). As in the case of so many ethnic 

movements both in Russia and around the world4, once the perceived threat to the minority 

ethnicity is removed or lessened, the internal cohesion of the ethnic movement begins to wane 

and conflicts arise. This section finishes with an examination of the events surrounding the 

4 The ensuing civil war in Tajikistan and the growing internal discord within Eritrea since 
independence are good examples of this. · 
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Fourth Congress in November 1995, when the first cracks began to appear in the official united 

Komi front portrayed to society at large. 

2.2.a First Congress of the Komi People: origins of the KVSK. 

Once the founding congress of Komi kotyr had been successfully completed, the Komi 

leadership began to gather support for the next step in the Komi campaign - a Congress of the 

Komi People. The decision to hold a congress was finally made in the summer of 1990 and 

preparations began in earnest. Support for the idea came from many segments of society, the key 

phrase at the time being 'Let's work together' (Markov, fn96: 16.2). Up until this time, the Komi 

movement was lacking a definitive body to act as a universal focal point, representing all Komi 

of all regions. This strategy of uniting all Komi behind a single organisation that would speak 

on behalf of Komi vis a vis the republican government5, it was hoped, would strengthen the Komi 

position for negotiating reform and effecting change. 

The first Congress was a grandiose affair, with 481 delegates (approximately one for 

every 1,000 Komi including the Permyaks), with representatives of both central and regional 

government, several republics and ethnic organisations in attendance to witness the event. The 

Congress passed a number of resolutions, incorporating much of the programme of Komi kotyr 

into its set of demands. So once again, demands ranging from the improvement of the material 

life in the north through increased subsidies, to the end of the exploitation of the republic's 

resource wealth by the centre, with the negative environmental consequences that it brought, 

figured highly. As before, at the top of the list were cultural demands, namely the insistence on 

official status for the language alongside Russian, the improvement of the Komi language school 

system, and increases in Komi language media and press services. These calls had been heard 

before, but several new ideas were now being forwarded by the Komi movement: it wanted a 

special programme to tackle the problem of decay in rural villages, namely new policies to 

increase the agricultural base. As Mastyugina and Perepelkin report (1996: 144) and confirmed 
' 

by the survey done by Kotov and Rogachev (1991 ), one of the most talked about issues at the 

Congress was the perceived worsening of interethnic relations between Russians and Komi, and 

one resolution called for the creation of a new republican committee on nationality affairs to deal 

5 This strategy was not unique to Komi and did not always end in success. In November 1992 a 
National Congress of Karelians, Finns, and Vepsians was formed in order to realize reform of the political 
system of Karella (see Tsygankov, 1995). Unfortunately, the body was rife with internal differences. 
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Figure 2.1 - Registration at the Fourth Congress of the Komi People, Syktyvkar, 
November 1995. 

Figure 2.2 - "Forever together with Russia", bilingual message to the citizens of 
Syktyvkar during anniversary of the republic celebrations, August 1996 . 
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with the problem. Events outside of the movement also required comment - the Congress 

confirmed its support for the unilateral declarations of the ASSR to state sovereignty and union 
republic status, made the following year (S"yezd Komi naroda, 1991: 3). 

One of the very first motions passed by the Congress was that concerning an executive 
committee, "for the coordination of the social movement on national-cultural revival and the 

execution of the Congress' resolutions" (ibid.) - the Committee for the Revival of the Komi 
People. Responsibilities were simple - to carry out the Congress' will and to organise 

subsequent gatherings. The committee members were elected from among the delegates, 24 in 
all, with almost half coming from the Syktyvkar area. The Committee was entrusted with 

choosing its own chairperson and a presidium - not surprisingly, several of the names appearing 

were also members of Komi kotyr. More peculiar was the absence of one name - that of 

Gennadiy Yushkov, essentially the founder of the modern movement. Instead, Yushkov chose 
to remain as leader of the original organisation and in his place, Valeriy Markov was elected as 

first chairman (see below - section 2.3.c). 

Yet there were criticisms of this, the first attempt at a large-scale popular organisation. 

One journalist was rather cynical about the entire event. Writing in Krasnoye Znamya, A. 

Smirnov suggested that the meeting lacked any substance - the complaints made were nothing 
unique to Komi, and more was made of the pomp and use of so-called 'ethnic symbols' than of 

the problems the Congress was supposedly there to address (1991: 1). Though the author was 
arguably only one voice among many, it must be acknowledged that problems did exist. There 

had been some confusion over the selection of delegates, with some individuals being selected 

only days before the event. While many represented Komi social and cultural organisations -

such as Komi kotyr, the Izhemtsy organisation Jz'vatas, the Ust'-Kulomskiy district's Ezhvatas, 

the Moscow diaspora's Parma and others - many more were selected by local party organisations 

(Shabayev, Rogachev, and Kotov, 1994: 9). Another major concern of observers was the social 

background of the delegates - despite the 'working class' officially accounting for 49.8 per cent 

of all Komi, only about 15 per cent of all delegates came from this background. Instead the vast 
majority (56 per cent) were members of the cultural elites, leading several to complain that it was 
not a popular, but an elite movement (Il'in, 1995; Shabayev, Rogachev, and Kotov, 1994; Kotov 
and Rogachev, 1991). With these problems, and given the stormy pastof ethnic organisations 

in the Soviet Union, it is perhaps not surprising that 39 per cent of all delegates did not expect 

anything of worth to come out of the meeting (Kotov and Rogachev, 1991: 155). So it is all the 
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more remarkable that many of these early demands of the Congress were later realised, and more 
importantly, as will be seen in the next section, the Congress and Committee were to receive 
official recognition as the highest representative of the collective Komi ethnicity. 

2.2.b Legislative rights enshrined in the constitution. 

The right to initiate legislation belongs to deputies of the State Soviet of the Komi 
Republic, the Committees of the State Soviet, the Chairperson of the State Soviet, to the 
Head of the Komi Republic, local representatives of organs of power of the Komi 
Republic, the Congress of the Kami People and its executive organ. 
(Article 76 in Konstitutsiya, 1995: 25 - my emphasis) 

If the success of the Congress and KVSK is measured by the number of its proposals the 
republican government implemented, then this alone would justify its existence - on 28 May 
1992, the Komi language was made an official state language alongside Russian. The 'Law on 
State Languages' also addressed other concerns on Komi language education and publishing. 
The other major achievement of the Congress was the state's creation of a Committee of 
Nationality Affairs on 1 April 1993. 

Yet even more significant was the conferring of official, then constitutional recognition 
on both ethnic bodies. The idea was first brought up in the weeks preceding the Second 
Congress in November 1991. Initially, the reaction of the state was cool toward the idea. 
Spiridonov, as Chairman of the Supreme Soviet (Council) of the Komi SSR, dismissed the idea 
stating that the Congress was a social organisation, one of many, and thus did not require any 
special status (Anon., 1991: 1). However after its ringing endorsement by the Congress, the 
government appeared to back down. The Presidium of the Supreme Soviet passed its 
"Resolution on the decisions of the Second Congress of the Komi People" on 10 February 1992 
which accepted that the resolutions of the Congress and KVSK, as the legitimate representatives 
of the Komi people, should have the government's special attention, and promised to propose 
the inclusion of the KVSK in the Commission looking at the new constitution (Shabayev ed., 
1994: 128). Just over three months later, a law was adopted that enshrined the position and role 
of the Congress in society and government (ibid., 128-129): the organisation had the right to 
propose legislation and the Congress would now receive funding from the state. 

There appears to have been a large degree of cooperation between the state and the 
KVSK over the drafting of the constitution. Markov on several occasions stated this (1995; 
fn94: 1.29), and the final version adopted by the republic on 19 February 1994 does seem to 
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reflect a number of the concerns voiced by the Komi movement. As evident in the above 

citation, the Congress and KVSK were both given constitutionally-guaranteed roles in the 

political life of the republic. Who would have thought in the late 1980s that Komi would not 

only be in elite positions in government, but that their ethnic organisations a virtual part of the 

government? Yet not all of the Komi constitutional designs came to be accepted. The other 

main resolution to come out of the Second Congress was the call for the creation of a second 

house of the Supreme Soviet to be based upon ethnicity - a Komi-only body. In the Supreme 

Soviet, dating from 1990, a total of 56 ethnic Komi deputies were elected out of 177, or 31.6 per 

cent (Il'in, 1995: 10). Within the Congress, quickly growing in confidence, it was perceived that 

this was too little for a 'nation' in its historical homeland. The Congress demanded that the 

KVSK take over the function of a second legislative body until new elections could be called 

(Shabayev ed., 1994: 195-197). 

It is understandable that these demands were received with hostility by the Russian

dominated government apparatus - this was one step too far in the eyes of many, presumably 

even within the Komi leadership. At the Third Congress in December 1993, it appears that 

Markov did not support the resolution calling for an all-Komi second house, though as Chairman 

of the Congress, he had to represent the decisions of the movement in his dealings with the 

government, and crucially in his role as a member of the Committee on the new constitution. 

It seems that he reconciled these differences by attempting a compromise: Markov pushed for 

a two-tiered parliament, though without basing any one on ethnicity. Instead it was 

recommended to have proportional representation of the population as the basis of the first 

house, while using territorial divisions as the underpinning of the second house. It was hoped 

that by guaranteeing that rural rayons with Komi majorities were not swallowed up by the large, 

Russian-dominated cities, ethnic Komi candidates would gain representation in parliament (Il'in, 

1995: 17-18). However, this was not successful and a further compromise was adopted: a single 

house with 50 deputies, 30 based on population, 20 on territorial units. In his speech at the 

Fourth Congress in November 1995, Markov conceded defeat on the issue of a two-tiered 

parliament (1995: 2-3), and though a defeat for the Congress, the results cannot be deemed a 

defeat for Markov himself. For through his skilful managing of the debate in both the 

government and Komi movement, his reputation was only strengthened - as a tough negotiator 

and more importantly, as a practical politician. 

2.2.c Markov: our man in government. 
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The political career of Valeriy Markov, an Udorskiy Komi, did not begin with his 

election as chairman of the KVSK in 1991, though it was arguably the pinnacle. His biography 

reads like several other leaders of ethnic movements - Vytautas Landsbergis comes to mind -

from modest academic beginnings as a lecturer in physics at SGU since 1972, Markov rose to 

be head of department of experimental physics at the university. He had a brief relationship with 

the CPSU, joining the university's party committee in 1985 before leaving it in 1990. Il'ina and 

Il'in (1997; 1994) write that Markov's political activities really took off during the 1989 

elections of People's Deputies of the USSR when he was chairman of the committee monitoring 

the elections. His desire to hold public office remained unfulfilled, however, as he failed to win 

a seat as a People's Deputy of the RSFSR in 1990. He then turned his energies to the incipient 

Komi movement - Markov was involved in Komi kotyr and helped lay the groundwork for the 

First Congress. Yet for such an unremarkable career, why was the late-comer Markov elected 

to the chairmanship of what was to become the most powerful Komi organisation, eclipsing so 

many other potential leadership candidates (see section 3.1.h). 

In their survey of delegates at the First Congress, Kotov and Rogachev presented 

respondents a list of 15 people and asked "Who would you name as leader of the national 

movement today?" (1991: 165). The survey discovered that most delegates did not perceive any 

one individual to have sufficient authority, with the top response only receiving less than 20 per 

cent - that of Yushkov. However Il'in (1995: 11) suggests that Markov's election was based on 

his ability to find a balance between the nationalist-leaning cultural elites and the political elites 

in the party apparatus - in his words, Markov represented a" ... symbol of united compromise". 

Despite this rather inauspicious beginning, Markov proved to be a stronger leader than many 

would have imagined. Markov was not content to sit back in a passive role, but instead used his 

position as head of the Komi movement to lobby the republican government on behalf of Komi 

concerns. As leader, Markov made Committee offices in the main parliament building, not only 

a symbolic move, but also a practical move as the Komi leadership regularly met with the 

republic's leaders. Markov made himself indispensable to the republic as its central negotiator 

with the Finno-Ugrian countries and republics. He has used his position to gain international 

prestige as well: since 1992, Markov has been a member of the United Nations Working Group 

on the rights of indigenous peoples6
. 

Though Markov' s unflagging activities have gained him and the Committee much praise 

6 For more on this from a Komi perspective, see Popov, Markov, and Konyukhov, 1995. 
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in Komi circles, his close relationship to the ruling circles in Syktyvkar have also been the source 

of some concern. When the elections for republican president were announced for May 1994, 

Markov surprised many by announcing his candidature. Most observers had thought that the 

Komi movement would lend its support to the chairman of the Gossovet (State Council) 

Vyacheslav Khudyayev, the long-time rival of and only serious opposition contender against the 

election favourite, Yuriy Spiridonov (see sections 3.1.h and 2.5). Though only receiving 3.7 per 

cent of the vote in the 8 May elections, Markov did have the effect of splitting the ethnic Komi 

vote, harming the Khudyayev campaign (Il'in, 1995: 20). What was his purpose in running a 

hopeless campaign? It was feared that the special relationship between the Committee and the 

new leadership would be damaged yet the opposite transpired - after the January 1995 elections 

to the Gossovet, Markov was appointed deputy to the new chairman of the parliament, Vladimir 

Torlopov. Once again, the Komi movement achieved one of its principle goals, that of 

penetrating the higher echelons of power with its own people. Unfortunately, fears were raised 

over the relationship of Markov to the republican government: could he still defend Komi 

interests as a part of the apparatus itself, or had he now compromised himself? This was the 

dilemma facing the movement as the Fourth Congress drew near. 

2.2.d The leadership struggle at the Fourth Congress. 

After three terms in office as chairman, Markov and the presidium of the KVSK were 

vulnerable to criticism. After the early policy successes immediately following the Second 

Congress, when the law on language, constitution, and creation of the Ministry of Nationality 

Affairs all seemed to go the Komi movement's way, progress on reform was perceived to have 

stalled. At the same time, Russia and the republic were in the midst of a financial crisis which 

had led to thousands of state employees, particularly sovkhozniks7 and teachers, being left 

without their wages for several months. These factors, coupled with the defeat over 

parliamentary reform, were the circumstances which permitted the first serious leadership 

challenge against Markov within the Congress, led not by the nationalist leaders (see section 

2.3), but by a relative outsider, Mikhail Ignatov. Though unsuccessful in his bid to unseat 

Markov, lgnatov was able to exploit these weaknesses and highlight the failings of the KVSK. 

The challenge mounted by Ignatov led to a formal reprimand against the Komi leader. 

7 Employees of state farms, or sovkhozs. 
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The process of electing the chairperson is lengthy - each delegation is asked to send up one 

representative to nominate a chosen candidate before a free vote by all delegates is taken. At the 

Congress most of the delegations confirmed thei~ support for Markov, though unexpectedly three 

groups nominated lgnatov - the Usinskiy and Pechorskiy rayons and the St.Petersburg group. 

During his address to the Congress Ignatov criticised Markov as having become too comfortable 

in his position and as being unable to commit a sufficient amount of time to his position due to 

his other responsibilities as co-chairman of the Association of the Finno-U grian Peoples and as 

deputy to the chairman of the Gossovet. lgnatov pointed to Markov's failing to address the land 

ownership issue in the republic and to adequately tackle rural problems (see also Anon., 1995: 

2). Markov responded by shouting at Ignatov, not allowing him to finish his presentation before 

moving on to the nomination of the Presidium. As elections were to be held the following day, 

it seemed as though Markov would be reaffirmed in his position without any major difficulties. 

However a shock was in store for Markov: the Presidium very openly gave the leader a strong 

dressing down for his treatment of Ignatov the previous day, and though disciplinary action was 

not taken, the incident gave the Ignatov campaign an unanticipated boost. When the election was 

held, the challenger managed to take more than a third of the vote - higher than anyone expected. 

lgnatov had won support from two sides - he had appealed to the rural Komi delegates who 

perceived that their concerns were not being adequately dealt with by the urban leadership, as 

well as to many individuals who wanted to reestablish the Congress' control over the Committee, 

and Markov in particular, tired of the leader's often perceived haughtiness and suspicious of his 

close relationship to the government. 

As the executive committee of the Congress of the Komi People, officially recognised 

and under the energetic, yet pragmatic leadership of Valeriy Markov, the KVSK has been very 

successful at penetrating the apparatus and participating in the political process. But perhaps due 

to this very success, some controversy lingers over its relationship to the government. Has the 

Komi movement been coopted by Spiridonov's political machine? Or has it adopted the only 

viable role available, effecting real change through pragmatic cooperation? Progress certainly 

has been made on the position of the Komi language in society since the First Congress back in 

January 1991, and educational reform continues to grind along. However a number of issues 

remain unresolved. The defeat of the proposed two-tiered house of parliament has stalled the 

movement's programme of recruiting more ethnic Komi into the organs of power. And more 

critically, no resolution of the crisis in rural Komi villages seems close at hand. Now, more than 

ever before, the urban Komi leadership seems further apart from its rural constituents, leaving 
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some room for competition from other organisations. 

2.3 Unofficial organisations: the nationalists. 

Right from the first stirring of ethnic Komi politicisation and mobilisation, there has 

existed a more radical wing of the Komi movement. While a break can be defined between these 

'official' and 'unofficial' groups, what is remarkable is that within the structure of the Congress, 

the two antagonists continue to vie for the hearts of delegates. Khazanov (1995: 100) defines 

the nationalism of minorities as that of losers or late arrivals, peoples who have missed or lost 

the opportunity to establish or preserve their own state. Too often in Western literature the 

nationalist parties of the former Soviet Union are written off as stuck in the past (Dawisha and 

Parrott, 1994: Ch.2), yet this is only half of the story. The numerically-larger peoples of Russia 

had the brief experience of being masters in their own states in the 1920s, lost it under Stalin, 

and now see the post-Soviet present as another opportunity. Such is the case of the Komi 

nationalist party, Dor"yamAs'nymos, or "Defend Ourselves", which has developed a programme 

that aims to take Komi into the next century. There is no talk of recapturing a past, but instead 

the party is looking to the future. In this section Komi nationalist organisations and their 

programmes are examined - the 'unofficial' groups - from the mysterious Biyarmiya group to the 

largest party of radical Komi thought, Dor"yam As'nymos, focusing on its leaders. This section 

traces the transformation of the rigid nationalist thought of the early days to the more pragmatic 

approach taken by the current leadership, in part the result of a rift within the movement, but also 

as part of the party's commitment to the future. 

2.3.a Early nationalist organisations: Biyarmiya. 

Confusion .still reigns over an isolated publication that mysteriously appeared in 1990, 

supposedly produced by a political party calling itself Biyarmiya8
• The eight-page unsigned 

political platform was circulated in Syktyvkar, though no one seems certain of its origins. It 

claimed to be the direct descendent of a similar party founded in 19179, which had actively 

8 The publication does not supply a date, though it presumably was printed in 1990. 

9 Sanukov (1996) states that in all of the Finno-Ugrian areas of Russia in the early twentieth 
century, local patriotic or 'small-nation' nationalist parties grew as a self-defence mechanism against 
'great-nation', or Russian, nationalism, which Lenin had written was the greater evil. See also section 
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campaigned for the creation of an independent confederal state for Komi, Komi-Permyaks, and 

Udmurts (see also Stang, 1978). The political platform outlined in the publication by Biyarmiya 

echoed many of the demands of nationalist parties springing up throughout the country - calling 

for a revision of the 'artificial' boundaries forced on the people by Stalin, the creation of a 

sovereign and independent state and the nationalisation of all of the natural resources for the 

benefit of the state and its citizens. Citizenship was to be limited to those of Komi ethnicity and 

those non-Komi fluent in the language, though individuals not meeting these criteria could 

remain in the republic as common labourers, entitled to wages, but not to the financial benefits 

of the resource wealth. Biyarmiya envisioned a Komi state functioning solely in the Komi 

language by the year 2000. 

Much of what is proposed in the Biyarmiya publication is also espoused by the later 

organisation Dor"yam As'nymos as will be seen, though it is impossible to conclude that the 

latter party grew out of, or even was a successor to the former. No links have ever been claimed 

or suggested. I have not been able to get any indication of who was involved in Biyarmiya or 

even if it ever existed. At the First Congress of the Komi People in 1991 one delegate from 

Usinsk was reported to have proposed the party's platform to those assembled, though there is 

no indication that the individual in question was a Biyarmiya member (Smimov, 1991: 1). The 

I 

effect of all the publicity was two-fold. Naturally, the majority Russian community was alarmed 1 

I by the nationalist rhetoric that was used, heightening inter-ethnic tensions in the republic. 

Secondly, and more significantly, the publication provided sensationalist material used by both 

local and central authorities to paint the Komi movement as out of control. Articles in the central 

press, many of which filtered out of the Soviet Union, suddenly reported a mass radical 

movement; way out of line with the actual situation in the republic (see Mastyugina and 

Perepelkin, 1996: 144-145). The very timing and cloud of mystery that surround the party raises 

the question of whether or not Biyarmiya was a fabrication - disinformation used by any number 

of official or unofficial organisations as a propaganda weapon to control the legitimate 

organisation of Komi, though this is only speculation. However what is clear is that the 

organisation of Komi continued despite this episode which in hindsight was prophetic, as a true 

Komi nationalist party did develop and was formally established a few years later - Dor"yam 

As'nymos. 

3.1.a. 
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2.3.b Dor"yam As'nymos. 

· The real voice of radical Komi opposition - Dor"yam As'nymos - grew out of the 

disappointment felt by the Demokraticheskiye Vybory-90 group (see section 3.1.i) after the 1990 

elections. 14 February 1993 witnessed the founding party congress in Syktyvkar with 300 
delegates from across the republic, and in the era of multi-party democracy, was officially 

registered with the republican government exactly two months later. Membership has remained 
small and according to one of the movement's leaders, the party's immediate goal is to have one 

party member for every town and village in the republic - a total of 1 OOO (Mityusheva, 
fn94: 1.45). As with the Biyarmiya party, both old and new, Dor"yam As 'nymos was founded 

to pursue the creation of a Komi state, and while the leadership does not officially rule out the 

republic's continued inclusion in Russia within a newly negotiated political framework, it does 

not believe that the Russian state would ever meet its demands, and so it sees independence as 

the most realistic option. Like Biyarmiya, the party would grant citizenship only to individuals 
ofKomi ethnicity though would also offer it to those non-Komi with ten years' residency, though 

Komi dominance in government and society would be guaranteed by the legal system, a right 
inalienably theirs as the indigenous people of the republic. Though a party for Komi, Dor"yam 
As'nymos welcomes those individuals of other nationalities who 'truly understand and believe 

in the special status and rights of the Komi people as the indigenous population (korennoye 
naseleniye) of the republic' (ibid.). 

The party shares many of the same objectives as the KVSK, but differs from it through 
its proposed methods. As with the Committee, Dor"yamAs'nymos would like to see the filling 

of elite positions within the government with ethnic Komi cadres. However the party plans to 

achieve this through exclusion, both by changing the constitution to legislate Komi into political 

office, thus ending years of what the party interprets as 'slavery' and 'dispossession from their 

native land', as well as by introducing Komi as the sole official state language. Instead of 

endorsing bilingualism, the party would force monolingual Russian-speakers to learn Komi or 

else be out of a job (Mityusheva, fn94: 1.46-1.47). 

Another of the party's focal points in its platform is the addressing of the situation among 
rural Komi. Though an urban-based party, Dor"yamAs'nymos does recognise the importance 
of rural Komi and has pledged to eliminate urban-rural inequalities and the serious problem of 
village unemployment, finances coming from taxes on urban migrants. As well, all products 

produced in the villages would be guaranteed markets at fixed prices, this finding subsidies from 
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oil, gas and coal revenues. The countryside would be reorganised into rural communes 
(obshchiny) to which, along with the party, would be given control of the republic's natural 
resources, including authority over land, forest and water resources. 

Not surprisingly, the party faces a number of challenges in its struggle for power. The 
party leader, Nadezhda Mityusheva recognises that they have an impossible agenda, in light of 
the ethnic Russian majority in parliament: Dor"yam As'nymos has no representation at all. The 
party recognises all Russians as immigrants in the republic only for financial gain, and as such 
"they are not real Russians" (Mityusheva, fn94: 1.47) and consequently would like to see them 
all leave. There are open hostilities between the party leadership and Nadezhda Miroshnichenko, 
the leader of the Russian nationalist organisation, Russkiy Dom (The Russian House). More 
interesting is the sometimes strained, usually hostile, relationship with the Congress and KVSK. 
Originally, Mityusheva was a committee member of Komi kotyr and the first Committee for the 
Revival of the Komi People, though she was eventually dropped because of her views. However 
both Mityusheva and her co-leader, Nadezhda Krasil'nikova, have been delegates to all four of 
the congresses, though party members walked out of the Fourth. 

Yet the party continues to command some respect or sympathy among Komi at large -
they may not like its methods, but approximately 10 per cent agree with aspects of its platform 
(Kotov and Rogachev, 1991). As a result, both women have represented Komi at all-Russian 
and international congresses of Finno-Ugrian peoples. The party has been able to exploit 
circumstances to its own benefit. One recent example concerned the uproar in the summer of 
1996 over the church's decision to transfer the sole active Komi-speaking priest from the capital 
to far-off Izhemskiy rayon, when Dor"yam As'nymos confronted the bishop with accusations 
that he was destroying the Komi language in the church, by banishing the priest to the remotest 
region where travel to outlying villages is next to impossible. The party was also perceptive 
enough to field six candidates in the January 1995 State Council elections, not because they 
expected to win, but in order to make use of the money given to each candidate by the republic 
to run their campaigns (Mityusheva, fn95:3a. l 1-12). Remarkably, this political astuteness found 
in the leadership is denied by the party: "We are not politicians like Markov, not academics like 
Shabayev, we're just citizens" (Nesterov, fn96: 14.16). 

2.3.c The nationalist leadership: evolution with changing times. 

Dor"yam As 'nymos was co-founded by Nadezhda Mityusheva, a museum worker at the 
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national ethnographic museum, and Aleksandr Maksimov, a researcher in the Institute of Biology 
of the Komi Science Centre. Since the founding congress in 1993, however, the party leadership 
has undergone radical change - both in structure and in character. In this final look at the 
nationalists of the Komi movement, these changes are examined and put into context - as civil 
society has grown up, the nationalist leadership has been forced to do the same. 

Originally, the party was run by a seven-member executive council, which coordinated 
the activities between itself and regional organisations in between annual congresses, which in 
theory have the ability to make policy. However soon a split began to develop between 
Mityusheva and Krasil'nikova on the one hand, and the other five members of the executive on 
the other. The latter, according to Maksimov, gradually began to feel marginalised in the 
organisation as the strong-willed and flamboyant 'two Nadezhdas' effectively became the public 
face of the party, as well as alienated by the rhetoric of their spokeswomen. Maksimov blames 
the first problem on the arrival of a single individual on the scene, the self-proclaimed historian 
from Chelyabinsk oblast', Mikhail Nesterov. With a definite flair for propaganda, Nesterov soon 
had the two women relying on his contributions to the party newspaper. More significant 
disagreement between the women and the other members of the executive came from the tactics 
used by the Nadezhdas - Maksimov led me to believe that many were tired of the confrontational 
approach of the party: 

They are intolerant, just like Zhirinovskiy .... Their work will never solve anything. If they want to go about it legally, then they are going about it the wrong way. They are doing useless, harmful work. They have discredited the idea of Komi self-government and autonomy. In Russia, their type won't rise to power. One shouldn't say that people who support this type of party are sick - they aren't sick, it's just that their lives are intolerable, so they become intolerant. 
(fn95:8.41) 

Maksimov claimed that these feelings were widespread in the party, and of the 300 official 
members, he suggested that many had let their memberships lapse - with only about 50 active 
members who attend meetings regularly. Thus Mityusheva and Krasil'nikova have been left as 
the voices and faces of the party. 

These words of Maksimov now seem prophetic as by 1996, a distinct change in tactics 
can be discerned as the party began to take on a less disruptive public role. The old tactics that 
were aimed at causing maximum inconvenience were no longer having the desired effect - the 
party had become a laughing stock among Komi, a source of amusement as well as of 
embarrassment. As one senior Komi figure said, "Perhaps they have some good ideas, but they 
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are too nationalistic. They are only there to cause trouble" (Paro, fn95: 10.3). At the Fourth 

Congress, the party miscalculated in its strategy by giving an ultimatum to delegates - give them 

the stage, or else they would walk out. It was with a sense of incredulity that Dor"yam As 'nymos 

found itself completely on the outside of the movement, as delegates voted overwhelmingly to 

refuse the demand. A certain period elapsed before the party was heard from again. Early the 

next year a translation into Komi of the United Nations' Declaration on Human Rights was 

published by the party (Krasil'nikova, 1996) - funds from Australia had been found which 

suddenly gave the party a new course. In conversation with Mityusheva later that year, I was told 

that the party was content to continue its translation work, putting its political agitation 

temporarily on hold: "We won't write down our programmes, because our opponents will use 

them .... We don't want to lose our ideas. They are without ideas already. So silence is golden" 

(Mityusheva, fn96: 14.15). While the party has not retired from the political arena, it had 

become clear to its leadership that the current political course has not been working effectively -

different circumstances or conditions in the future could see a marginalised, as the republic 

increasingly made the resolutions of mainstream ethnic Komi organisations law, leaving the 

nationalists without a constituency - there was little perceived injustice left to appeal to. 

Dor"yam As'nymos was forced to change, just as the status of Komi changed in the early post

Soviet era. 

2.4 Elevation of the status of the Komi language in the republic 

As seen in section 1.5.b, language has a certain fundamental value in the Komi self

perception · of ethnic identity. Thus it is understandable that any programme of reform that 

wanted to redress the imbalance of power between Komi and Russians in the republic would 

have to address the role and function of the Komi language in society. In the USSR 

discrimination and prejudice against minority languages was structural in the system, not only 

in Komi but also elsewhere across the country. Khazanov recounts how in the industrial cities 

of Bashkortostan, even greeting people in Bashkir was condemned as nationalism, while in 

Moldova Russians were reported to have told Moldovans to speak Russian 'like human beings' · 

(1995: 108). For decades in the republic, Komi language use was restricted to villages, and at 

most, to urban home use - other public displays of the language were met with ridicule and 

official disproval. Numerous informants painted vivid tales of official discrimination, for 

instance when rural Komi were forced to complete university application forms with the Komi 
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language as their designated 'foreign' language, which they would be graded poorly in since "it 

was the politics of the time" ( Ondrey, fn96: 12.33). But societal pressures were perhaps the more 

blatantly hostile. One informant described herself feeling like a 'wild animal' when she spoke 

Komi in the city (Kat'o, 11.7) 

This changed in 1992, when the republic's law on official state languages was adopted, 

reinstating Komi alongside Russian as a formal language of the Komi Republic as it had been 

in the 1920s. In this section this promotion of the language from 'wild', 'uncultured' or even 

'treacherous' to 'acceptable' is traced. From the pre-law era when "it used to be that you 

couldn't speak Komi on the streets or people would laugh" (Ullyana, fn96:14.42), a palpable 

change has occurred, particularly in the way that Komi themselves view the language. The 

responsibility to effect change in the republic vis a vis the language was given to the Ministry of 

Nationality Affairs, also a product of the reformyrocess and which will be the topic of section 

2.4.a. Much of the strength of the Ministry has lain with the individuals in charge, first Galina 

Butyreva, then Aleksey Konyukhov, both who have been instrumental in formulating the 

programme of reform. This "Programme on the Komi language" of 1993, designed to raise the 

status of the language by meeting a number of different issues, brings this section to a 

conclusion. The cornerstone of the government's overall policy on ethnic matters, the 

programme is an essential key not only of the state's attempt to effect a linguistic and cultural 

renewal, but also that of the KVSK. 

2.4.a Creation of the Ministry of Nationality Affairs: Butyreva and Konyukhov. 

The State Committee of the Komi Republic on Nationality Affairs \.Vas created by 

government decree in August 1993, transformed into a fully-fledged Ministry (Minnats) by the 

time of the new republican constitution the following February. This step was seen as crucial 

in the process of elevating the status of Komi in the republic 10
, insisted upon by the Komi 

Congress as a way of getting ethnic Komi representation in the higher organs of the state. 

However, when the state set up the committee, its directives were not exactly as imagined by the 

Komi movement. In my conversation with the first Minister, Butyreva, back in 1994, she 

10 It is interesting to contrast the increasing regulation of ethnic minority issues in Russia with 
trends elsewhere around the world, such as in Scandinavia, New Zealand and Canada, where official 
departments are being downsized in the move to minority devolution and self-government. See 
Brantenberg, Hansen and Minde eds., 1995; Sissons, 1993; Wolfe, 1991. 

51 

I 

I 



insisted that her ministry did not exclude anyone and "nel'zya" (must not) be only for Komi 

(fn94: 1.27-28). Officials realised that any attempt to create an exclusive body based on Komi 

ethnicity in the government would only serve to antagonise the Russian majority - for people still 

could not distinguish between ethnic revival and nationalism, all because under the Soviets, 

" ... ethnic problems didn't exist, only nationalism" (Markov, fn94: 1.30). Thus the committee was 

entrusted with one basic task - to formulate and carry out a unified state policy in the area of 

interethnic relations that would protect and guarantee the rights and interests of all the peoples 

of the republic (Konyukhov, 1996; Glava Respubliki Komi, 1994; Kuzivanova, 1994). This was 

not a committee on 'Komi Affairs' as many had envisioned, but a body that would reflect the 

multiethnic reality of the republic by working with all of the communities, Russian included 11
• 

Despite this, evidence exists to suggest that while it was not exclusively a Komi body, 

the committee's, and later ministry's principle work centred on the Komi population12 (Markov, 

1995: 4). For example, the largest of the four constituent sections of the ministry, employing 

almost half the staff, was involved in translating documents from Russian into the Komi 

language (Konyukhov, 1996). The initial programmes were all based on the execution of the law 

on languages, collectively known as "The Preservation and Development of the Komi 

Language", enacted 18 January 1994 (Prezidium Verkhovnogo Soveta Respubliki Komi, 1994). 

In this programme were dozens of measures, all set out showing sources of funding and a 

proposed timetable, including: new educational measures to train Komi-speaking teachers and 

officials, new school programmes on Komi ethnography and history, pledges of increased Komi 

language publications and media transmissions, and, most significantly, the announcement of 

the foundation of the Finno-Ugrian Faculty at SGU (see Ch.5). The decision which elevated the 

original committee to full ministry status justified the special attention that would be paid to 

Komi, their language, culture and socio-economic well-being by their status as the indigenous 

people of the region, recognising that nowhere else would their interests have government 
. . 

support (Kuzivanova, 1994). So while other groups were backed both financially- the Syktyvkar 

German society Wiedergeburt had funds for the opening of a German language school in the 

11 This contrasts with, for example, the Hungarian design as outlined in E. Mesarosh (1994). or 
the Karelian Committee for Nationality Policy (see Birin, 1994), both upon which the Komi committee 
was modelled. 

12 A similar situation exists in Karelia. Russians have been named as indigenous inhabitants of 
the republic along with Karelians and Vepsians, although it is acknowledged that the Finno-Ugrian 
peoples have priority in state policy (Tsygankov, 1995: 170). 
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capital - and politically - a programme of the revitalisation of the (local) Russian language was 

initiated in 1996 - Komi became the focus of the new ministry. 

Symbolic of this orientation was the choice of leadership in the new department, as the 

post of minister has twice been awarded to ethnic Komi. The first to be appointed was Galina 

Butyreva, perhaps the most powerful woman in the Komi movement. A Komi originally from 

the Udora region, she had spent the majority of her working life in the media as first a reporter, 

then an editor, of television programming. In the late 1980s Butyreva was an advisor on the arts 

in the Ministry of Culture before her involvement in the Finno-U grian movement in the republic 

in 1991 (Il'ina and Il'in, 1997: 32-33). Butyreva is very well-known as a poet, writing in both 

the Russian and Komi languages, a women's activist, as well as a force in the arts community, 

so her appointment as first the chairwoman of the committee, then minister of nationality affairs, 

came as no surprise to anyone. A pragmatist who has the respect of both communities, Butyreva 

only left her position to become a senior advisor to the head of the republic in April 1995. Her 

replacement was the young sociologist Aleksey Konyukhov, one of the new generation of ethnic 

elites brought to prominence with the Gorbachev era (Shabaev, 1998). After receiving an 

English degree at SGU, he began to climb the ranks of the Komsomol13 and party, receiving a 

transfer to Moscow in 1990. In 1991 Konyukhov was one of the co-founders of the Moscow 

Komi cultural organisation Parma and was soon engaged in post-graduate research on Komi in 

the Russian Academy of Administration. For all of his enthusiasm and activities in Komi 

organisations - he has been a delegate to all five of the Congresses and was elected to the KVSK 

at the Third - Konyukhov was brought back to Syktyvkar to replace Butyreva in the Minnats 

upon her promotion. These first two ministers are not simply symbols of the success of the 

Komi Congress, of the ability of Komi to make it to top positions in government, to a position 

essentially created by Komi for Komi. Instead, it is their role in the formulation of nationality 

policy in the republic: as the senior individuals responsible for all state policy and programmes 

connected to the position of Komi in the republic, both Butyreva and Konyukhov have defined 

the path of revival for the Komi movement. They have been responsible for engineering change. 

2.4.b Programme on the Komi language and changing attitudes. 

As mentioned above, the Ministry of Nationality Affairs is responsible for a number of 

13 The communist party youth organisation under the Soviets, and often a necessary first stage of 
an individual' s later career in the party. 

53 



• ies and programmes, most recently working on a state nationality policy for the republic 

Minnats, 1996b). The first test of the new ministry came with its handling of the law on 

languages, a duty it met with its programme of 1994, "The Preservation and Development 

the Komi Language" (Minnats, 1994; Prezidium Verkhovnogo Soveta Respubliki Komi, 

), which contained two distinct stages to be implemented. The first part of the republic's 

IDl!'ll'IIIlme was initiated immediately and " ... had as its central aim the creation of the conditions 

the study of the Komi language by the population of the republic, especially individuals who, 

the carrying out of their work, are in contact with the public" (Minnats, 1994: 11). Thus 

· on refonn, teacher training, publishing, and the organisation of voluntary Komi language 

s for adults topped the list of policy initiatives, alongside a commission to oversee the 

_ .,.a,"'1·sation and reevaluation of Komi terminology and orthography14
• Almost twenty of the 

· g experts on the language - educators from the university and pedagogical institute, writers 

the literary journal Voyvyv Kodzuv (North Star), journalists from the Komi language papers 

radio, linguists from the Komi Science Centre, plus translators and political leaders of the 

· movement - were all given the task of making a unified language that would not only 

t the vernacular spoken by the population, but would also be purged of the most blatant 

ian-Soviet terminology through the reclaiming of old, invention (through neologisms), or 

reinvention of words 15
• Most importantly, the ministry slowly began to introduce the Komi 

e into the civil service. In my conversation with the minister in 1996, it was put quite 

tly - the republic was bilingual and Russian-speaking state employees were going to have 

wake up to that fact if they wanted to get ahead (Konyukhov, fn95:4.8-9). This was not only 

the Minnats itself, though with a bilingual minister and good proportion of its staff 

g the language16
, to some degree it did become a model within the government. Rather, 

all the departments and ministries by 1995 the Minnats was organising Komi language 

~ 1~, all voluntary and free to state employees from the autumn of 1995, which was followed 

notification the following autumn that individuals able to speak Komi would be receiving an 

ified pay bonus (Anna, fn96: 14.9). These small, yet important and visible steps were the 

See

14 
The minister compared this body to the Komi Commission of the 1920s (Butyreva, fn94: 1.27-

also section 3.1.c. 

IS A .. 

161
. smul~ process was initiated by Atatiirk in post-Ottoman Turkey in the 1920s. See Khleif, 

· · Matoss1an, 1962: 258. 

bi~
6 

B~tyreva emphasised that in her ministry, "we try to speak everything" (fn94:l.34), and though 
gu sm was an aim for the future and services could be conducted in the Komi language, all 8 
was generally conducted in Russian and would be until the level of Komi was built up. 
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policies and programmes, most recently working on a state nationality policy for the republic 

(see Minnats, 1996b ). The first test of the new ministry came with its handling of the law on 

state languages, a duty it met with its programme of 1994, "The Preservation and Development 

of the Komi Language" (Minnats, 1994; Prezidium Verkhovnogo Soveta Respubliki Komi, 

1994), which contained two distinct stages to be implemented. The first part of the republic's 

programme was initiated immediately and " ... had as its central aim the creation of the conditions 

for the study of the Komi language by the population of the republic, especially individuals who, 

in the carrying out of their work, are in contact with the public" (Minnats, 1994: 11). Thus 

education reform, teacher training, publishing, and the organisation of voluntary Komi language 

courses for adults topped the list of policy initiatives, alongside a commission to oversee the 

standardisation and reevaluation of Komi terminology and orthography14
• Almost twenty of the 

leading experts on the language - educators from the university and pedagogical institute, writers 

from the literary journal Voyvyv Kodzuv (North Star), journalists from the Komi language papers 

and radio, linguists from the Komi Science Centre, plus translators and political leaders of the 

Komi movement - were all given the task of making a unified language that would not only 

reflect the vernacular spoken by the population, but would also be purged of the most blatant 

Russian-Soviet terminology through the reclaiming of old, invention (through neologisms), or 

even reinvention of words 15• Most importantly, the ministry slowly began to introduce the Komi 

language into the civil service. In my conversation with the minister in 1996, it was put quite 

bluntly - the republic was bilingual and Russian-speaking state employees were going to have 

to wake up to that fact if they wanted to get ahead (Konyukhov, fn95:4.8-9). This was not only 

within the Minnats itself, though with a bilingual minister and good proportion of its staff 

speaking the language16
, to some degree it did become a model within the government. Rather, 

in all the departments and ministries by 1995 the Minnats was organising Komi language 

courses, all voluntary and free to state employees from the autumn of 1995, which was followed 

by notification the f9llowing autumn that individuals able to speak Komi would be receiving an 

unspecified pay bonus (Anna, fn96: 14.9). These small, yet important and visible steps were the 

14 The minister compared this body to the Komi Commission of the 1920s (Butyreva, fn94: 1.27-
28). See also section 3.1.c. 

15 A similar process was initiated by Atattirk in post-Ottoman Turkey in the 1920s. See Khleif, 
1979: 161: Matossian, 1962: 258. 

16 Butyreva emphasised that in her ministry, "we try to speak everything" (fn94:l.34), and though 
full bilingualism was an aim for the future and services could be conducted in the Komi language, all 
business was generally conducted in Russian and would be until the level of Komi was built up. 
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ministry's, and thus republic's, first moves at fulfilling the promise of the law on state languages 
at making a bilingual society. 

These first measures were still being implemented by the end of 1996 when what was 
recognised as the most difficult stage in the programme, was ushered in - the elevation of the 
Komi language to a functioning state language on an equal basis as the Russian language in 
society at large. Unlike the first stage, the Minnats had much less control over this part of the 
programme as it was recognised that success would only come with more money. Unfortunately, 
as Konyukhov and his aides well knew, the republic was in the midst of a financial crisis. 
Legislating the language into society was not a preferred option as it was seen as undemocratic, 
so unless financial incentives could be found to support earlier measures, unless the state could 
convince organisations. in the private sector that implementing a bilingual work policy made 
economic sense, then even the ministry admitted the programme was doomed to fail (Minnats, 
1996a). 

The existence of the programme on the Komi language has arguably been felt in society, 
as there are many visible manifestations of it about in 1996 - I was witness to an increase in 
Komi language television programming which acknowledged policies initiated by the Minnats; 
new dictionaries were being produced while a comprehensive Komi-Russian/ Russian-Komi 
dictionary, the first since the 1960s, was in preparation (Ullyana , fn95:4.5-4.6); in Syktyvkar, 
businesses have been opened with Komi names and the law requires that all shops have bilingual 
signing; cultural events, such as festivals, and ethnographic museums were springing up all over 
the countryside, all with government financial support (Minnats, 1996a: 20; fn95:3 .15-16); and 
fundamentally, the language was returning to the greater school system17 

- "The most important 
thing is that they are teaching it in the schools. They closed Komi classes down all of those years 
ago, but now they have been brought back. It's symbolic of the changing times" (Ullyana, 
fn96: 14.43). As part of education reform, to be discussed in greater detail in chapter 5, the 
Finno-Ugrian Faculty in SGU was founded, described by the Minnats as a " .. . great event in the 
life of the republic ... " (Minnats, 1996a: 20). And, as everyone in the government is quick to 
point out, interethnic tensions have not exploded in the republic as elsewhere in Russia 
(Butyreva, fn94:l.27-28; Karmanov, fn96:12.56), so much of this has understandably been 
attributed to state policy and law such as the above. 

But the greater impact has been in a new attitude toward the language by Komi. The 

17 A closer look at the Kami language schooling issue takes place in chapter 4. 
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legitimisation of the language through the law has given Komi a sense of pride unfelt before, as 
no longer does the language create the sense of shame or embarrassment with its use as it once 
did, disdainfully held to be un-cultured peasant speech (Lidya, fn95:6.9; Iz'va school director, 
fn95:3.21; Mikol, fn95:3.26-27). Informant after informant described these feelings: "But now 
you can speak Komi in public and not get any strange looks. There is a new feeling. We now 
have two state languages and that makes people less afraid to use it" (Kat' o, fn96: 11.8); or "I 
remember at the institute, people would even laugh if you had a strong accent. They cannot do 
that anymore, people aren't afraid to speak the language" (Ullyana, fn96: 14.42). The director 
of the school in Iz'va has concrete evidence of the change in attitudes by parents, as recently she 
has not met with opposition to the teaching of the Komi language in her school (fn95:3.21). This 
newly-felt pride has been particularly noticeable among Komi from the cities, especially 
Syktyvkar (Kalyay, fn96: 13.2; Mikol, fn95:3.26-27), something acknowledged by Minister 
Konyukhov (fn95:4.7). 

Of course, problems with the programme are still recognised. Most of the complaints are 
financial - at the Fourth Congress, many delegates complained that money was not available for 
the local press (fn95:8.13-14), that Komi language publishing continued to decline (fn95:8.20; 
Kalyay, fn95:8.43). Quite often, especially by rural Komi, it is said that the law has made little 
real difference (fn95:8.21; Karmanov, fn96:12.56), that it is all fanfare without substance: 
"Language is a symbol of course, we don't really have two official state languages. It's how the 
state uses it" (Kat' o, fn96: 12.26). There have been suggestions that the law actually did more 
harm than good - one individual cited the legislation on bilingual signing which was forced on 
small kiosks, but exempted the large established shops thus, in his opinion, 'satirising' the 
language (Kalyay, fn95:8.43), while Konyukhov admitted that rural interest in the language 
stemmed from rural Komi desire to migrate to the cities, a tool to get ahead and urbanise 
(fn95:4.8-9). Many Russians complain that the law has led to a decline in interethnic relations, 
and feel that Komi are expecting and receiving different treatment (Nikolay, fn95:3.14; Varvara, 
fn95:5.2). And there has been little or no voluntary learning of Komi by Russians, a historical 
continuity with the Soviet period (Kaiser, 1994: 293). The ethnic Russian dean of the Philology 
Faculty at SGU, Andrey Vlasov, expressed to me a widely-held view: 

As far as the official status of Komi goes, fine, but only when the government's rich. It won't change anything for me. If everything is translated? I'm only going to read the Russian as I can't read or write Komi, so I will ignore everything else. (fn94: 1.140) 

While these flaws do merit attention, they should not detract from the fact that since the 
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Gorbachev reform period, official restrictions against Komi language use have been relaxed and 

generally eliminated, and Komi have begun to reclaim their language and to speak it openly and 

proudly again, all reinforced by the language law and Minnats programme. Even with these 

laws, however, society's attitude to the language has been more slow to change, suggesting to 

an impatient Komi movement that there is still much work to do. The leadership has been forced 

to enlarge the scope of its activities and has identified a further area of where trouble lies: 

We are not particularly satisfied with the speed at which the Komi language is becoming 
an official state language .... The principle difficulties, in our view, are as follows: 
insufficient allocation of financial resources, the lack of good cadres and the failure to 
exploit those existing in an appropriate manner ... . 
(Markov, 1995: 7, my emphasis) 

Reforms would not be achieved without people in the state apparatus to carry them through, from 

the lowest clerks but especially right up in the highest echelons of power. And this has been the 

movement's stumbling block, for when Komi have vied for power, it has led to open interethnic 

conflict, as will become evident in the next section. 

2.5 Presidential elections and beyond: interethnic conflict. 

While ethnic violence did exist in many other parts of the union, interethnic tensions 

between Komi and Russian inhabitants of the republic remained much more covert - ethnic / 'i 

prejudice was restricted to insults and rivalries in society. Yet by the time of the First Congress 

of the Komi People in 1991, delegates were reporting a worsening of relations between the two / 1 

communities (Mastyugina and Perepelkin, 1996: 144; Kotov and Rogachev, 1991). Just as the 

perestroika debate had finally brought ethnic issues out into the open, the fall of the Soviet 

regime had removed fear from the equation leading to a politicisation of ethnic positions on both 

sides - Russians questioned ethnic privileges under the new 'democratic ' society (Maksim and 

Boris, fn95:2.4), while Komi rejected this 'tyranny of the majority' and demanded a larger part 

in the self-determination of the republic, their perceived homeland (see Kaiser, 1994: 351). The 

articulation of ethnic conflict in the political arena was n(?where more evident that with the 

republic's first presidential elections in spring 1994, the topic of this final section, an outline of 

the ethnic division in society between the supporters of the ethnic Russian Spiridonov, on one 

hand, and those of the Komi Khudyayev, on the other. 

2.5.a The candidates and issues: Spiridonov and Khudyayev. 
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It is perhaps not surprising that the ethnic issue raised its head at this, the first democratic 

election for the most powerful post in the republic. The fact that the 8 May 1994 elections for 

the president of the republic split largely along existing ethnic boundaries does suggest that 

voters paid more attention to the ethnicity, rather than to the platforms, of the candidates. But 

was this so? The personalities of both the leading contenders, the Russian Yuriy Spiridonov and 

the Komi Vyacheslav Khudyayev, were key factors in many people's choices. Neither were 

strangers to the political field - both had risen up through the ranks of the party, Spiridonov had 

been chosen chairman of the Supreme Council of the ASSR in 1990 while Khudyayev had been 

Chairman of the Council of Ministers since 1987, and more recently in 1993, both had run and 

been elected deputies to the Council of the Federation in Moscow. The key issue of the day was 

reform - whose vision of the future of the republic would find most saliency with the electorate. 

In this section both candidates are examined for those qualities and policies that appealed to their 

supporters, revealing the extent to which ethnicity became a point of conflict as opposed to other 

factors. 

Yuriy Spiridonov, a mining engineer by training and a monoglot Russian speaker, had 

moved to the republic in 1964 from Siberia. For ten years Spiridonov worked in Ukhta where 

he broke into the communist party apparatus. By 1975 he had been transferred further north to 

Usinsk into a full-time party position as local first secretary, which led to his promotion to 

second secretary, and then first secretary of the ASSR's party organisation. As a result of his 

time in the northern mining and oil-producing cities, Spiridonov has always maintained strong 

links with the industrial complex, which has supported him throughout his political career. In 

the months running up to the elections, Spiridonov had engineered fundamental changes to the 

proposed constitution which played on the ethnic issue. First, he proposed that the elected head -

the 'president' - be replaced by the term glava, or 'head', and more controversially, was able to 

delete the bilingual requirement for the post, transforming it to an absurd regulation that the head 

must be fluent in either of the two official languages. Spiridonov and his supporters clearly 

played on the fears of the Russian majority that the republic was heading down a separatist road. 

Through these changes, Spiridonov not only ensured his own candidature for the highest post in 

the republic, but also boosted his own campaign by appealing to the Russian majority as a man 

who would protect Russian interests (Il'in, 1995; Shabayev, Rogachev and Kotov, 1994). 

By the election, Spiridonov had built up his reputation among the Russian-dominated 
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enough to deal with the economic crisis of Russia, basing his reform package on the strengths 
of the republic's three economic 'pillars' - oil, coal, and timber (see also Kalmykov, 1997). 
Spiridonov made special reference to the northern cities and industrial districts and promised 
them aid during the crisis, while pledging to maintain coal mines threatened with closure open. 
While the campaign grew more intense it also grew more bitter, with the Spiridonov team 
essentially portraying his opponent as a nationalist (Shabayev, Rogachev, and Kotov, 1994: 14). 

Spiridonov' s opponent, on the other hand, stood very much for another kind of Komi 
Republic. Vyacheslav Khudyayev, a Komi speaker and the highest-ranking ethnic Komi leader 
from the Soviet era, has a similar biography to Spiridonov (see section 3.1.h), yet found his 
supporters in the rural agricultural population, as well as in the intelligentsia of the capital, 
Syktyvkar. Khudyayev came over as a populist-democrat, appealing to many in the university, 
Komi Science Centre, and cultural organisations who were uneasy about Spiridonov's tendency 
to the strong leader/ dictator face of post-Soviet politics, exhibited through his successes in 
changing the draft constitution. Many were concerned with Spiridonov's ties to the industrial 
complex of the republic (Gleb, fn96:1 l.35-36) - he was perceived as skilful and cunning - while 
Il'in reports that throughout the campaign, Khudyayev drew upon his image as a singularly 
honest individual (1995: 21-22). Khudyayev was at the forefront of the counter attack to 
Spiridonov's proposed constitutional changes particularly to the language requirement, 
questioning his opponent's reasons when the other republics of Russia required bilingual leaders. 
Famously, at the December 1993 session of the Supreme Soviet Khudyayev reminded his 
opponent of one of the latter's 1990 speeches where Spiridonov lamented the inadequate use of 
the Komi language in government and of his own desire to learn it (Il'in, 1995: 20). What then, 
had changed, he wanted to know - why the change in the constitution? How did he envision 
meeting and speaking with the people of the villages as leader - through a translator? And it was 
with this that Khudyayev found a willing audience in the Komi electorate, and he made great use 
of his fluency in the Komi language at every opportunity. No other candidate was perceived to 
be as sympathetic to Komi and their lives in the decaying villages, and his membership in the 
Komi collective was the single most important differentiating quality between the candidates 
(Il'in, 1995: 22). As one individual stated after the elections, the perception among rural Komi 
was that, "he's the only one who would support us, to stand up for us in the village" (Doro, 
fn96: 12.49) 

By all accounts, the election of 8 May 1994 for glava was a very nasty affair ( Opon ', 
fn95:3.19), which may account for the low turnout - only 35.6 per cent of the eligible electorate 
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bothered to vote, which, unsurprisingly, gave Yuriy Spiridonov a convincing victory of 49.2 per 

cent support in light of the Russian-dominated ethno-demographic situation in the republic. 

However if one were to consider that only about a third of all voters turned up on election day, 

this translates into a hollow victory: Spiridonov ,.vas elected leader with only 18.2 per cent of the 

electorate's support. Khudyayev was placed second behind Spiridonov with 33.1 per cent of the 

votes cast, with the two minor candidates - Aleksandr Gladkov and Valeriy Markov - receiving 

8.1 and 3.7 per cent respectively (Il'ina and Il'in, 1997: 221; Il'in, 1995: 20). Also as expected, 

Spiridonov's support came from the Russian-dominated urban centres of the north, while 

Khudyayev took first place in all of the Kami-dominated rural districts, Spiridonov only 

receiving 16.4 per cent of the votes in the Khudyayev stronghold of Ust' -Kulomskiy rayon. It 

is arguable that Komi supported Khudyayev because of his support for rural reform and 

development rather than his Komi ethnicity, though as the campaign progressed, it is clear that 

the issues became disguised and mired down by ethnic conflict. As one official in the 

predominantly Kami-inhabited Izhemskiy rayon administration commented, "people voted for 

Khudyayev because he was Komi ... " (Opon', fn95:3.19, my emphasis). It would appear that the 

majority of Komi perceived that their best interests could only be served by ethnic Komi, thus 

requiring the election of 'one of theirs' into the top leadership position, someone speaking their 

language. 

2.5.b Post-1994 developments. 

In the immediate post-election period and in the run-up to the January 1995 election to 

the Gossovet of the republic, a number of issues remained in the public eye and of these, the 

issue of ethnicity topped the list. This was particularly true for the Komi electorate. In research 

carried out by sociologists in late October - early November 1994, voter attitudes toward 

ethnicity and the µpcoming Gossovet elections were polled: 11.4 per cent of Komi voters 

believed ethnicity was the most important quality of a candidate (as opposed to only 3.8 per cent 

of non-Komi voters), while 24.3 per cent wanted candidates who would 'defend the interests of 

the Komi people'. More noticeably, over half (51.6 per cent) of Komi polled felt that in the · 

Gossovet, as the highest representative organ of power in the republic, it was necessary to have 

a predominance of ethnic Komi deputies. And Spiridonov was sent a clear message: a 

knowledge of the Komi language was felt to be the most important quality of all, and 63 per cent 

of Komi polled regarded the position of chairperson of the new council to be necessarily filled 
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by an individual fluent in both official state languages (Il'in, 1995: 22). Evidently, Komi 

perceived not only a need for ethnic Komi elites, but specifically for those able to speak the 

language. 

The elections to the republic's state council on 22 January 1995 did not signal any 

radical departures in Komi politics. In all, 17 of the 50 seats were taken by ethnic Komi (34 per 

cent), comparable to the proportion Komi comprjsed of the old Supreme Soviet elected in 1989 

(31.6 per cent). Of these, deputies were split between those representing rural rayons, and those 

urban Komi primarily representing Syktyvkar. Just under half of the Komi deputies held 

prominent positions in industry - mainly connected to forestry and the oil sectors of the economy. 

Despite these results, the ethnic question continued to bum over the choice of chairperson for 

the parliament. Initially, three individuals were seen as potential candidates in the press: again, 

Spiridonov's arch-rival Vyacheslav Khudyayev; Vladimir Torlopov, a Syktyvkar Komi with a 

career in the bureaucracy; and Ivan Kulakov, a Russian from the industrial north with a past party 

career. However the issue of nationality virtually eliminated the latter - prior to the first sitting 

of parliament and its election of the post on 6 February, television discussions had come to the 

consensus that the speaker would have to be an ethnic Komi fluent in the language, leaving 

Khudyayev and Torlopov (Kami Gor, 4 February 1995: fn95:2.5-6). However most analysts had 

also concluded that in reality, only Torlopov would get the backing of the parliament. It was 

widely known that Torlopov was the personal choice of Spiridonov, he having worked as an aide 

to the glava, but most importantly, he had the support of the energy industry18
• Thus his election 

by 37 of the deputies compared to Khudyayev' s six came as no surprise to most in the republic. 

This was a hollow success for the Komi movement, however, as Torlopov was not a key player 

in the Congress and to many, he was not perceived as representative of Komi identity or as a 

defender of Komi interests. Unlike Khudyayev, Torlopov had never had a link to the countryside 

but had built his career completely in the city. And his close relationship with Spiridonov and 

the powerful energy lobby was juxtaposed against the rural Komi heartland. So it was not 

enough that Komi speakers were reaching the top in government - Komi needed to perceive a 

link between these elites to the countryside. 

18 Controversially, Torlopov had also been endorsed by Vladimir Zhir:inovskiy on a visit to the 
republic on 15 January (as the more conservative of all the candidates), despite having no affiliation to the 
Liberal-Democratic Party of Russia. Torlopov had been a presidential candidate but had pulled out early 
and publicly supported Spiridonov, another factor behind the glava's good-will (fn95:2.5-6). 
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2.6 Message: the necessity of Komi speaking elites. 

They don't like us there [the central administration in Syktyvkar]. You know when you 
asked [the official] whether he felt we received enough help from Syktyvkar, well, he just 
didn't want to say it - we don't. Spiridonov would never come here. fu the elections he 
received such a ridiculously small percentage of the vote, it was embarrassing for him. 
And since then, he won't come here - he can't come here! (Kat'o, fn96:1 l.71) 

The above statement from a resident of Kulomdin highlights several of the key issues that 

have been outlined in this chapter. Clearly a gulf exists between rural Komi residents and the 

central government politically, as they perceive themselves to be marginalised by the centre. 

This is reflected this in the way rural Komi cast their votes in both the presidential, and 

parliamentary elections in 1994-95. As one individual felt; "The president [Spiridonov], he's 

a terrible man. We Komi are just chess pieces in his game" (Budimer, fn96: 11.35). The Russian 

leader of the republic, Yuriy Spiridonov, is not unaware of ethnic sensitivities, and has shown 

his political astuteness by supporting the Komi movement and appointing some of its key players 

to his team. Spiridonov is aware that without firm control of the Komi movement, there is a risk 

of nationalism growing and if he allows it to grow, then he would not only face a power 

challenge, but also the wrath of Moscow. He cannot eliminate the Komi element or be perceived 

to not support national aspirations because he would then lose the raison d'etre of having a 

'sovereign' Komi state in the Russian Federation, which is his own key to power (Serezha, 

fn95:2.2). 

The leader of the Karelian Congress, A. Grigor'yev, once stated that "if Karelians do not 

serve in the organs of power, then this fact must be considered as a truly politically motivated 

persecution of the entire nation" (Tsygankov, 1995: 178). The Komi government has avoided 

this and thus, Komi elites are in evidence. However, what is also evident is that not just any 

Komi elite will do. As the nationalist leader noted, "There are enough Komi in parliament, but 

none of them address the nationality question, they do not have the interests of the Komi at 

heart" (Mityusheva, fn95:3a.l 1). As this thesis unfolds, it will become clear that there are two 

typologies of ethnic distinction in the republic; not only th<? obvious between Komi and non

Komi, but also between the Kami speaking rural and the Russified, Russian speaking urban 

Kami. The perception that the former are absent has subsequently initiated a process to meet the 

requirement, which has lead to the creation of FUF. 
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3. Elites and their formation. 

- Ogash - When my mother was young, she was sent to work in a Russian family. So she 
learned to speak excellent Russian. She was such a good cook, housewife, and spoke 
excellent Russian - too bad that her two daughters couldn't understand a word of it. 
- P.F. - Was that here in Kulomdin? 
- Ogash - Yes, here. There were a few Russian families here. But so very few. 
- Kat' o - All the administration was Russian. 
(fn96: 11.38-39) 

In Soviet society it is access to administrative resources, by virtue of office in one or 
other of the command hierarchies through which the whole business of society is 
conducted, that forms the main basis of power and privilege. 
(Rigby, 1990: 7-8) 

Article 5 - To accept as law, that comrades necessarily enter into the composition of the 
Presidium of the Obkom and Uyezdkoms1

, belonging to Komi nationality or knowing the 
local language. To establish as law, that in each basic department of the Obkom the head 
is a worker of the local nationality. 
Resolution of the Fifth Kami Oblast' Party Conference, 2 April 1924. 
(As quoted in Shakhov, 1924: 72) 

What was becoming increasingly evident as the Komi movement began to mobilise was 

that the leadership had very few candidates to choose from who could gain access to the positions 

of political power that had until then been the reserve of the Russian majority, and which were 

now targeted as an area that the movement wanted to penetrate. Of course, strong and influential 

Komi did exist, but they were mainly of two types: what could be called the de-ethnicised Komi, 

predominantly urban-raised and without a knowledge of the language (commonly referred to as 

'passport' Komi); and the traditional cultural elites, representing the artistic, literary, academic 

or journalistic disciplines, normally fluent in the language who, while respected within Komi 

circles, did not hold much power within society as a whole. 

In this chapter Komi elite formation within the context of the Soviet system is examined, 

in which the 'national' elites are perceived as having an instrumental role. This will emphasise 

the zyryanizatsiya campaigns of the 1920s and the counter a,ttacks and purges of almost all the 

leading Komi figures by the late 1930s, Komi elites never really regaining their position in 

society right up until the 1990s. A few individual exceptions to this statement, only arriving on 

the political scene in the late 1980s, are examined as well as the Demokraticheskiy Vybory-90 

1 Oblast'-level (provincial) and district-level (the tsarist uyezds) communist party committees. 
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group, which was founded as a catalyst to promoting ethnic Komi into the state apparatus, with 

little success but with a fundamental influence on the nationalist movement that was soon to 

follow. This leads to a discussion of the basic types of elites in the USSR and its successor 

states, with a focus on the distinction between political and cultural power. Under the Soviets, 

ethnicity was restricted to a very narrow sphere of cultural expression, through literature and the 

arts, thus those individuals representing the~e fields were in a very powerful and symbolic 

position within the ethnic communities. Section 3.3 goes on to explore the factors behind the 

incongruity between rural Komi and the urban political elites of the Komi movement. It is rural 

Komi who the leadership in Syktyvkar contends it is specifically representing, yet the discrepancy 

between the two groups is often startling, leading many to question how the leadership can claim 

and exercise its authority as the all-important 'guardians of the language'. 

3.1 Komi elite formation under the Soviets. 

By the end of the nineteenth century the stirring of ethnic sentiment had diffused to the 

furthest corners of the Russian Empire. Much of this can be attributed to the privileged few 

studying in the capital, as St.Petersburg society exposed the ethnic minorities to all of the latest 

currents and ideas which were reinforced by their own situation, that of living in an 'alien socio

cultural environment' (see Kaiser, 1994: 37). While the growth of ethnic Komi elites can and 

must be considered as part of this general development of non-Russian elites in Russia and the 

Soviet Union, certain factors, including the region's role as the main forced labour region and 

the rapid industrialisation of the republic, have put Komi on a path slightly different from that 

of the other ethnicities of the former Soviet Union. These factors and the history of Komi elites 

are the focus of this section, which follows a brief outline of the general path of elite 

development in the Soviet Union. Not surprisingly, few individuals could be considered to have 

truly provided 'national' leadership before the revolution, though an educated minority did form 

the basis of a group coopted by the fledgling Soviet state that developed and implemented the 

korenizatsiya (indigenisation) programme, known in the Komi region as zyryanizatsiya. A 

contemporary of this period in the 1920s describes how the main obstacle that faced its 

implementation was its association with separatism and nationalism (Shakhov, 1924: 65), and 

in this section I will go on to explore problems associated with zyryanizatsiya, including all of 

the debates within the Komi leadership and the obstacles that it had to overcome. Having set 

in motion a process of ethnic 'awakening' , zyryanizatsiya initiated the emergence of a number 
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of other Komi movements and organisations, the growth of which will also be charted. The 
section goes on to describe the purges as they unfolded in the Komi region, which took the fom1 
of an 'anti-Finnish' campaign and devastated the embryonic Komi leadership (see section 3.1.e). 

It is after this period that the development of Komi elites, as with that of many of the 
other titular peoples of the RSFSR who were left on the sidelines of power, parts from the 
general path of minority elites in the union republics such as Uzbekistan and Ukraine which now 
find themselves independent. This political marginalisation is explored in contrast to the 
development of Komi cultural elites, or the 'intelligentsia', which did not face the same 
discrimination from the Soviet state as did the Komi political elites. However by the time of 
perestroika, the situation had become critical as few individuals were able to provide Komi with 
leadership and this is outlined in section 3.1.h. Two exceptions to this statement are sketched, 
those being the writer Gennadiy Yushkov, who briefly took on a political role at a crucial point 
in the history of the Komi movement's formation, and Vyacheslav Khudyayev, a party bureaucrat 
who none-the-less was perceived as defending Komi rights. Finally, by the late 1980s 
individuals among the cultural intelligentsia began agitating for the Komi political cause, the 
most significant step being the creation of the Demokraticheskiye Vybory-90 (Democratic 
Elections-90) pressure group, whose aims and evolution will be assessed at the end of this 
section. What becomes clear at this point is that Komi have not been successful at getting their 
members into positions of power, but have been marginalised into the cultural sphere. 

3.1.a The general Soviet context. 

Due to the inordinate concentration of power in the hands of the few in the Soviet system, 
much can be learnt about the social, intellectual, and moral context of Soviet politics and society 
through the examination of the background, education, and career experience of party or 
administrative leaders. Over the years, the increasing migration of Russians to high-visibility 
posts in the non-Russian regions was viewed by the minorities as imperialism, especially when 
these newcomers treated them as inferiors, and led to the crisis in Soviet nationality policy that 
faced Gorbachev when he came to power in 1985 and which contributed to the collapse of the 
USSR. 

Prior to 1917 Marxism had not been the dominant force in the mobilisation of ethnic 
minority leaders, but rather nationalism sweeping in from Western Europe. A chasm between 
the nationalised elites, who may have felt themselves a nation, and the rural peasants, who were 
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viewed at best as children, existed while it was the group of 'conscious peasants' (school 

teachers, local clergy, etc ... ) that was more successful at raising levels of national consciousness 

in the villages (Kaiser, 1994: 43-44). Even within Marxism a unified nationality policy was the 

subject of fierce debate between the Austrian Marxists, who supported extraterritorial ( or 

'national-cultural') autonomy, and the Russian Marxists, who, either by choice or by 

circumstances, rejected this model for what lc;1ter became a cornerstone of the Soviet system -

ethno-federalism. The early development of ethnic minority elites under the Soviets has been 

well addressed by many authors (I.Smith, 1997; Blank, 1993; Simon, 1991; Connor, 1984), while 

Kulikov (1997) gives an excellent account of the early days of elite building specifically in the 

Finno-Ugrian republics of the RSFSR. J.Smith (1997: 286) suggests that the Bolsheviks were 

willing to use nationalist-communists in these proposed ethno-federal regions to help fill 

shortages in the minority Marxist elites, most often in roles connected with education and culture. 

This period of the 1920s was a time of relative growth in minority elites in all areas of 

the Soviet state, greatly facilitated by the policy of korenizatsiya, or 'indigenisation', a 

programme of developing personnel from the local nationality for state and Communist Party 

bodies. Korenizatsiya had the immediate objective of creating indigenous cadres loyal to the 

centre that could govern their regions according to Marxism - 'ethno-regional spokes people' 

(Kaiser, 1994: 132). Stalin had become head of the People's Commissariat for Nationality , ; 

Affairs, or Narkomnats, which had been organised as a number of ethnic commissariats serving 

all members of the respective nationalities, and which promoted korenizatsiya as a step to the 

more rapid progress to socialism, or Sovietisation (J. Smith, 1997; Kaiser, 1994). The actual 

origins of the programme can be traced back to the resolution taken at the Vill Party Congress 

in 1919, 'On Soviet Power in Ukraine', which set out the principle of promoting members of 

local minorities to positions within society (Mastyugina and Perepelkin, 1996: 36). By the end 

of the Civil War in 1921, many of the national autonomies were being run by the ethnic groups 

they were set up for. 

As Kaiser states, "ethnocultural indigenisation may be defined as the attempt by members 

of each indigenous nation to ensure that their objective cultural characteristics retain or regain 

a dominant position in their homeland'' (1994: 250, my emphasis). Contrary to Stalin's (and the 

party's) expectations, what became evident was that indigenisation was occurring far too rapidly 

to ensure the loyalty of the ethnic elites (ibid., 134 ), a development which Moscow was forced 

to address as the local elites became a perceived threat to the state. The now infamous purges 
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Union - Russians suffered equally under the regime of terror2
• However, especially for the 

minority groups of the RSFSR, the results were devastating, as made poignantly clear by 
Sanukov among others (1996: 681 ): "In the 1930s practically the whole of the first generation 
of the Mari national intelligentsia was annihilated - such a loss to our people's culture and 
national identity that the effect is still felt sixty years later". 

The post-war period of minority elite development can be characterised as cautious, 
though still evident. Perhaps the most in depth examination of ethnic elite recruitment policies 
under Khrushchev and Brezhnev is Hodnett (1978), while Lane ed. (1988)3 and Rigby (1990) 
provide good accounts of general elite development. This period saw the continued erosion of 
local minority elites through horizontal transfer policies and decline of language use within the 
regional and republican apparatuses (see Mastyugina and Perepelkin, 1996; Kaiser, 1994). 
Hodnett demonstrates through his quantified analysis of the SSR elites and as Kaiser confirms 
"indigenes living in their own home republics were provided easier access to higher education, 
employment, upward mobility in the local party and government institutions, and greater utility 
of ethnocultural attributes (e.g. language)" (1994: 169). However this is not equally applicable 
across the Soviet Union, and those with only autonomous status were still in a subordinate 
position to Russians in the RSFSR. A pattern soon emerged in these regions whereby the state 
continued to promote and support individuals from the ethnic minorities in positions of cultural 
significance, while those in political roles were forced to adopt the external identity of Russian 
nationality, the adoption of Russian as the linguafranca (Kaiser, 1994: 8-9). When Brezhnev 
came to power in 1964, he courted the regional elites through the 'stability in cadres' policy, 
which implicitly asked local cadres to not expect rapid advancement in return for job security, 
giving wayto the more famous period of 'cronyism', corruption and stagnation (see Rigby, 1990: 
204; Hill and Rahr, 1988: 51-52). 

Gorbachev is widely perceived as having gone into the position of secretary general 
believing that the ethnic issue had been 'solved', and consequently showed no concern for equity 
in ethnic representation (Rigby, 1990: 260). The policies of perestroika and glasnost', both 
initially in response to the economic stagnation, also let loose debate on the ethnic question, led 

2 There are too many books on the purges to list them here; perhaps the most famous is Robert 
Conquest's The Great Terror (1968). Also of note is Roy Medvedev's Let History Judge (1989) for its 
section on the purges among the minority elites (409-417). 

3 Including the articles by Gustafson and Mann, Hill and Rahr, Reisinger and Willerton, and 
White. 
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for the most part by these minority elites (see Burg, 1990). A number of factors were involved, 
including the newly received freedom of citizens to organise and debate ethnic issues publicly 
and thus influence decision-makers (Rigby, 1990: 287), regional apparatus opposition to 
Gorbachev's reforms which often threatened local power bases (Reisinger and Willerton, 1988: 
102), and the nature of elites in the 1980s, who were better educated and able to articulate ethnic 
grievances once aware of the inequalities inherent in the state (Khazanov, 1995: 101). By the late 
1980s, the built-in tension between central authorities wishing to benefit society as a whole and 
the minority elites wishing to maximise benefit for their local communities led to the ethnic elites 
using the rhetoric of internal colonialism through claims that the centre was taking 'their 
resources' and not investing the profits back (Kaiser, 1994: 195, 325). The growing elite 
opposition to the influence of Moscow and the party in the 'domestic' affairs of the ethnic 
republics and regions, along with their increasing self-confidence and assertion of the right to 
control their own affairs, was a catalyst to the formation of the 'national revival' (Mastyugina and 
Perepelkin, 1996: 9). 

Regimes and dominant political elites in multinational states have often successfully 
managed 'nationalist' challenges to their rule through either accommodation and autonomy or 
by coercion. When the liberalisation of Soviet society initiated by glasnost' removed the threat 
of violence, the ethnic leaderships in the republics began to claim the legitimate right to rule 
based on their ability to represent the will of their people (Kaiser, 1994: 28). Soon, this was the 
case in the Soviet Union as the entire situation was too much for the central government to 
manage. Though it is possible to argue that the economic crisis of the monolithic state would 
have caused its destruction eventually, there is no doubt that the minority elites had a role in the 
events that led to August 1991, and the eventual dissolution of the Soviet federation a mere four 
months later. 

3.1.b The beginnings of a Komi intelligentsia. 

'· As mentioned above, most of the nationalities of the Russian Empire were touched by the 
ideology of 'romantic nationalism' by the second half of the nineteenth century, and Komi did 
not differ from this. Again, it was brought to the region by the few privileged students who had 
been studying in St.Petersburg and other cities of the empire, who had come across these new 
ideas filtering in across the border from other parts of Europe. These students from Komi had 
been the product of the zemstvos (rural councils of local landowners), which had been very active 
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in sending children to study outside of the region, particularly in: Vologda, Velikiy U styug and 

Moscow. These individuals, though privileged by their studies, had not started out this way as 

most were children (both boys and girls) aged about 12-14 who had finished primary school with 

good marks, were fluent in Russian, and who came from the poorest families. However, as the 

zemstvos paid their stipend while in school, these children were obliged to return to the region 

after their completion of study. The significance in this lies in the resulting group of local Komi 

who had been exposed to these circulating nationalist ideas and who, as a collective, soon came 

to constitute the local indigenous intelligentsia (Bondarenko, fn95:6.6). Though having been 

educated in Russian, this group was still not comfortable with the language (see Gren, 1925: 50), 

not to mention the peasantry who had very poor Russian skills, and this was reflected in their 

activities. Most of the Korni intelligentsia's work dealt with issues of language, its codification 

and implementation into practice, as well as the collection of Komi folklore and history. They 

did not greatly move beyond a 'stage of scholarly interest' and were for the most part, not deeply 

involved in the revolutionary movement. 

3.1.c 'Zyryanizatsiya' and national growth. 

As touched upon in section 3.1.a, the new Soviet government implemented the policy of 

korenizatsiya (indigenisation), or the promotion of members of the local non-Russian 

nationalities to positions of power, soon after wresting control of the state and emerging 

victorious from the Civil War. fu the Komi Oblast' (see section 1.2.a), the issue of 

indigenisation, or in the Korni case, of zyryanizatsiya was only raised and promoted by resolution 

at the XII Congress of the party in 1923 after the elimination of anti-Soviet opposition in the 

region. A detailed, though slightly biased, account of the entire early process of zyryanizatsiya 

appeared in the regional journal Kami mu/ Zyryanskiy kray in 1924 by the activist N. Shakhov 

and it is from this that much of the early debate about the form and content of the programme as 

it related to Komi can be discerned. It was language reform and the introduction of the Komi 

language into all spheres of public life in the region that topped the campaign, for the 

communists feared that without the native tongue, the Korni peasantry would be alienated from 

the Soviet state and driven to the opposition, recently defeated though still a potential threat 

(Shakhov, 1924: 65-66). In the early days of 1923, zyryanizatsiya was directed at turning the 

state and party apparatus from monolingual Russophones into bilingual Komi-Russian speakers. 

fu August of that year the Office of Komi Literary Workers began the public debate over the 
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programme, petitioning the Oblast' Executive Committee of the Party to set up an independent 

commission of writers to oversee the implementation of zyranizatsiya in society. Its initial task 

would be to develop both a Komi literary language and written educational materials for the 

schools, and then to facilitate the gradual turning over of the periodical press to the Komi 

language and to introduce the language into the formal sector (ibid., 67). On 24 November 1923 

the regional executive party committee (Obispol'kom) created the so-called 'Commission on 

Zyryanizatsiya' (often referred to as the Komi Commission) for just such a purpose. Two weeks 

later on 5 December at the inauguration of the commission, the Obispol'kom adopted the 

following declaration which set forth the task of the commission: 

I) to bring into use in all institutions and organisations of the Oblast' the native language 
today, side by side with and preferably ahead of the use of Russian, in order that in the 
near future we will move gradually and completely to one Komi language and have it 
declared the state language of the Oblast '. 
(as quoted in Shakhov, 1924: 67) 

To do so, the Commission reported back to the provincial executive committee at the III Oblast' 

Congress of Soviets and proposed such measures as the instigation of Komi literacy courses for 

local secretaries and militia, while higher up the chain of power in the administrations of the 

uyezds and oblast', where more non-Komi worked, introductory language courses were created. 

As well, standard bureaucratic forms in Komi were devised for general use and Russian-Komi 

dictionaries became a top priority (Shakhov, 1924: 68-69). 

Until then however, all of these measures were not specifically aimed at changing the 

composition of the regional leadership - very little was directed at increasing the numbers of 

Komi in the apparatus, a glaring 'oversight' in light of the rather explicit directives coming from 

Moscow. It is clear that there was some opposition to the idea from the onset, most of this 

outright Russian hostility to the changes (ibid., 65, 69, 71). Shakhov reports that while many in 

the local leadership welcomed the programme publicly, in practice they ignored it or even used 

delay tactics, hoping for such a time that the political climate in Moscow changed or when the 

'national question' died down of its own accord (ibid., 65). This intransigence on the part of the 

Russians in the local leadership only served to further harden. the position of Komi activists. By 

early 1924 the Commission had begun its work in earnest, organising language and literacy 

courses in the capital followed by extended periods in rural areas setting up similar programmes. 

By March, the Commission began to speak of its role of helping Komi to true 'self

determination' and in overcoming " ... the sometimes unbenevolent relations had with regional 

leaders of soviet-party organs to the question of zyryanizatsiya ... " (as quoted in Shakhov, 1924: 
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69-70). Komi were beginning to openly criticise the Russians in the region who were perceived 

as being an obstacle in the path to 'national ' growth and development. On 3 April the 

Commission's report was presented to the Plenum of the Obispol'kom which had plans, among 

other things, to mobilise Komi students to carry on the work of zyryanizatsiya in the native 

language in rural areas and to force all oblast' workers to study the Komi language; the 

Commission no longer wanted ethnic Komi specialists to be transferred outside the region; all 

meetings and public gatherings were to be carried out in Komi from then on in order to give " ... 

workers insufficiently familiar with Russian the possibility to share in the discussion of questions 

of Soviet construction" (as quoted in Shakhov, 1924: 70-71) - Komi were slowly taking their 

indigenisation campaign to all segments of society despite Russian opposition. 

At the V Oblast' Party conference on 2 April 1924 Komi forced the issue of the ethnic 

composition of the leadership when the Commission proposed a resolution adopted by the 

conference that condemned the leadership for not moving speedily enough, specifically blaming 

the " ... presence of 35 per cent non-local workers, insufficiently familiar with the way of life, and 

not at all familiar with the language of the population, and the insufficient advancement of local 

[e.g ethnic Komi - P.F.] workers" (as quoted in Shakhov, 1924: 71-73). It was suggested that 

those individuals unable to adapt by learning the language should be replaced by grassroots 

members, and that only ethnic Komi or those fluent in the Komi language be allowed to be 

promoted to the Presidiums of the Obkom and Uyezdkoms (as quoted in Shakhov, 1924: 71-73). 

In fact, it is ironic that most of the state and party workers at this time were ethnic Komi. Out 

of an oblast' population of where 96.5 per cent were ethnic Komi, almost all bureaucrats in the 

volost' (local) centres, 82.3 per cent of the uyezd centres' employees, and 65 per cent of oblast' 

workers in Ust'-Sysol'sk were members of the local minority (ibid., 66). So perceptions of 

minority representation were not quite supported by the statistics. However, Kulikov (1997: 60) 

suggests that the Komi leadership was above all else aware that the survival of an autonomous 

Komi unit depended on Komi being in complete control of the apparatus. Consequently, the 

requirement for ethnic Komi cadres continued to fuel the zyryanizatsiya campaign and to lead 

to further demands vis a vis the Russian leadership, giving birth to a number of cultural and 

political organisations outside of the party structure and the period of so-called 'national 

communism'. 
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3.1.d Early ethnic movements and organisations. 

Not all Komi welcomed the new Soviet regime. Sanukov states that in all of the Finno

U grian areas of Russia in the early twentieth century, local patriotism or 'small-nation' 

nationalism grew in self-defence against the discrimination inherent in the Tsarist state (Sanukov, 

1996: 661). During the Civil War, segments of the Komi population variously supported and 

resisted lengthy campaigns against the White forces. The greatest opposition to the Bolsheviks 

came from the northern region along the Izhma river, changing hands between Reds and Whites 

several times before the ultimate victory of Soviet forces in 1921. With their consolidation of 

power the Bolsheviks began implementing a number of the demands of the local Komi 

intelligentsia, the most important being the creation of a system of 'national schools' (see section 

4.1.c). As J. Smith notes: "the provision of national schools had been one of the major demands 

of all nationalist movements, and the realisation of this aspiration may have blunted the 

revolutionary edge of nationalism, while at the same time ensuring .its continued survival" ( 1997: 

307). And survive it did, and was tacitly helped by the propaganda and policy of the Soviet state. 

At this time Lenin and the Soviet leadership continued to publicly warn against Great Russian 

nationalism and chauvinism, which was still seen as a greater threat to stability than the local 

nationalism of the minorities. This, in combination with the growth of zyryanizatsiya, helped 

to develop a sense of ethnic exclusivity among Komi. Initially nationalism was confined to a 

number of literary and linguistic movements and organisations which arose, the most important 

being Va Kami (Water Komi), which wanted to purify the language of all blatantly foreign 

(especially Russian) words and replace them with Komi constructs. Komi legendary figures and 

images, such as the epic Pera-Bagatyr', were given heroic status, and were used to raise levels 

of ethnic consciousness. 

However, soon cultural organisations such as Kami katyr4 (see Popov, 1990) facilitated 

and were facilitated by the growth of 'nationalist communism' in the small Komi section of the 

communist party and government. Politically, these nationalists were both anti-Moscow and 

anti-Western, and both Finland and Hungary were looked on as models of what Finno-Ugrian 

societies could accomplish (Stang, 1978). The nationalist agenda aimed at the establishment of 

a Greater Komi Republic, or Great Perm', that would include the areas inhabited by Komi

Permyaks, Udmurts, and Nenets, stretching from the White Sea to the Urals. This republic would 

4 See section 2. 1.b. 



resurrect the Biyarmian Kingdom, returning Komi to a greater 'Golden Age' in all its splendour. 
To help achieve this, the future was thought to be linked to Scandinavia and Hungary, and 
economic ties were sought with these markets via the cities of Petrograd, Helsinki, and 
Arkhangel' sk. 

3.1.e The purges: 'pan-finnicism' and 'Finnish fascism' . 

This period of 'national' revival soon came to an end with the takeover of power by 
Stalin. The Komi Commission was forcibly incorporated into the local Ministry of Education, 
and all other independent cultural organisations were disbanded. Despite strong protests by the 
Komi leadership, autonomy was severely curtailed when the Komi region was incorporated into 
the greater Northern Region in 19295

, with its centre of economic power located in distant 
Arkhangel'sk. That year also initiated the removal of most of the Komi political, technical and 
bureaucratic elites as 'nationalist deviationists' and 'wreckers'. A similar process was initiated 
in all of the Finno-Ugrian autonomous regions (Kulikov, 1997), but as Sanukov notes, as many 
of these technical and bureaucratic elites were non-minority, a new slander had to be found for 

I 

the cultural elites ( 1996: 662). This was easily found in the label 'pan-finnicism'. 

In the Finno-Ugrian areas such as Komi, Udmurtia and Mari El, people were attacked as 
'bourgeois nationalists' simply because they were" ... studying the history and ethnography of 
their own people, striving to preserve and foster its culture (for instance through museum 
exhibits), and emphasising the linguistic and historical kinship between [themselves] and Finns; 
therefore they were accused of links with 'bourgeois' Finland" (Sanukov, 1996: 662). Komi 
were not invulnerable to these attacks as links did exist, though these innocent academic ties 
were appropriated by the authorities and presented as counter-revolutionary spy networks6

• In 
the early 1920s, in the journal Kami Mui Zyryanskiy Kray, a debate took place which discussed 
the movement among the Udmurts, Mari and Komi to adopt a single 'Finnish' alphabet in the 
Latin script, as the most cultured of the Finno-Ugrian peoples (Finns, Estonians, and 
Hungarians), it was argued, all used Latin (Gren, 1924: 50). 

5 Details on this restructuring can be found in Kulikov (1997) and Kuzivanova, Popov and 
Smetanin (1996). 

6 The most famous of these creations of the secret police was the so-called SOFIN (Soyuz 
osvobozhdeniya finskikh narodnostey - Union for the liberation of the Finnie nationalities), supposedly 
centred in the Udmurt capital but with links to all of the Finno-U grian regions and to Finland and Estonia. 
See Kulikov (1997). 
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3.1.f Marginalisation: Komi outside of the power structure. 

The combined effect of the successful zyryanizatsiya campaign and ensuing purges in the 
Komi ASSR, as across the other ethnic republics and autonomous regions in the post-war period, 
was the creation of an everlasting feeling of doubt and suspicion over the reliability of the non
Russians. So not only had most of the ethnic Komi elites perished in the 30s, but their positions 
began to be filled by non-locals (i.e. Russians), especially by individuals sent from the centre. 
Moscow elites became synonymous with state-wide elites, higher in rank and status than local 
elites, and set apart from the minorities as 'foreigners' (Huskey, 1988: 159; Merridale, 1988: 
231). As typical for the post-war Soviet command system, elites were no longer simply recruited 
for their skills and abilities, but also for their reliability and predictability, thus the Soviet system 
tended to avoid 'ethnics' as potential nationalists (Reisinger and Willerton, 1988: 103; Huskey, 
1988: 153). In the non-Russian regions, particularly those ASSRs within the Russian Federated 
Republic, the native language was given a secondary role as Russian was promoted to aid the 
reconstruction of Soviet society after the war, which in itself effectively shrank the need for local 
elites, who had previously had at least a function as speakers of the vernacular. Sanukov (1996: 
660) implicitly links this relegation of the non-Russian language to a minor role in society to the 
increasing marginalisation of the minorities in the organs of power in the post-war period. 
Admittedly, ethnic Komi achieved positions within the state and party, though it can be argued 
that real power lay beyond their reach. In Soviet organisations, even as high up as the Central 
Committee (see Hill and Rahr, 1988: 49), a definite difference in roles can be discerned between 
those positions that were elected and those appointed - the former visible and often ceremonial 
posts which often fell to members of the minorities, the latter positions that were crucially linked 
to decision-making power. Secondly, these elected candidates were nonetheless selected by 
Moscow and actual standing within the ethnic community they were meant to represent was not 
always considered. More often than not, individuals were 'passport minorities', those who had 
no ties to the culture or, more critically, to the language and could be considered assimilated into 
Russian culture. This was often the case in the Komi region. 

In Ras ma Karklins' work on interethnic relations (1986: 237), some of her Soviet-German 
emigre informants stated that they perceived the Korn.i's power within the Komi ASSR as 
decreasing, a phenomenon reported for most of the titular peoples of the autonomous republics 
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within Russia (eg. Udmurt, Ossetian, Sakha)7. Reisinger and Willerton propose that local 

leadership is dependent on the relative prominence or economic strength of the local region -

local elites are promoted to top positions locally with good economic and political performance 

by their region, while those which do not perform well and become a concern in Moscow are 

more likely to get 'troubleshooters' sent in to take control of the local situation (1988: 104-106). 

They go on to say: "it could be contended that prominent regions provide a more secure setting 

where local politicians can aspire to top political positions. Here it is reasoned that prominent 

regions tend to recruit their own personnel, being less subject to the intervention of Moscow" 

(ibid., 111). In their analysis of the relative ranking of the prominence of 44 regions of the 

RSFSR between 1950-1977, the Komi ASSR placed 38 (ibid., 113). In fact, only two of the 

eight evaluated autonomous republics placed in the top ten (the Tatar and Bashkir ASSRs - 7 and 

9 respectively), indicating the relative marginality of the ethnic republics of the RSFSR. One 

would suspect from the above hypothesis that the minority elites were not getting promoted to 

positions of power because of the relative weakness of the ethnic regions. This seems to be 

backed up statistically as well. Perepelkin (1992: 106), when looking at the ethnic composition 

of the leaderships of enterprises and organisations in the ethnic ASSRs as of 1 January 1989, 

found that Komi were sorely under-represented, holding 18.3 per cent of the positions of power 

while representing 23.3 per cent of the total population, or only 79 per cent of the proportion of 

what could be expected8
• 

The marginalisation of Komi in the power structures was becoming evident all across the 

republic - but was it? Appendix 2 contains the last census data on employment by nationality in 

the Komi ASSR, and it actually indicates that Komi were more or less proportionally represented 

in the non-manual 'elite' jobs. Though Russians were slightly better represented in the technical 

and industrial sectors, Komi were actually overly represented in government and party positions -

29.3 and 26.3 per cent respectively, though Komi only made up 21.8 per cent of the total 

workforce, and only 23.3 per cent of the population. Rural Komi even fared better - 55.6 and 

59 .5 per cent when they only made up 4 7 .2 per cent of the rural workforce. Yet the perception 

remained, and again it was the state of the language that caused this. Even in local 

7 This contrasts sharply with the perceptions of increasing power in most of the union republics 
reported by other emigres (ibid., 79-87). 

8 The proportion of Komi also paled in comparison to other groups in their respective ASSRs -
Buryats (153 per cent), Tatars (132 per cent), Sakha (114 per cent) and Russians republic-wide (95 per 
cent) (Perepelkin, 1992: 105-106). 
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administrations where the majority were Komi, the language of power was exclusively Russian. 

In a recent interview, one Komi employee of the Izhemskiy rayon's cultural section explained 

to me that while the day-to-day workings of the rayon once were carried out in the Komi 

language during the 20s and 30s, after the war this stopped as people learned Russian and the 

native language was considered 'difficult' and 'uncomfortable' (fn:95:3.18). In the Komi 

language press Russian is always used for official news, laws, statistics - anything with a serious 

function was reported in the Russian language. By the 1980s, the marginalisation of Komi 

speaking elites had produced a feeling of despair and indifference to the entire system. As one 

informant told me, "You know, we Komi men ... we don't care about politics, and politics 

doesn't care about us" (Budimer, fn96: 11.36). 

3.1.g Cultural elites: writers, artists and academics. 

While Komi were not perceived to infiltrate the higher echelons of political power, 

cultural figures were being developed, a distinction that will be made later in section 3.2. Across 

the ASSRs, a 1937 state security campaign had been directed against the ethnic intelligentsia and 

in particular against the writers' organisations and journalists. This campaign utterly destroyed 

these cultural elites, so after the war, the cultural intelligentsia was developed from nothing. As 

a result, the party had a definite hand in defining its nature and role in society. Chemenkova 

(1995: 166) states that by the mid-60s representatives of the cultural intelligentsia in Karelia were 

preoccupied with carrying out a programme of preserving the perceived 'heart a:.1d soul' of 

national culture - a comparable process was occurring in Komi - and to be sure, by the 1970s a 

significant proportion of the staff of the local branch of the Academy of Sciences were ethnic 

Komi carrying out such studies (Coates, 1975: 674). However, this apparent flurry of activity 

must be seen in context. While these professors who were highest up in the academic world of 

research into Komi .spent their time developing the language and collecting its folklore, they were 

also the same individuals who refused to teach their children the language (Lidya, fn95:6.9). The 

transmission of the language was made undesirable even among those supposedly entrusted by 

the Soviet state to preserve it! There were fewer and fewer incentives to write in the Komi 

language as the profession was undervalued within the Soviet state. Even in the 1990s, 

professionals writing in the Komi language were receiving four times less wages than machinery 

operators (fn95:8.20). The state's indifference toward the Komi intelligentsia can also be seen 
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Table 3.1. Members of the Artists' Union of the USSR from the Komi ASSR. 

Members of the Artists' '43 '50 '60 '70 '80 '90 
Union of the USSR 

No. from the Komi 5 5 10 16 26 31 
ASSR 

of this, ethnic Komi 2 2 2 4 8 6 
Source: Goskomstat RSFSR/ Komi Respublikanskoye Upravleniye statistiki, 1991: 106 

in the proportion of ethnic Komi among the republic's recognised artistic elite - members of the 

·Artists' Union of the USSR (Table 3.1). Though Arutyunyan and Bromley (1986:300) found that 

most ASSR nationalities were over-represented in the writers' unions, over a 50 year time span 

the proportion of those celebrated artists from the Komi region who were actually ethnic Komi 

decreased by half - from 40 per cent in 1943 to 19 per cent in 1990. At all times these figures 

are proportionally lower than the number of Komi in the republicJor the year in. question. 

3.1.h Perestroika in the Komi Republic: Yushkov and Khudyayev. 

It was notable by the late 1980s that the state of both the political and cultural Komi elites 

was not indicating a healthy situation. As the current leadership of the Komi movement 

acknowledges, no vertical structure was ever created that linked the few elites that did exist in 

Syktyvkar to the villages, its absence starving the vast majority Komi of guidance and role 

models to emulate, while disconnecting these elites from the very milieu where both the language 

and culture still thrived (Markov 1995: 4-5). Yet as elsewhere in the Soviet Union, the process 

ignited by perestroika also took root in the Komi ASSR as a new generation of ethnic Komi 

began to expect more than their predecessors. In the Academy of Sciences several up-and

coming linguists and folklorists began to address the issues of language and culture decay 

(Tsypanov, 1989) - and in a break with the recent past - began to pass on the language to their 

children (see 3.1.g). Meanwhile in the press, several Komi scholars and journalists brought up 

these issues for the first time in public. One of the most notable contributions to the debate came 

from Gennadiy Anatol 'yevich Yushkov (born 1932), one of the most senior cultural figures in 

the republic and a creative force behind the continuing development of the Komi language. From 

akolkhoz in the village of Chas (Russian- Chasovo) some 47 km outside of the capital, Yushkov 

was first employed as a Komi-language news reader on republican radio before travelling to 
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Moscow in 1953 to study at the Gor'kiy Literary Institute in Moscow. Yushkov became part of 
the editorial team at the main Komi-language literary journal Voyvyv kodzuv in the 1970s and 
from 1978 until his retirement in 1993, was chair of the Komi Writers' Union (Burilova, 1995: 
343; Il'ina and Il'in, 1994: 257-258). 

In his writings, Yushkov's heroes were always Komi village inhabitants and it was their 
plight that he always defended in his creative works (see Burilova, 1995). It was not until the late 
1980s, however, that Yushkov began to show political aspirations, as the author suddenly took 
up the cause of political representation of the ethnic Komi. According to Il' in (1995: 10), in the 
run-up to the elections of people's deputies to the Supreme Soviet of the USSR in 1989 no 
candidate made any reference to the under-representation of Komi in the organs of power. This 
prompted Yushkov to run himself, giving the author a platform from which to address the much 
maligned and misunderstood issue of nationality policy in the republic (Il'ina and Il'in, 1994: 
258; Yushkov, 1989b: 1), and profoundly changing the nature of ethnic politics in the region. 
In doing so, Yushkov polarised the perestroika struggle in the republic between the democratic 
intelligentsia, of which he himself was a representative, and the mainly ethnic Russian party 
apparatus, which stood for the status quo. Despite a cautious and delicate approach to the ethnic 
debate, Yushkov was often labelled a nationalist by some in the republic, a factor contributing 
to his unsuccessful bid in the elections. The result of the elections - not a single ethnic Komi was 
elected to the Soviet of the Union and only two Komi out of eleven deputies from the ASSR 
made it into the Soviet of Nationalities (Il'in, 1995: 10; Yushkov, 1989b: 1). But these results 
only hardened Yushkov's resolve, and he went on to play an essential role in the mobilisation of 
Komi. Yushkov's growing frustration with the status quoin government inspired him to found 
the first ethnic Komi cultural-cum-political organisation, Komi kotyr, in December 1989 (see 
section 2.1.b). Besides from other leading Komi cultural figures, Yushkov received help in his 
endeavours from unlikely sources - the party and state - as both the Obkom and the Council of 
Ministers of the republic (headed by Khudyayev, see below) backed the process of ethnic 
mobilisation. This is understandable when taken in context - the national fronts of the Baltic 
States had formed without state support and had grown into hotbeds of separatism and anti
government agitation. By providing at least tacit support for the 'democratic Komi movement' 
the republican authorities hoped to control and contain the rise of nationalist sentiments (Il'in, 
1995: 10-11). 

The following year Yushkov again ran unsuccessfully for government, this time in the 
1990 RSFSR Supreme Soviet elections, but by then Komi kotyr was already fast becoming a 
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force in the republic9
• In December 1990, the first Congress of Komi kotyr took place in 

Syktyvkar, which paved the way for the creation of the Committee for the Revival of the Komi 

People (see section 2.2). Overwhelmingly, the parent organisation was dominated by the cultural 

intelligentsia, as 55 per cent of the delegates were employed in the fields of education, science, 

culture and the arts (Shabayev, Rogachev, and Kotov, 1994: 9). However, Yushkov's political 

aspirations declined and soon afterwards the. author dropped out of the political spotlight, 

concentrating on his creative works. But Yushkov remains a potent symbol for Komi as the chief 

instigator of the national movement, with its fight for a higher profile in the governing of the 

region and a role model for the developing cultural elites under perestroika. 

This 'next generation' of the cultural intelligentsia started to exert an influence on the 

political debates of the time. A watershed for the Komi movement was instigated by the First 

Secretary of the Komi Obkom Vladimir Mel'nikov, who was one of the first in the Soviet Union 

to publicly criticise Gorbachev for undermining the authority of the parliament. In his 

monumental address as Komi ASSR deputy to delegates at the 1989 All-Union Party Conference, 

Mel'nikov referred to Komi marginalisation outside the power structure (see section 2.1.a). Yet 

some Komi were getting ahead and the most significant Komi political figure to arise at this time 

was Vyacheslav Ivanovich Khudyayev. Born (1946) into a large working-class family in 

Syktyvkar, Khudyayev went on to become a construction engineer at various factories across the 

republic in the 1970s. His first breakthrough came when he was appointed deputy of the 

construction section of the Komi Obkom (1976-80) which led to his simultaneous appointment 

as second secretary of the Syktyvkar City Committee of the CPSU. From here Khudyayev went 

on to become first party secretary in the capital (1980-87) followed by his election as chair of the 

Komi ASSR Soviet of Ministers from 1987-94. Khudyayev was also twice (1986 and 1990) 

elected to the Supreme Soviet of the Komi ASSR and found a federal role as he became a deputy 

of the Supreme Soviet of the RSFSR (Il'ina and Il'in, 1994: 237-38). In a contemporary 

biography, Il'ina and Il'in (1994: 238) express the feelings held even today about the man: "To 

him above all else was the principle of realism in politics, in practical activities he assigned 

primary importance to the republic". Throughout the 1980s Khudyayev remained u:1tainted by 

the backlash against the party and system and instead, was a source of pride for Komi, 'one of 

ours who made it to the top', who was respected because he was always perceived as looking out 

9 The concurrent elections to the Supreme Soviet of the Kami ASSR produced slightly better 
results for Kami candidates. Of 177 deputies, 56 were ethnic Kami, or 31.6 per cent of the total (Il' in, 
1995: 10). 
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for Komi interests. 

3.1.i The Demokraticheskiye Vybory-90 group. 

Despite individuals such as Yushkov and Khudyayev, and the new invigoration they gave 
to the Komi movement, there were still individuals who were not satisfied by the progress of the 
ethnic Komi movement in getting people into positions of power. The lack of success of Komi 
candidates in the 1989 election was a source of great disappointment and frustration for many 
individuals. One of the most remarkable organisations to arise out of this impatience was the 
'Demokraticheskiye Vybory-90' (Democratic Elections-90, or simply DV-90) lobby group in the 
run-up to the federal Supreme Soviet elections of 1990. Its sole aim was to nominate and get 
elected ethnic Komi people's deputies (Mityusheva, fn95:3a.14). Mainly a Syktyvkar-based 
organisation, DV-90 was founded on its members' opposition to the continued exploitation of 
the region's resources by the central authorities, as well as its desire to see 'radical measures' 
adopted to revive the Komi language and culture, especially in the villages (Mityusheva, 1989: 
1). To achieve these aims, DV-90 sought to fight general elections alternatively on grassroots 
issues, as real reforms could only be achieved through the full participation of Komi in the 
economic, political and cultural life of the republic. To carry out these reforms, the organisation 
actively set up groups to search out possible candidates to stand for election and to help these 
individuals prepare specifically for the elections in 1990. 

Despite a vociferous campaign led by Nadezhda Mityusheva (see section 2.3.b), the 
organisation failed to get any of its desired candidates elected to the RSFSR Supreme Soviet. 
This failure, coupled with the moderate success of Korni candidates in the republican legislature 
and the new excitement surrounding the creation of Komi kotyr soon led to a loss of interest in 
the lobby group and to its folding. It is interesting to note that the approach used by DV-90 has 
been attempted elsewhere in the former USSR, again in a Finno-Ugrian region, and again with 
similar results 10

• However as a direct result of the campaign and failure, several individuals' 
positions were hardened and went on to form the core of the nationalist party, Dor"yam 
As'nymos. 

10 In autumn of 1993, prior to the elections of 1994, an alliance of Finno-Ugrian peoples was 
formed in Karella that took the form of a National Block. Once registered, the organisation was able to 
nominate candidates to the elections of deputies. But internal conflicts between the different Finno
U grians resulted in an unsuccessful campaign (Tsygankov, 1995: 178). 
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3.2 Typologies: cultural versus political elites. 

The negligible numbers of educated Komi at the time of the revolution resulted in a 

number of cultural figures - writers, linguists, poets - finding themselves catapulted into political 

roles in the 1920s 11
• As outlined above, the purges decimated these elites and in the post-war 

period of elite reconstruction, a strong separation of functions was introduced to minority elites 

by the Soviet authorities. What developed were two distinct types of elites - political elites, 

included in the party apparatus and government structure and involved in the daily functioning 

of the ethnic republics; and cultural elites, the public face of the promoted Soviet nationality 

policy 'success' story, but with very narrowly defined roles. In this section these two groups and 

their roles in Soviet society are contrasted. Though non-Russian figures in the cultural fields did 

develop under the Soviets, many of the minorities, especially those with only autonomous 

republic status including Komi, did not achieve the same level of success in positions of political 

importance12
• The significance of the cultural elites as figures of moral authority is then 

examined, with emphasis on the expanding role many of the minority cultural elites had in the 

perestroika period, as increasingly cultural elites were called upon to fill political roles and vice 

versa, playing a part in the decline of the USSR. 

3.2.a The distinction between political and cultural elites. 

That cultural figures - by this I mean writers, artists, journalists, academics, and even 

teachers, often commonly referred to as the 'intelligentsia' - can be classified as 'elite' in the 

Soviet context is not obvious from the classical definitions of elites as outlined in section 1.4. 

However, Shlapentokh (1992: 3-4) argues that the culture of intellectuals, with its stress on 

education and creativity, distanced them from the vast majority of the population - the 'masses'. 

11 Of the early Kami leaders, perhaps only Dmitriy Batiyev can be considered a true 'politician'. 
Of the other leading figures, including Illya Vas', Viktor Savin, and Vasiliy Molodtsov, most were 
members of the cultural intelligentsia. See Kulikov, 1997, Poleshchikov, 1995; Zherebtsov ed., 1993. 

12 I am not suggesting that minority political elites were entirely absent. Indeed, within the union 
republic leaderships of the Baltic and Transcaucasian SSRs, they often predominated. However, there is 
evidence to suggest that across the USSR, positions of political power were frequently denied to minorities 
(Burg, 1990; Hodnett, 1978). This was especially the case in the autonomous republics. There is also the 
suggestion (and a general public perception that I often encountered) that those minority politicians who 
did make it into higher positions of power were those with the weakest ties to the minority cultures, being 
highly assimilated (Sanukov, 1996; Kaiser, 1994). 
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As a result, leading cultural figures were perceived as part of the elite by the population at large. 

In pre-revolutionary Russia, some authors have suggested that the word intelligentsia had a much 

narrower application - not only were they members from cultural fields, but they were necessarily 

actively interested in social and political issues, usually taking a radical position opposed to the 

state's authoritarian policies (Simmons, 1971; Mirsky, 1968; Raeff, 1966). After the revolution , 

the distinction becomes clearer through an und~rstanding of the nature of the Soviet system. A 

significant difference between political and cultural elites was maintained through the former' s 

monopoly of the political, social, and economic decision-making function. Shlapentokh does 

stress, however, the symbolic importance of the cultural elites in the Soviet authoritarian system, 

both in terms of increasing the international prestige of the country and in legitimising and 

socialising the general populace to the system, promoting the myth of "the great friendship 

between peoples" (Shlapentokh, 1992: 9-15; see also Goble, 1990: 132). While the Bolsheviks 

understood the need to coopt intellectuals for some of the reasons described above, a fundamental 

distrust of these educated and thus privileged 'bourgeois' individuals remained from the period 

following the revolution (Shlapentokh, 1992). The solution found by the Soviets was in return 

for a privileged place in society, these elites would present local issues (journalists, academics 

and teachers) or use local themes (writers, poets, or musicians) in their work that would be 

dominated by socialist messages. 

3.2.b The role of cultural elites in Soviet and post-Soviet society. 

The role of the minority cultural elites for the Soviets was similar to the one stated above 

in section 3.2.a: as a powerful propaganda weapon used by the USSR in the West and a 

socialisation tool amongst the minority population itself, the Soviet system used ethnic minority 

cultural elites as instruments of control through its strict control of these generally respected 

figures. However, despite the close watch kept over them by the Soviet state (Kaiser, 1994; 136-

137), these minorities often assumed a more significant role than originally intended. As also 

suggested above, the previous century's cultural intelligentsia in Russia championed the cause 

of the masses against the government, seeking to 'save' Russia from the increasingly despotic 

autocracy, and in doing so became perceived as the 'moral conscience' of the 'people' (see 

lvanov-Razumnik, 1993: 73; Mehnert, 1983: 43). This perception carried into the Soviet era and 

also became commonplace amongst the minorities, though instilled with greater meaning. 

Cultural elites became symbols of nationhood and ethnic identity who, instead of aiding the 
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socialisation process into ideal Soviet citizens, often perpetuated and encouraged cultural 

differences within society (Drobizheva et.al., 1996; Drobizheva, 1994; Shlapentokh, 1992). 

· In historical perspective, Gellner (1983) and others write of the political role of elite 

groups in the age of ethno-nationalism, though Hutchinson (1992) highlights the important place 

of cultural figures in non-political roles outside of the political nationalism of that age. 

Respected for their creativity and moral guidance, selflessly struggling to guide the 'nation' along 

the path of progress but using an indigenous form, cultural figures were only asked to take on a 

political function in times of political and social crisis when governing leaders were discredited 

(ibid., 105-106). The korenizatsiya campaigns of the early 1920s, which filled many of the 

political positions in the minority regions with members of the local cultural elites through a need 

to stabilise society, led to even greater distrust of these elites following the actual and perceived 

threat of their political power in the 1920s which culminated in their virtual elimination in the 

purges a decade later, under a pretense of combatting 'nationalism'. After the second world war, 

minority elites began to be developed as part of the ideological commitment to eliminating socio

economic differences between the peoples of the USSR, but rather selectively: as Russians could 

meet the needs of the political apparatus which were located in Russian speaking urban areas 

(Kaiser, 1994: 261), Moscow recruited those minority representatives fluent in their native 

tongue from primarily rural areas to positions in cultural fields. Thus, especially in the minority 

regions of the RSFSR, where the minorities seldom constituted a majority within the ASSRs, 

political and cultural elites were not on an equal basis in Soviet society. 

However this began to change during the period of perestroika13
, as the reform of the 

economy and society initiated by Gorbachev led to the public's ultimate questioning and 

discrediting of the Soviet political leadership itself (Drobizheva, 1994: 83), which lost much of 

its moral authority to cultural figures. As seen in the Baltic states in the late 1980s, cultural 

figures used this authority to take up political roles, some thrust into the limelight while others 

eagerly stepping into it (see, for example, Senn, 1990). In the Komi Republic, a few instances 

of this did occur, some of which have been outlined earlier (Yushkov and Khudyayev, for 

example), though for the most part Komi have not been able to follow the pattern set by the 

Baltic states. But why is this? As outlined in section 1.5.b, ethnic identity among the Komi has 

iargely been based on language ability, which is mainly only amongst rural inhabitants. In the 

next section, I will show how a growing chasm between rural and urban Komi societies has been 

13 For an interesting discussion of the role of the intelligentsia during perestroika, see Mansurov, 
1992. 
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duplicated in the movement, seriously hampering the growth of Komi political elites. 

3.3 Rural versus urban Komi: is there common ground? 

While the above discussion of Komi elite formation and the growth of an all

encompassing ethnic movement does give the impression of a 'unified Komi people', what also 

should be discerned is that the two different types of elites are associated with two different 

social milieus. The fact remains that fundamental differences exist within Komi society, namely 

those between rural and urban Komi inhabitants. Emphasis on native language ability as the 

premier ethnic marker of identity has already been made repeatedly, an ability much concentrated 

in the villages. Yet remarkably, the vast majority of ethnic Komi political elites are from or live 

in the capital, where the language is weaker and Komi are heavily outnumbered (Kalyay, fn95: 

8.16 and 8.44). According to Kaiser (1994: 221), at the time of the last census Komi constituted 

some 14 per cent of the entire urban population, or some 133 thousand individuals. This means 

that a remaining 158 thousand Komi, or 54.3 per cent14 of all Komi, were still found in the 

villages where they comprised just over half (51.2 per cent) of the total rural population of the 

republic. In this section, the problems of rural Komi are highlighted - from the economic chaos 

in villages to the resulting social breakdown - before examining the often talked-about social and 

political gulf that exists between the urban leadership and the very people they claim to represent. 

The 'common' people, or as often used by Komi themselves, the 'simple' (prostyye) people are 

those who still have a command of the language and are perceived as being closer to the 

traditional Komi culture and lifestyle - in other words, rural Komi. Thus the Syktyvkar 

leadership recognises that the distance separating itself from this group weakens its claims to 

legitimacy, prompting the chair of the KVSK, Valeriy Markov, to focus on the rural situation in 

his key-note address to the Fourth Congress: "I beg the pardon of urban Komi, for not saying 

much on your problems, but the village is the foundation of the [Komi] people. If the village 

survives, then so will the Komi people" (1995: 15). 

14 This figure is calculated from the figures given in Kaiser (1994) in conjunction with numbers 
provided in Goskomstat RSFSR/ Korni Respublikanskoye Upravleniye statistiki (1991). However this 
same publication gives a slightly lower figure of 53 per cent for the rural-urban breakdown of Korni (p.11 ). 
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3.3.a Rural economic crisis. 

The Komi Republic's rural areas have been hit hard by the current economic crisis 
gripping Russia, as in rural areas all across the country. The current economic crisis is perceived 

in the villages to have its roots in the mid-1980s with the introduction of Gorbachev' s reform 

packages aimed at cost-accountability (Ano, fn96: 12.10-11), though others would argue that the 

blow to Komi agriculture was struck in the post-war period when the region's collective farms 
were reorganised into state farms (Ogash, fn96: 11.7), as this removed much of the individual 
incentive to work. Despite being such a wealthy republic, rich in energy and other natural 

products, little of this wealth has filtered down to the villages or has involved much of the local 

population (Markov, 1995; Mel'nikov, 1989). Along with this development has come 

environmental degradation (a recent example being the Usinsk oil spill of late summer) 15
, and 

significantly, it is rural Komi who are most vulnerable to pollution - some 60 per cent of rural 

Komi are engaged in hunting and agriculture (Ukhtinskiy delegate, fn95:8. l 4-15). Unfortunately, 
attempts to get compensation from the federal agencies responsible for the energy industry have 

come to naught. While the republic does earmark funds to alleviate the rural situation, delegates 

complained at the 1994 that those monies do not make it to the villages (Semyashkina, 

fn95:8.14). 

Yet two problems are stressed over and over again within both the Komi leadership and 

among local Komi circles. The first concerns the lack of clear legislation on the land issue 
(fn95:8.6), while the second is the wages crisis that makes daily life intolerable. Cun-ently in the 
republic, land is granted for the duration of a person's life if there is no competing claim to it 
(Markov, 1995: 14-15). However, Markov (fn95:8.12) has frequently recognised that villagers 

need to diversify their economic activities to include forest harvesting, which is currently illegal 

as all land remains state owned. Clearly, the current crisis in the payment of wages is at the heart 

of rural economic decline. Rural inhabitants are already at a disadvantage, as the recipients of 

wages one third as high as industrial workers in 1995 (Markov, 1995: 10). Throughout the mid 

90s, however, rural inhabitants did not even receive this as they regularly had wages owing from 
six months or longer16, and from across the republic came stories of entire villages unable to 
afford basic foodstuffs such as bread, or of parents making public appeals to the administration 

15 For information on the Usinsk spill, see Hege, 1995; Poklad, 1995; Sagers, 1994. 

16 In 1997 the republic began to meet its payments more or less on time, one of the factors in 
Spiridonov's early election call for November of that same year which he won. See Neyfel'd, 1997:35. 
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for money to outfit their children for school (fn96: 11.29; fn96: 11.36). With wages in arrears, 

suspicion has landed on the local administrations, as one inhabitant of Nebdin explained: "The 

entire problem here, and in Kulomdin, is money. No one has received their pay since May. 

Everyone believes that the administrations are keeping the money, holding it back, putting it in 

high-interest accounts, then skimming the profits off' (Doro, fn96: 12.36-37). This issue of 

corruption haunts local politics, especially in a republic that continues to appoint local 

administrators. The extent of the rural economic crisis is made evident in recent demographic 

figures which indicate rural depopulation. While the republic's population decreased by 26, OOO 

between 1994-95 (-2.1 per cent), this decrease was proportionally greater in rural areas (-2.9 per 

cent) versus urban areas (-1.9 per cent). This goes against the Russia-wide trend of greater rural 

population growth (Goskomstat Rossii, 1995: 523). Evidently, Komi by the hundreds are leaving 

the villages, resulting in the loss of individuals of productive and reproductive age 17
• 

These factors have all combined to produce a very bleak picture in rural economies. The 

KVSK reports that over 100 village shops have been forced to close, in part because of rural 

inhabitants' lack of cash (Markov, 1995: 11), and few new business opportunities have been 

created out of market reforms (fn96:11.14-15). No one suggests reviving services because 

inhabitants cannot afford to pay for them (Markov, 1995: 12-13). Yet without them, many rural 

dwellers are unable to take up paid work, for example a lack of detsad (detskiy sad, or 

kindergarten) facilities has meant that more women have been unable to return to the workplace 

I 
I 

I, 

(Ano, fn96:12.13-14). Production in existing enterprises has fallen drastically, and villagers are I' 
forced to survive on seasonal work (Markov, 1995: 14), living in poverty on hand-outs from the 

state. In many cases, it has been more profitable to receive these unemployment payments than 

wages from the sovkhozes (Kat' o, fn96: 11.24-25) and many admit that attitudes from Soviet 

times, when the state simply did everything for the local inhabitants, have not changed 

(Karmanov, fn96:12.59-61) . 

The rural economic crisis in the Komi Republic, though not limited to Komi villages, is 

of utmost concern to the ethnic leadership. The highest unemployment figures are found in the 

rural rayons (October 1995), and Ust'-Kulomskiy (18.7 per cent), Kortkerosskiy (13.6 per cent), 

and Izhemskiy (12.3 per cent) rayons are also those with the highest percentage of Komi -

Izhemskiy (87 per cent), Kortkerosskiy (71 per cent), and Ust'-Kulomskiy (71 per cent) (Markov, 

1995: 10; Goskomstat RSFSR/ Komi Respublikanskoye Upravleniye statistiki, 1991: 11). Even 

17 Sharonov (1988) reported that even back in the late 1980s, almost 40 per cent of Kami youth 
from the Izhemskiy rayon had plans to leave as soon as they could. 
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the little investment initiated by the republican government is hot perceived as making any 

difference (Karmanov, fn96: 12.59), and people are left feeling uncertain and apathetic. I spent 

an entire day with one acquaintance as he waited for a phone call calling him into work - one that 

did not occur - a story far too common for many rural Komi. Frustrated, this individual could 

not help but complain: "I hate this, it's never precise. But as I said, it's as though we're caught 

between the two systems, wavering from side to side - here capitalist, there socialist. I don't 

know - perhaps it's socialist capitalism, or capitalist socialism. But at the moment, we don't 

have either" (Ondrey, fn96:12.50). The Komi leadership has been forced to address issues such 

as this and the overall standard of living, acknowledging the gap between the urban and rural 

Komi economic situations (Markov, fn94: 1.30-31). The issue is far too important, as all in the 

Komi leadership realise that the consequences of the economic collapse in the villages reach 

beyond mere money issues - this economic chaos has been accompanied by social upheavals, as 

one Kulomdin inhabitant remarked: 

- Kat' o - The sovkhoz has practically stopped working. Before, it was very strong, but 
now it just goes along, making no money. 
- P.F. - So what do people do? 
- Kat' o - Just sit, and sit, and drink. Look [pointing to a man coming out of a store with 
vodka, obviously drunk] - there's our Komi narod (people). Drinking their lives away, 
our culture away (fn96: 11.13). 

3.3.b Community problems and the decay of the social fabric of the villages. 

The economic crisis in the villages has been accompanied by, or even arguably has caused 

the disintegration of the social fabric of rural communities, leading to a number of problems. 

The lack of funds has caused an increase in crime in tightly-knit communities that have never 

before been forced to deal with it. In Iz'va, I was told that most crime was alcohol-related, as the 

unemployed had no other activities to occupy themselves with (Opon', fn95:3.26). Cash

strapped families have also been vulnerable to a deterioration in the family unit, with marriage 

break-ups common and abuse on the increase. Once again, it is women who are most often the 

victims of the abuse, and even without physical violence women have lost much of their 

independence through the lack of employment (Kat' o, fn96: 11.32). Demographically, women 

are leaving the countryside in ever greater numbers, and in 1995 there were 77 women remaining 

for every 100 men in the age bracket 20-39, or that of child-bearing age(Markov, 1995: 11-12). 

The large number of single family households has led to problems among youth, and has brought 

about much truancy and school leaving (Botalova, 1994: 141-142). Medical facilities in the 
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villages lag behind more than ever, which has caused increasing health problems. Lack of 

building materials and increasing labour costs have meant severe housing shortages, with 

overcrowding which has caused personal tensions to rise. Social facilities are falling into 

disrepair, leaving villages with no focal points of interaction (Markov, 1995: 11). As one teacher 

asserted, "In the city there is everything, but we have nothing. ... They promised prosperity, but 

it didn't happen" (fn95:7.21). 

Along with these problems, both economic and social, has come two more serious issues -

alcoholism and suicide. There is no need to dwell upon these gloomy details which are well

known not only in the Russian North (see Aipin, 1989; Pika and Prokhorov, 1989), but also in 

other circumpolar communities (see Kvemmo, 1997; Rich, 1994; K.Coates, 1991). However 

some extent of the problem must be outlined. Teachers in several communities recounted that 

children start drinking in the fifth or sixth class (Doro, fn96: 12.39) and for those children who 

do not, wherever they go they come to expect and accept that all of their friends will be drunk 

(ibid., fn96:12.41-42). On the coach from Syktyvkar to Kulomdin, I was made aware of the 

indirect link between alcoholism and ethnic identity. Initially, no one other than a few elderly 

women claimed Komi language knowledge. One individual had even denied that he knew the 

language before he started drinking. As the group of young men started to drink, suddenly the 

remaining passengers began to remonstrate and chide them using Komi, more often than not to 

express disgust with their antics. Suddenly the group of revellers began to speak fluent Komi 

(fn96: 11.6). Traditional cultural values have been replaced by a culture of drinking, especially 

among men as one informant discussed with me in Kulomdin: 

- Kat'o - Drinking is our Komi culture. 
- P.F. - But not traditional culture. Perhaps popular, but not traditional culture. 
- Kat' o - Well OK, that's true. Before, the men were hunters and fishermen. They were 
out on the land working. Yes, they still drank, but only a little. But now they've 
forgotten all of that. They cannot return to their traditional culture. All that they know 
how to do is drink (fn96: 11.14-15). 

Similarly devastating to Komi communities is suicide, a far too common occurrence in the 

countryside. What makes it all the more tragic is that it is youth which has been hit hardest (Ano, 

fn96:12.15; Chermnykh, personal communication, 1995), with individuals as young as twelve 

taking their own lives. Again, the 1980s are perceived as the catalyst for the increase in suicides 

as the move to cost-accountancy and profitability brought new pressures which many individuals 

could not handle (Ano, fn96: 12.10), as well as unemployment which destroyed many individuals' 

self-esteem. One woman described what a suicide of a neighbour's father had done to her friend: 



"Everything was shattered and he changed completely. Before, he was happy, tender, but his 
father's death turned him into the man you see today. Moody, morose, angry- and all his father's 

worries, he's taken them on himself, they've become his own" (ibid., fn96:12.10-11). Both 
alcoholism and suicide, in connection with the poorer medical services available, has led to a 
rural death rate which is twice that of urban areas (Markov, 1995: 11-12). 

It must be accepted that the social break.down occurring in the villages is a direct cause 

of social change among Komi, and quite often, cultural change through a loss of traditional 

,I 

values. Traditional social events and celebrations are spurned in favour of discos, while the :/ 
young no longer want to learn traditional skills - all this is accepted without any sense of regret 

(fn96: 11.9-10). Thus Markov emphasises with no small sense of urgency in his address to the 
Fourth Congress: "Who knows what the future holds for the Komi village? And because in our 
industrial age the village nurtures our language, way of life and national culture, what we are 

talking about is not only the continuing existence of the komi village but of the entire Komi 
nation, and the future of the Komi Republic" (Markov, 1995: 12). But it is difficult to reconcile 

these concerns with the realities of village life. Despite the increasing sense of ethnic pride and 

re-identification that has been occurring across the republic (see section 2.4.b), it is in the villages 

that feelings of cultural inferiority remain strongest, perhaps even reinforced by the economic and 
social decay of their communities, and complicated by the new association of Komi-ness with 

drunkenness. That rural Komi have lost their identity along with hope, as the nationalists 
maintain (Mityusheva, fn95:3a.12), is debatable. But that the urban leadership does not have a 

sufficient understanding of the rural situation, that the priorities and concerns of rural inhabitants 

are secondary to those desired by the urban leadership, is a widespread perception in the villages. 

What then provides the link between rural Komi and their leaders in Syktyvkar? 

3.3.c Uneasy alliance: rural Komi and the urban leadership. 

Already as early as the time of zyryanizatsiya, urban Komi elites recognised the need to 

tie the countryside to the cities (Shak.hov, 1924: 73). Unlike today, however, the distance 

separating these urban Komi from their rural compatriots was not so great, as native language 

I 
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competence was still high among urban elites, as most were themselves originally from the II 
villages. However with circumstances, the situation changed and urban elites grew further away I 

from the language and with this, from rural Komi. The years after 1991 have witnessed just 
exactly how far apart the two groups were on language use and the misperceptions that many in 
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the urban elites held about the language in rural conditions. Certainly, the language is as much 
a part of everyday life as it was in the past, a 'living' language that functions without any 
particular effort. In my own experience, many rural children are unable to speak Russian when 
they enter school and require translation for the first few grades (fn95:7.21-22; fn95:7.23; 
fn95:9.4), while their parents may still speak it poorly, expressing themselves more comfortably 
through the medium of Komi. In many villages, the language is actually used in official 
functions. I was amazed to hear three soldiers and even GAi (State Automobile Inspectorate) 
officers using the Komi language among themselves on the streets of Kulomdin, and the local 
administration insisted that this use of the language was nothing new (Karmanov, fn96: 12.56). 
Unlike in Syktyvkar where Russian is solely used, locally issued passports are filled out in the 
Komi language, and for one informant, his knowledge of Komi has actually helped him keep his 
job while monolingual Russophones have been made redundant (Ondrey, fn95:9.23). 

This is the rural language situation venerated by the urban elites, idealised for the 
purposes of their negotiations with the state. However, the above only paints a partial picture of 
the language situation in the villages. In many settlements, most Komi move easily from one 
language to another, a skill that in some areas, such as Iz'va, includes the elderly. Acquaintances 
from Nebdin spoke to their monolingual cousins from Syktyvkar in Russian alongside their 
mother speaking to her sister in Komi (fn96: 12.40). The fact is that republic-wide, over 90 per 
cent of Komi speak Russian as a first or second language and especially among youth, where 
linguistic assimilation has been strong over the past decades. This has not been exclusive to 
urban areas as one might expect. In the 1989 census, 41.2 per cent of urban Komi (including 
58.8 per cent of urban Komi youth) and 14.5 per cent of rural Komi (including 23.2 per cent of 
rural Komi youth) considered Russian native (Mastyugina and Perepelkin, 1996: 97). While the 
urban elites speak of a pure (chistyy) Komi language in the villages, in fact the living language 
now includes a number of Russian loan-words 18 which are in everyday use. In Iz'va, I heard 
much Russian in use. Many of the children on the street spoke in a mixture of Komi and Russian 
to their elders, while amongst themselves, they tended to stick to Russian, especially between 
boys. So much is Russian a part of rural Komi lives, that often children are not even aware of 
which language they are using, as the daughter of one Kulomdin informant told me: "Oh, I don't 
even know which language I'm speaking!" (.Masho, fn96: 11.37). Urban Komi have often 

18 The Finnish linguist Marja Leinonen refers to Komi claims that the last dictionary contained 
25,000 Russian loan words, or about a quarter of all entries. This is contrasted to 2,000 at the tum of the 
century. Personal communication, Helsinki 1998. 
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transplanted urban linguistic politics on to rural settings, which while appropriate in some 

locations, were not present in others. One informant insisted that there was never any language 

discrimination, firstly, because nearly everybody was Komi and spoke it, but also because people 

were just not upset by the Russian presence. In some areas I was told that non-Komi had a 

passive knowledge of the Komi language, in particular in rayons with large Komi populations 

such as Ust'-Kulomskiy (Kat'o, fn96:12.56) and Izhemskiy (Opon', fn95:3.15), though this is 

not universal - Russians in Nebdin have made few efforts to become bilingual (Doro, fn95:7.22). 

Urban elites are criticised for making generalisations about the rural situation. 

There is also an urban-rural difference of opinion on the functionability of certain Komi 

language media. One interesting self-examination by a Syktyvkar Komi of the situation was 

delivered by speech at the Fourth Congress. He acknowledged that Syktyvkar has a monopoly 

of the Komi language printed press while most rural areas have only access to Russian language 

publications and that the republican-wide literary journal, Voyvyv kodzuv, is dominated by 

Syktyvkar-based writers - yet it is in the city that the language situation is the weakest. A 

contradiction arises whereby rural Komi who grow up speaking the language begin to lose 

literacy skills sooner than those individuals in the capital who do not grow up speaking it at all 

(Kalyay, fn95:8.16). A similar situation surrounds Komi language radio and television 

broadcasting which is ignored by the villages, ostensibly because of poor reception, though more 

likely because again, it is an urban institution (Kat' o, fn96: 11.42). Syktyvkar also does not 

recognise the difficulties many rural Komi have with the literary language, which is based upon 

the dialect once used in the capital (Konakov, fn94: 1.13). The Iz'va dialect, perhaps the most 

divergent from standard Komi, differs to such an extent that literary Komi is considered a 

'foreign' language, one that almost no one reads at home as it is considered too formal and 

uncomfortable. Attempts to initiate a local Komi language newspaper had to be abandoned 

because of these dialectical differences (Sop"ya, fn95:3.22), an indication of a local 'double

handicap' which favours Russian and the literary language. 

That Soviet policy was set against the minority languages is not in doubt - all over the 

world this discrimination has often been couched in the rhetoric that minorities did not want to 

lose the advantages that a knowledge of a 'cultured' language (like Russian) brought (for a 

comparative look at Slovenian, see Priestly, 1996). In post-Soviet Russia this has, for the most 

part, stopped though one residual effect has been an urban bias against, or perhaps better 

expressed as a patronising attitude toward, rural inhabitants. This is certainly perceived as being 

the case among Komi. Individuals spoke of having to speak Russian in the cities even in front 
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of other Komi, otherwise you would be labelled as 'wild' or the slightly insulting 'Komiyak' 
(Kat'o, fn96:11.7; Ondrey, fn96:12 .33-34). At the Fourth Congress many of the urban 
presentations were noticeably arrogant - one delegate from Vorkuta claimed that despite knowing 
little of the rural culture the leadership was meant to represent, it was still the most 'cultured' and 
'educated' (fn95:8.27-28), while a member from Syktyvkar seemed to pass rural Komi right over: 
"The most important task is to create a Komi-speaking milieu in the city. Of course, the majority 
of Komi are in the country, but the cadres and intelligentsia are here" (Kalyay, fn95:8.44, my 
emphasis). With presentations such as these, it i~ no wonder that many rural delegates felt more 
comfortable making their presentations in Russian, just as they would have in front of Russian 
speaking Soviet bureaucrats (Izhemskiy delegate, fn95:8. l 7). Rural Komi have constantly to 
contend with bureaucracy set up by the urban elites, something that even Markov recognised 
when he spoke of rural Komi being humiliated and paid little respect by government (1995: 9-
10). In one instance, a Komi woman from the village of Keban"yel' was unable to register her 
son for the Komi school section because her husband was Ukrainian. Komi running the National 
Schools Section of the Ministry of Education unilaterally decided that children could not be 
fluent enough in Komi if they came from a mixed marriage. In this case, the fact that his mother 
was a Komi language teacher and the child was fluent in the language had no bearing on the 
situation: only constant applications from the family brought about the desired result (Sasha, 
fn96: 14.33-35). It is examples like this that cause many rural Komi to question whether or not 
the urban elites really have their best interests at heart. 

What all of these factors have led to is a growing resentment of urban elites by rural 
Komi, who find themselves at the bottom end of a political hierarchy. One Kulomdin Komi took 
great pains to emphasise to me that this bitterness is not just against ethnic Russians, but also 
towards other groups - small villages versus large rayon centres versus the cities (Miko[, 
fn95:3.14). Many delegates to the Congress expressed this bitterness towards the urban Komi, 
some citing the fact that most Komi language materials and programmes are for city dwellers 
who can barely speak the language (fn95 :8.20), others complaining that the specialised National 
Grammar School of the Arts in Syktyvkar can find funds to ~end its students travelling across 
Russia when rural delegates had to pay for their travel to the Congress (fn95:8.21 -22), leading 
some to declare that nothing has changed since the fall of communism as rural Komi are once 
again ignored (fn95:7.24-25). My own personal experiences seem to support rural grievances. 
In Kulomdin I was asked why I kept returning to the republic and whether I did not prefer the 
city. I replied that I regretted not coming immediately to the village to learn the language, but 
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that when I arrived two years previously, several Komi in Syktyvkar had convinced me that it 

was unnecessary, to which this individual replied, "Of course, they would say that!" (Kat'o, 

fn96: 1235). Rural Komi feel a definite wall exists between themselves and the urban leadership, 

leaving many to look for a new way of defining themselves. The term I most came across all 

over was prostoy, or 'simple' Komi, juxtaposed against an urban Komi population too busy to 

have any time for rural problems. By its own admission, the leadership in Syktyvkar, specifically 

the KVSK, has been acting as the link and mediator between central government and rural Komi 

(Markov, fn94: 1.29). What this underlines is that there are very few possibilities for rural 

inhabitants to advance into the political arena themselves, which is another fundamental 

difference between themselves and the urban leadership, and something that I will emphasise in 

chapter 5 and its discussion of FUF. 

3.4 Summary: the weakness of Komi elites. 

Much has been written on the role of elites in ethnic revivals, and experience has shown 

that in Europe, marginalised ethnic intellectuals or political entrepreneurs have often determined 

the nature of ethnic identities (Roeder, 1991; Gellner, 1983; A. Smith, 1981). The same holds 

true for Komi, and the contemporary development of these identities would not be taking place 

without the full participation of, and the direction by, the ethnic leadership. The mechanisms for 

this, however, were put into place by the Soviet system of ethnic elites. Under the Soviets, 

certain elites were given an institutionalised monopoly on the public expression of ethnic 

identity, defining the ethnic markers that distinguished the nationality, while also communicating 

the central socialist message to the local population (Roeder, 1991: 205). This expression was 

through cultural fields, such as the arts, literature, and media, but was mainly absent from the 

party and administrative structures, which remained in the domain of Soviet culture. Thus when 

the communist system fell, ethnic Komi elites were not prepared to meet the challenges of the 

post-Soviet transition, which has been characterised by the need of strong political figures. 

The lack of urban political leaders who have retained their Komi language and cultural 

background is traceable to a number of factors: from the pre- i 991 situation where autonomous

level minorities needed Russian as a prerequisite for social mobility as all daily affairs had been 

transferred over to Russian language which put Komi at a disadvantage (Kaiser, 1994: 261), to 

the reluctance of cultural elites to send their children to Komi medium schools as the use of the 

language was abandoned in urban settings. And it has been the ever-increasing gap between 
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urban and rural Komi that has retarded ethnic revival. This was acknowledged by the Minister 
of Nationality Affairs Konyukhov, who pointed to the lack of local Komi speaking leaders as a 

major hindrance to Komi revival (fn95:4.9). For it is crucially the language that gives the revival 
its very raison d 'etre, and as guardians of this skill, rural Komi must be involved. Thus it was 

the development of future Komi speaking political elites that drew the leadership's attention. It 
was realised that on the one hand, besides introducing Komi language study to urban schools, 

that it was just as necessary for rural children to have the opportunity to continue their Komi 
language studies throughout school and into higher education. Without this opportunity, it was 

feared that the bulk of future Komi speaking elites would not develop (Konyukhov, fn95:4.9). 
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4. 'National' education - creating the elites. 

National education is, first of all, a question of language. But in a state where language 
rights have never before been guaranteed, the fulfilment of this basic educational 
provision is itself a powerful statement of nationhood. 
(J. Smith, 1997: 281) 

In the modem world, which includes multi-national Russia, pedagogy can effectively 
function only as ethnopedagogy. 
(Volkova, cited in R.B .Dyakiyeva, 1995: 169) 

Perhaps it is too late for the children leaving school now, but new children will always fill their 
shoes, so we need to make changes now. 
(teacher in Kudymkar, fn95:3a.17) 

The events that culminated in the creation of the Finno-U grian Faculty (FUF) are part of 

the 'national school' 1 question, as it was acknowledged by the current ethnic leadership that 

nothing could be accomplished in higher education without first building a network of native

language education down to the lowest possible levels (Markov, fn95:8. l 1). This chapter first 

surveys the history of Komi language education in the Soviet era: the lasting accomplishment of 

the Soviet system was the widespread development of education across the former Russian 

Empire. In this vast country where the majority of its inhabitants, both ethnic Russians and 

minority peoples alike, remained uneducated, the new leadership in Moscow claimed to have 

virtually eliminated illiteracy by the 1930s. Lenin acknowledged the demands of the minorities 

to be educated in their own native languages, as he understood the value of education in terms 

of not only building a modem society, but more importantly in terms of the political socialisation 

of the country's citizenry. Over the years this system of minority-language education came 

increasingly under criticism from the centre as engendering nationalist exclusivity and was 

countered with a rise in Russification policies. Within ethnic Komi and government circles in 

Syktyvkar it was ~idely acknowledged that one of the greatest weaknesses in the process of 

developing ethnic Komi elites or cadres was the lack of a system of Komi language national 

schools, a legacy of Russification campaigns which, by the 1960s, had eliminated the Komi 

language as a subject in urban areas. The chapter proceeds to the early educational debate of the 

1 The term 'national school' refers to those schools following a special curriculum developed for 
the minority peoples of the Soviet Union, i.e. schools which offer instruction in and/ or of the minority 
language, a system maintained by present federal arrangements. This term figures highly in Russian
language sources and as such, will be used throughout this chapter and beyond. 
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post-communist period and the resulting reforms which paved the way for the creation of FUF 

in 1993. As genuine equality for Komi in the republic was increasingly being equated to the 

development of bilingual officials, the strengthening of this educational link was of vital 

importance. Komi was only being taught in the Komi-dominated countryside, though here too, 

it came under mounting pressure from Russification. Thus the situation in rural schools is 

subsequently examined within this context, as problems have built up over the years which have 

no comparison to the urban experience. The chapter ends with the examination of two schools 

which will act as case studies - both national schools in villages with strong Komi majorities, yet 

each facing different problems due to their particular circumstances. 

4.1 Komi-medium education policy under the Soviets. 

Across the Russian Empire on the eve of the revolution, illiteracy remained endemic, and 

while this held true for the Russian peasantry, the level of literacy for the non-Russians was 

significantly lower, the few exceptions being such ethnic groups as the Jews, Finns, and Germans 

(Dimanshtein in J. Smith, 1997: 282). Only 0.2 per cent of the total population had received a 

secondary or higher education by 1913 (Rigby, 1990: 41), of which the non-Russian proportion 

of this number was negligible. While the state can be faulted for much of this poor educational 

record, the peasantry itself harboured misgivings over the educational process. However it was 

not all stagnation during this period. In the years after the emancipation of the peasantry school 

enrolment increased dramatically, creating much demand for local school teachers. In areas 

dominated by the ethnic minorities, the majority of these school teachers were of the local 

ethnicity, and this aided the period of national consolidation as many of the barriers between the 

ethnic elites and masses were removed (see section 3.1). A subsequent consequence of the 

increase in local teachers was their politicisation, as the inequalities in the system inflamed ethnic 

grievances and made attractive the theories of nationalism they had been exposed to during their 

own studies. When the country was poised on the edge of revolution, the Bolsheviks found ready 

allies and agitators in the schools. In this section the development of Komi language education 

is traced from these modest roots throughout the Soviet period. But first the Komi situation will 

be situated in the general Soviet context. 
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4.1.a The Soviet commitment to national education in the vernacular. 

It has been suggested that Lenin, though in favour of all ethnic minority citizens learning 

Russian as a progressive and helpful skill, did not want it to be a compulsory subject in the 

school system because he felt that it would only become adopted if it was learnt voluntarily (J. 

Smith, 1997). The Bolsheviks acted quickly upon gaining power, and educational matters for 

the minorities fell to both Narkomnats, the People's Commissariat for Nationality Affairs, and 

Narkompros, the People's Commissariat for Enlightenment, and excellent accounts of early 

Soviet educational policies are given by J. Smith (1997), Blank (1993), and Fitzpatrick (1979). 

In July 1918 Narkompros took full responsibility for minority education though Narkomnats 

maintained a strong link and influence in educational affairs. In October of that same year the 

ministry published its decree for national minority schools in the central newspa~>er Izvestiya, 

'Concerning the Schools of the National Minorities': all nationalities in the RSFSR were to have 

the right to organise education in their native languages, a principle the 1924 Constitution 

effectively confirmed, thus ensuring the greater role of local ethnic elites in their education 

systems and unleashing a rapid expansion of national schools (Kaiser, 1994: 128). The 1918 

principle of bilingualism had effectively been dropped, as bilingual schools were only common 

in the autonomous regions of Russia. "Instead, priority was given to ensuring that children were 

educated in a way which would encourage them to identify with their own nationality" (J. Smith, 

1997: 305). The 1920s also began to see the imbalance in higher education for the ethnic 

minorities addressed (ibid.) and the development and consolidation of minority alphabets and 

literary languages (see Isayev, 1977). 

The chaos of the Civil War, however, had shown that a number of abuses of the system 

could occur, and one frequent complaint from teachers and members of the national minorities 

was that of Russian chauvinism and obstructionism both from within and outside of the party (J. 

Smith, 1997). A forewarning of the great changes soon to arrive was heralded when the party 

began to promote the Russian language as the medium of 'international communication' in direct 

competition to the minority languages and by the mid-1930s, the minorities found it increasingly 

necessary to learn Russian as the language of upward mobilit/ A progressively ruthless central 

leadership under Stalin began chopping away at the ethnic privileges afforded the titular 

nationalities right up until the great purges of 1937-1938, when the very concept of national 

2 See both Kaiser (1994) and Isayev (1977), the latter for an official Soviet view of the process. 
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schooling was dangerously tarred with the label of nationalist 'exclusivity' and 'chauvinism' and 

led to a vicious campaign which decimated the ranks of minority school teachers. Good 

examples of this are found in Simon (1991), Kulikov (1997) and Sanukov (1996). The Soviet 

commitment to education in one's mother tongue effectively ended with the adoption in March 

1938 of the resolution of the Central Committee of the CPSU, "On the obligatory study of the 

Russian language in the schools of the national republics and oblasts" (Kaiser, 1994: 139). 

The 1960s introduced further restrictions on teaching in the minority languages, 

especially in the RSFSR's autonomous republics, and Halemba (1997), Kaiser (1994), and 

Kreindler (1989) give both general and specific examples of post-War Soviet schools policy in 

the non-Russian areas. By the 1960s education in the native languages had been relegated to 

rural areas, where the vast majority of the minority population lived compactly while Russian 

was almost exclusively used in urban settings, especially in the RSFSR's ethnic regions. By the 

1980s education had become a sensitive issue, as the reforms initiated by Gorbachev unleashed 

a flurry of minority complaints about the state of non-Russian language education. Incidents, 

such as the student riots in both the Yakut (see Klyuchevsky, 1989) and Tatar (Wixman, 1993) 

ASSRs, highlighted the feeling of the minorities of the Russian Republic in particular of being 

under cultural attack from the effects of Russification, and with some justification. While the 

15 union republics maintained instruction in the native languages throughout the Soviet period 

(this includes Russian in the Russian Republic), below this level the nationalities of the 

autonomous republics had fewer opportunities to study their national languages, with only the 

Turkic-speaking Tatars and Bashkirs claiming this accomplishment, while the other peoples of 

Russia could only claim anything from eight years to none at all. 

4.1.b Komi before the revolution: Stefan Permskiy's legacy and the early intelligentsia. 

Komi are very proud of the fact that a writing system for their language was devised in 

the last half of the fourteenth century by the Russian missionary and Orthodox saint, St. Stefan 

Permskiy. The date of 1372 is given as the birth of Komi language education (Vasse-V aszolyi, 

1997; Korolev and Savel'yeva, 1992; Ferguson, 1968), a statement Popov upholds by pointing 

out that the language had de facto 'official' status in the region of Permskiy's mission and 

literacy campaigns (1996: 209). The early experimentation with, and support of, the Komi 

language in printing and education, however, was not continued by Stefan's successors - any 

further attempts at education were made in the Russian language only, while the Permskiy script 
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was gradually replaced by a Cyrillicised version for minor usage in liturgical works3
• 

In the region, the situation developed whereby both local Komi and Russians cooperated 
in the educational sphere and, as will become evident below, it was in fact the local Russian 
intelligentsia, and in particular that part of it involved in the zemstvo, or land-council, movement, 
that was responsible for the Komi intelligentsia's development. There were generally two main 
types of schools - those run by the church or monasteries4, and those opened by the zemstvos. 
The former were reportedly neither very popular nor successful (Vayrovskaya and Denisenko, 
1997; Chesnokova and Tishchenko, 1994: 7-8) because of the teaching methods which were 
based upon reading from religious tracts in archaic language, which were almost 
incomprehensible not only to non-Russian speaking Komi, but also to local Russians. The latter 
type of schooling run by the zemstvos included a curriculum which eased children into the 
Russian language through oral means and reportedly had children reading and writing after six 
months. These zemstvo-run schools were very successful, with many of the students going on 
to one of the eight Higher Preparatory Institutions (Vysshiye Nachal'nyye Uchilishcha) in the 
Komi region, which included one for girls. 

As outlined in section 3.1.b, the zemstvos were very active in educating within the Komi
settled areas, as well as instrumental in sending local Komi to institutions outside the region in 
Vologda, Velikiy Ustyug, Moscow, and in the capital. As across the Empire, for Komi being 
literate was equated to being able to read and write in the Russian language and not in the native 
tongue. The reasons for this were quite straightforward. As mentioned above, a Komi written 
language was not widely in use, and remained largely confined to ecclesiastical purposes. More 
importantly, however, the law clearly forbade it - officially all education was to be conducted in 
Russian. In practice this was not always the case. Bondarenko reports that in primary schools, 
many local teachers taught using Komi for the first two years despite the law, since the children 
did not know any Russian and they just could not manage without the native language 
(Bondarenko, 1994: 6). All textbooks were in Russian, but there did exist Komi glossaries used 
alongside the official books, containing important words and explanations. 

Despite this, literacy levels remained very low. Literacy overall in the Komi areas has 
been estimated at 15.8 per cent at the 1897 census (compared with 20.5 per cent for Russia) 

3 For a more detailed look at the life of St. Stefan Permskiy, see his biography by one of the saint's contemporaries, Epifaniy Premudryy, translated into the Russian (Prokhorov, 1995; Tiraspol'skiy, 1993); on St. Stefan and his role in the creation and promotion of a written vernacular, see Ferguson, 1968. 
4See Vayrovskaya and Denisenko, 1997. 
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though this figure is open to interpretation5
. What this figure does not tell us, however, is to what 

extent Komi themselves were literate - the fundamental problem of using the Russian language 

remained. Tishchenko and Chesnokova (1994: 10) made the following calculations for Komi 

literacy in the Ust'-Sysol'skiy uyezd (district): in 1870, out of a total population of 63,000, there 

were 1,950 literates or 3.0 per cent of the population. By 1877 this had increased marginally to 

2,114 Komi literates out of a population of 68,426, or 3.1 per cent of the population. But on 

closer inspection of these figures, the proportional representation of literates actually dropped 

over this period - the whole population increased by 8.6 per cent while literates only grew by 8.4 

per cent. The authors also give a more detailed comparative breakdown by ethnicity and gender 

for 1903 (see Table 4.1). 

Table 4.1. Literacy of selected ethnic minority groups 
in Ust'-Sysol'skiy uyezd, 1903. 

per ethnic group 
1000 

population Komi Germans Jews White Mordvin 
Russians6 -ians 

men 22 64 48 19 3 

women 2 60 7 1 0 

Source: Tishchenko and Chesnokova, 1994: 10 

While Komi compared favourably to the other two groups with ethnic homelands within the 

Russian Empire (White Russians and Mordvinians) they lagged far behind the two diaspora 

peoples. Not only can this be explained by cultural differences as religion certainly played a key 

role in both instances, but it is also a reflection of the ethnic division of labour, as both Germans, 

in their capacity as minor government officials, and Jews, as local traders or small business 

people, were required by the needs of their professions to possess reading and writing skills. 

The number of schools had been constantly growing and changing in character since the 

tum of the century: in Ust'-Sysol'skiy and Yarenskiy uyezds the number of schools grew from 

57 and 44 respectively (1902) to 162 and 91 in 1911, while ,in Pechorskiy uyezd, the number 

5 Kaiser (1994: 130) notes that at this time, literacy data is suspicious and points out that even as 
late as the 1926 census, literacy was defined as the ability to sign one's surname. 

6 White Russian is the Anglicised designation of the Belorusans. In this case, it could also refer 
to Ukrainians since their absence from this list is conspicuous. 
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increased from 18 (1896) to 35 by the same year. However, the proportion of those that were 
church schools decreased dramatically: from 38 or 66.7 per cent/ 43 or 97.7 per cent/ 11 or 61.1 
per cent, to 56 or 34.6 per cent/ 52 or 53.6 per cent/ 16 or 45.7 per cent respectively over the 
same time periods (Vayrovskaya and Denisenko; 1997: 69-71). In 1912 the 'Position on Higher 
and Primary Educational Institutions' permitted teaching in the local languages in the schools at 
least for the first two years, effectively giving de jure status to the de facto situation in the 
primary schools (Bondarenko, 1994: 6). However, as no support came from the local 
administration for Komi language teacher-training or textbooks, very little changed within the 
schools despite local agitation by teachers (Chesnokova, 1994: 12). These questions of Komi 
language education were, for the most part, abandoned with the beginning of war and the chaos 
that followed. 

4.1.c Molodtsov, the Lydd'ys'ny velodchan and the birth of the Komi national school. 

Once the Komi-inhabited regions came under Soviet control the conditions were ripe for 
the creation of Komi language national schools. Immediately after the new regime had 
proclaimed the rights of the national minorities to self-determination and linguistic and cultural 
development, and when Narkompros issued its decree 'Concerning the Schools of the National 
Minorities' in October 1918, a number of young and educated Komi stepped forward to 
implement the national school policy. One of these was a young linguist named Vasiliy 
Molodtsov who immediately set about devising a new alphabet for the Komi language [see 
Appendix 3], which was a combination of Latin and Cyrillic letters which reflected the phonetics 
of the language more closely than either the Permskiy alphabet or the Cyrillic version that had 
replaced it. In 1919 the first official 'Komi national school' was established but it was only in 
1920 with the publication of a first year reader, the Lydd'ys'ny velodchan (Let's.learn to read), 
that the schools had substance. Of the 53 publications in Ust'-Sysol'sk from 1920 to 1924, 49 
were published in the Komi language and 11 were educational texts (Komi mu, 1924: 85-91). 
Over the next two years there were another 15 publications by the newly-established Komi 
knizhnoye izdatel'stvo (Komi book publishers), all in Komi except for a 'teach-yourself' Komi 
language textbook for Russian speakers. By the 1922-1923 school year, there were 159 national 
schools organised in the autonomous oblast' (J. Smith, 1997). It is still somewhat unclear how 
many of these schools were functioning solely in the Komi language or how many students were 
involved with them. Official numbers from Syktyvkar (Goskomstat RSFSR/ Komi 
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Respublikanskoye Upravleniye Statistiki, 1991: 86; Beznosikov, 1973: 40) and supported by 
Popov (1996: 211 ), imply a vast participation in Komi language education: of 271 schools in the 
region by 1925-1926, 203 were unilingual Komi (75 per cent), 54 were bilingual Komi-Russian 
(20 per cent), and 14 were Russian schools (5 per cent). However this is cast somewhat into 
doubt, as J. Smith (1997: 303) quotes central statistics from the following year which gives the 
following on student enrolment: 48.6 per cent of Komi were taught solely in Komi, while 49.9 
per cent received a bilingual education. 

The form of the written language continued to be discussed. At the first conference of 
Komi literary workers, 27-30 August 1923, the main focus was the Molodtsov alphabet, and the 
adoption of the Ust' -Sysol'sk dialect as the literru.y language 7. Illya Vas' 8 praised the conference 
and stated that it was leading to the " .. . realisation of the rights of the Komi language" and that 
the second conference "would reap the rewards of these rights" (Lytkin, 1924: 145). Yet not all 
Komi leaders were happy with the measures. One such participant, A. Gren, wrote in Kami mu 
at this time of a movement among the Udmurts, Mari and Komi to adopt a single Finnish 
alphabet in the Latin script rather than the 'leaden' Molodtsov alphabet, since the most 'cultured' 
languages of the Finno-U grian peoples (Finns, Estonians, and Hungarians) were all based on the 
Latin (1924: 50). 

4.1.d Higher education and teacher-training. 

The development of Komi language education was hampered by the severe shortage of 
teachers for the schools. At the end of 1920 there were only 726 teachers for all three of the 
uyezds, though the fact that from 70 to 90 per cent of these teachers in the region were ethnic 
Komi did make the implementation of a national programme easier (Popov, 1996; Beznosikov, 
1973). A greater problem, however, was that many of these teachers possessed only rudimentary 
educations themselves - only 57 per cent had complete or incomplete secondary educations, 
while 18 per cent had religious educations and 17 per cent reported to have had only primary, or 

7 The conference included approximately 50 borrowings from other dialects and decided to allow 
the use of the other dialects in local schools up to and including the technical schools (tekhnikums). See 
Lytkin, 1924. 

8 The name Illya Vas' is a variation on the traditional Komi naming system, which identifies an 
individual by their place of birth, followed by their father's first name, then by their own. In this instance 
Illya Vas' is Vasiliy Il'ich Lytkin, Komi leader of the 1920s and scholar until his death in 1981. Though 
in the early days of Soviet power it was very popular in government and especially among writers and 
cultural elites, this traditional naming system has almost died out. 
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even to have been educated at home (Beznosikov, 1973: 53). Prior to the revolution only one 

teachers ' seminary existed in U st' -Sysol' sk, doubling to two in 1918. However it was not until 

1921 that the first teacher training establishments, or pedagogical tekhnikums (pedtekhnikums), 

were established in Ust'-Sysol'sk and Yemdin. The Ust'-Sysol'sk pedtekhnikum was soon 

superseded by the first VUZ (Higher Educational Establishment - Vyssheye Uchebnoye 

Zavedeniye) - the Kami Institut Narodnogo Obrazovaniya (Komi Educational Institute - KINO) 

for the further political education of teachers and workers. These institutions trained 

approximately 330 teachers over the first six years of their existence, of which 87 per cent were 

ethnic Komi (Popov, 1996: 211; Beznosikov, 1973: 54). Despite good intentions, the work of 

these institutes was insufficient - the institutions were not meeting the tasks laid out for them, 

neither adequately addressing the shortage of teachers, nor raising the qualifications of existing 

teachers. The reasons for this were manyfold: the students attending were not always chosen for 

their capabilities, but instead for their political abilities - many enrolled had only primary 

schooling. There was a persistent problem of weak teaching and a lack of materials, but most 

of all, funds were always short. For example, the KINO only received 3 per cent of its required 

funding. Resulting from this combination of ills, completion rates were below 50 per cent and 

by 1923, this first experiment in VUZ to end - the facilities in Yemdin were transferred and 

merged with the city tekhnikum in Ust'-Sysol'sk while the KINO was downgraded to a simple 

pedagogical tekhnikum (Zolotarev, 1994 ). 

4.1.e The 1930s and the drawing to an end of national school growth. 

The early 1930s were characterised by a number of disruptions in Komi society, 

beginning with the inclusion of the Komi oblast' in the newly created Northern Territory in 1929, 

immediately followed by the collectivisation campaign and then later by the purges of 1937-

19389. One informant recalls the collectivisation campaign in terms of the arrival of non-Komi 

from southern regions, both voluntarily and as victims of political exile (Nada, fn95:9 .18-19). 

Despite the new political position of the Komi region, both the Komi and Russian languages 

maintained their official status as the programme of korenizatsiya continued to be officially 

upheld (see Kaiser, 1994: 125). 

This disruption was also felt in the cultural sphere as Komi were subjected to three 

9 For a full account of the collectivisation campaign in Komi, see Dobronozhenko, 1994. 
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official alphabet changes, making the question of teaching materials and textbooks the new 

'Achilles heel' of the national school programme. As a part of the Bolsheviks' programme of 

internationalisation a new Latin-script alphabet came to replace Molodtsov's - this was the 

beginning of the period when the languages of the national minorities across the Soviet Union 

became 'pawns' in a political game. The final change came in 1935 when all alphabets began 

to be replaced by a newly Cyrillicised alphabet which, in the Komi case, was introduced in 1936 

and has remained in use until the present10
• What these changes meant was that textbooks 

became obsolete before they could even get printed and distributed - the material basis of 

education was severely weakened. The Molodtsov alphabet is still considered by many as the 

best, though not necessarily the easiest, to learn due to its ability to reflect Komi phonetically. 

Yet the 1930s were also a period of continuity and growth in education as the national 

schools continued to expand and make progress. The system of higher education (VUZs) was 

reorganised again to better address the development of the pedagogical corps (cadres), with three 

new pedagogical institutions (peduchilishches), a two-year teachers' college and, most 

significantly, the Komi State Pedagogical Institute (Komi Gosudarstvennyy Pedagogicheskiy 

Institut) which was founded in 1931, specifically for training teachers. By the 1936-1937 school 

year there were 346 Komi language and bilingual schools, and though two years later this number 

had increased to 376 (of 475 total),the situation was beginning to tum against the national 

schools as Russian language schools now accounted for 20.8 per cent (99 schools), the growth 

of which can be seen as at the expense of the bilingual schools, which now only accounted for 

7.4 per cent of the schools (35 in total) (Popov, 1996: 212; Beznosikov, 1973: 66). The axe fell 

with the new constitution of the Komi ASSR in 1937, which denied Komi its official status in 

connection with the terror campaign accompanying the purges. This was a time when even just 

discussing the problems of the language and national schools was easily distorted into charges 

of 'bourgeois nationalism' and though no figures are available, a great number of Komi language 

teachers and philologists were made scapegoats and 'repressed', i.e. imprisoned and/ or murdered 

(see Poleshchikov, 1995: 129-130; also, consider the figures given by Sanukov (1996: 676) for 

the Mari ASSR). Evidence comes from Popov (1996: 212) who cites a resolution of the 

Presidium of the Executive Committee of the ASSR in 1938. which stated that: 

10 In the Komi case a brief return to the Molodtsov version occurred in 1935 before this final shift 
to the present version. 
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... the truly weak work of the Education Organs ( ONO) and the schools in the liquidation 
of the consequences of the sabotage of the counter-revolutionary Trotskiyites
Bukharinites and bourgeois-nationalist agents of fascism, which are wrecking the 
construction of the Leninist-Stalinist nationality policy, is undermining the brotherly 
unity of the Komi people with Russians. 

One former Komi language teacher began her training at this time and recalls when the 

tekhnikums and VUZs began to teach everything through Russian. When she began her career, 

the teaching of Komi became a challenge: "When we went over to teaching in Russian, we still 

explained things in Komi. Just not officially" (Nado, fn95:9.18-19). The meaning of 'national' 

was no longer cultural, but was made something insidious and potentially dangerous. With the 

war came some respite from the terror as the country mobilised to repel the invading army. After 

the war the national schools situation was unresolved - the purges had ended but could the 

national education system return to the prior period of growth safely? 

4.1.f After Stalin: decline and 'self-liquidation' of national schools. 

The post-war period has often been called a period of 'natural self-liquidation', when a 

great proportion of national schools were closed down or transferred over to the Russian 

language programme, supposedly through 'natural' processes (Popov, 1996: 213). Needless to 

say, there was very little natural about the lack of support from the republican government, and 

evidence indicates that the truth is closer to an orchestrated campaign against Komi schools 

propagated by the government. In June 1959 a resolution of the Supreme Soviet of the Komi 

ASSR restricted the use of the Komi language not only as a medium of instruction but also as a 

subject of study in the national schools, undermining the very reason for their existence. At the 

end of the 1950s almost one half of the schools in the republic were national Komi schools, 

including 257 primary (50 per cent of the total), 77 9-year11 (51 per cent), and 41 secondary 

(41 %) (ibid., 212-213). This number continued to fall, part of the campaign of Russification: 

Earlier, there was terrible (strashno) Russification. In school, the teachers swore at you 
if you spoke in Komi. And this was in the national schools! Especially in the 1950s to 
1960s when it was a policy. All subjects were to be taught in Russian only. These were 
the directives, there was severe disciplining for language infractions. 
(Nado, fn95:9 .18-19, my emphasis) 

11 The 9-year, or nepolnaya, secondary school was most often found in those smaller rural villages 
considered unable to sustain a full 11-year comprehensive secondary school. After the ninth grade, the 
children would be bused if possible to neighbouring villages or sent to the internat, or boarding school. 
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4.1.g The neperspektivnyy Komi language? The 1960s-1970s. 

By the beginning of the 1960s, the national school system was under further attack, both 

from outside and from within the ethnic Komi community. The most devastating policy on the 

national schools followed on the heels of the state-wide policy of closing down 'un-prosperous 

villages' (neperspektivnyye derevnya) that w~s part of the Soviet state's rationalisation 

programme 12
• As a consequence of this, many small rural schools were closed down and their 

students relocated to larger, often ethnically mixed, centres without national schools. By 1965 

the number of national schools decreased from 375 to 239 in just over five years (Popov, 1996), 

and the number of students that received Komi language education shrank from 22,707 students 

to 13,378. From 1971-1979, a further 145 primary and 26 9-year national schools were closed 

down, and 1975 marked the closure of the last remaining schools where Komi was a medium of 

instruction. The head of the Department of National Schools, Valeriy Osipov, claimed in 

Krasnoye znamya that this had been opposed by his department and that contrary to popular 

belief, none had been closed due to ministerial resolution (Voronova, 1989: 3). 

The status of the language had declined so much that given the opportunity, many Komi 

parents chose to send their children to schools teaching the main Russian language programme, 

often housed in the very same buildings that were officially 'national'. In 1968, another 

watershed year in the deterioration of Komi language education, the study of Komi was 

eliminated from the urban curriculum: 

I went to school in Syktyvkar and until the fourth class, studied in Komi. Then in 1968, 
the programme began to be taught completely in Russian and Komi disappeared as a 
subject. People didn't even want it. Why? You did not need it in the VUZs, institutes, 
or at work. It was superfluous ... it was government policy to assimilate. 
(Kalyay, fn95:8.44) 

In the villages the corresponding move was to introduce the same Russian literature programme 

and materials to the national schools as found in the Russian schools, and subjects such as maths, 

history, geography, constitution of the USSR, and some natural sciences which had been 

functioning in Komi, were switched over - only language and literature remained in Komi. Yet 

even these core subjects had their status downgraded from chuzhan kyvl rodnoy rech' 

(Komi/Rus., native language) to Komi kyvlyazyk (Komi/Rus., Komi language) - de facto making 

12 The number of rural settlements in the Komi ASSR decreased from 1218 in 1939 to 766 by the 
1990s, the vast majority of these disappearing in the 1960s (Obedkov, 1995:43-44). For a discussion of 
this programme in Komi, see Zherebtsov, 1994a. 
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4.1.g The neperspektivnyy Komi language? The 1960s-1970s. 

By the beginning of the 1960s, the national school system was under further attack, both 

from outside and from within the ethnic Komi community. The most devastating policy on the 

national schools followed on the heels of the state-wide policy of closing down 'un-prosperous 

villages' (neperspektivnyye derevnya) that was part of the Soviet state's rationalisation 

programme 12
• As a consequence of this, many small rural schools were closed down and their 

students relocated to larger, often ethnically mixed, centres without national schools. By 1965 

the number of national schools decreased from 375 to 239 in just over five years (Popov, 1996), 

and the number of students that received Komi language education shrank from 22,707 students 

to 13,378. From 1971-1979, a further 145 primary and 26 9-year national schools were closed 

down, and 1975 marked the closure of the last remaining schools where Komi was a medium of 

instruction. The head of the Department of National Schools, Valeriy Osipov, claimed in 

Krasnaye znamya that this had been opposed by his department and that contrary to popular 

belief, none had been closed due to ministerial resolution (Voronova, 1989: 3). 

The status of the language had declined so much that given the opportunity, many Komi 

parents chose to send their children to schools teaching the main Russian language programme, 

often housed in the very same buildings that were officially 'national'. In 1968, another 

watershed year in the deterioration of Komi language education, the study of Komi was 

eliminated from the urban curriculum: 

I went to school in Syktyvkar and until the fourth class, studied in Komi. Then in 1968, 
the programme began to be taught completely in Russian and Komi disappeared as a 
subject. People didn't even want it. Why? You did not need it in the VUZs, institutes, 
or at work. It was superfluous ... it was government policy to assimilate. 
(Kalyay, fn95:8.44) 

In the villages the corresponding move was to introduce the same Russian literature programme 

and materials to the national schools as found in the Russian schools, and subjects such as maths, 

history, geography, constitution of the USSR, and some natural sciences which had been 

functioning in Komi, were switched over - only language and literature remained in Komi. Yet 

even these core subjects had their status downgraded from chuzhan kyvl rodnoy rech' 

(Komi/Rus., native language) to Kami kyv!ya:zyk (Komi/Rus., Kami language) - de facto making 

12 The number of rural settlements in the Komi ASSR decreased from 121 8 in 1939 to 766 by the 
1990s, the vast majority of these disappearing in the 1960s (Obedkov, 1995:43-44). For a discussion of 
this programme in Komi, see Zherebtsov, 1994a. 
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it a foreign language subject (Nada, fn95:9.13-14). 

The one bright point for Komi language during this period came with the foundation of 

Syktyvkar State University in 1972 (Syktyvkarskiy Gosudarstvennyy Universitet), which 

established the Komi Philology section within the Philology Faculty. Here was the one place that 

students could study and do research at a higher level of Komi language, providing a stepping 

stone to places among the cultural elites (see section 3.1.g). However the situation in the villages 

were going from bad to worse - the change in the curriculum and anti-Komi bias in higher 

education resulted in a crisis in education, as Komi children were not being promoted through 

the system. There were few people in the villages receiving higher education and those that did, 

remained in the cities and assimilated. In the rayon centre of Kortkeros, the retirement of the 

Komi language teacher in 1980 ended the national programme completely as no replacement was 

found (ibid., 9 .13-14 ), a story repeated in other parts of the republic. 

4.1.h The national schools within the overall education system. 

Table 4.2. Number of educational establishments and students, 
1950-1990. 

'50 '60 '70 '80 

pre-school establishments 608 1052 1204 1020 

students (thousands) 13.7 48.0 87.6 103.2 

general education schools 738 884 780 620 

students (thousands) 71.0 124.9 212.2 188.3 

technical/mid-level special 13 12 16 18 
establishments 

students (thousands) 4.1 5.4 18.1 17.1 

higher education establishments 2 1 2 3 

students (thousands) 1.2 1.5 7.9 12.6 

'90 

1050 

110.3 

610 

206.7 

19 

15.9 

3 

10.6 

Source: Goskomstat RSFSR/ 
Komi Respublikanskoye Upravleniye Statistiki, 1991: 18 

There were a number of post-war trends in education within the Komi ASSR, the most 

noticeable of these were the dramatic increase in students attending school, and the drastic 

decline in the number of schools. Table 4.2 illustrates both of these trends. What is important 

to note is that while the number of general education schools have decreased overall, the number 

of pre-school establishments, or detsads, has actually been increasing. The importance of this 
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becomes evident in the school debate of the 1980s. Table 4.3 breaks these figures down even 

further. The school closings have been most felt in the number of primary schools, which 

decreased by more than half in just over 20 years, while the number of secondary schools have 

gradually increased. 

Table 4.3. Number of general education schools, 
1940/41 to 1990/91 (at the beginning of the school year). 

40/41 60/61 70/71 80/81 

total number - 884 780 620 

of this, day schools 13 505 795 691 535 

of this: A) primary 374 510 314 139 

B) 9-year 102 184 206 171 

C) secondary 27 97 162 205 

90/91 

610 

577 

153 

127 

267 

Source: Goskomstat RSFSR/ 
Komi Respublikanskoye Upravleniye Statistiki, 1991: 88 

Both trends can be explained in terms of the village closings associated with the 

rationalisation campaigns of the 1960s, which closed down the smaller primary schools and 

amalgamated students in larger, comprehensive secondary schools. The above discussions have 

already described the decrease in the numbers of schools following the national programme. 

These figures dramatically illustrate the degree to which these closings have affected the 

national schools. 

4.1.i The 1980s and the debate on educational reform. 

It was only in th.e late 1980s that people began to question the state of the national school 

system as part of the general discourse on 'ethnic revival' and 'cultural rebirth' that accompanied 

the democratisation of society initiated by Gorbachev. Included in the rhetoric of the period, the 

early Leninist period was held up as a model, leading to a comparison of the existing Komi 

national school system to that originally set up by the Soviet state, a test it sorely failed. The 

language had almost disappeared from the cities, and the rural infrastructure was in ruins. Within 

13 This figure does not include special educational facilities. 

108 



this debate a number of issues came to the fore: the role of the detsad; the language in non

national schools; the teaching methods and curriculum taught in the schools; and the lack of 

teachers and educational specialists. This all was taking place at the same time as Komi society 

began to search for answers to a larger question - just who was at fault for the decline of the 

Komi national school? This last point lay at the heart of the debate and in many ways was the 

most difficult to address. While blame could be directed at the Soviet system and state, and 
particularly the policy of Russification, Komi themselves had to accept the fact that it was also 

they themselves who had been rejecting Komi language education for over 30 years. 

The establishment of national detsads was seen as essential in the fight for Komi 

language education. It was decided that a strong foundation in the language could be transmitted 
to the youngest children, making the transition to the national schools more smooth. This was 
especially important in urban areas which did not provide Komi speaking milieus, and more . 
often than not, the children were coming from monolingual Russian family settings. In rural 
areas this was not so much of a problem - the childcare workers were mainly Komi and Komi 

speaking, thus the language of communication in these rural detsads was Komi. However this 

de facto situation did not have any de jure backing and was at the mercy of individuals in the 

ministry or local educational authorities. 

The question of the national schools inevitably involved the Russian community, 

especially when the issue of teaching Komi in Russian schools was brought up. Within ethnic 
Komi circles, many advocated a return to the Leninist principle of 'equality of languages', which 

could only be realised if Russians could communicate in Komi. After all, why were Komi forced 
to learn Russian in their 'own' republic while non-Komi were exempted from learning Komi? 

The response from Russians was usually negative. In practice, many Russian children in Komi 

villages were receiving language lessons, though they were not normally graded in them. The 

public was increasingly alarmed by the rise in ethnic nationalism across the Soviet Union and 

thus, the typical response from Russian cultural elites was to question why only Komi culture 
was being taught in the schools, when the 'pure Russian language and culture' had disappeared 
from the schools as a result of Soviet internationalism (Vlasov, fn94: 1.14 ). 

The debate over curriculum manifested itself in two ways. On the one hand, there was 

the issue over methods and the types of national schools operating. According to Lallukka 

(1994), there were basically two types of national schools - one employing the so-called 

'combined' method (kombinirovannyy metod) which involved the use of the non-Russian 
language as the main medium of instruction in the first few (usually three) grades, while the 
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'direct' method (pryamoy metod) from the very beginning made use of Russian in the instruction 
of the native language. Debate centred on the expansion of the number of schools teaching the 
combined method, leading to the second part of the issue - a change in the curriculum in the 
schools to include more Korni content that would be taught in the native language. Many went 
so far as to suggest 'pure' Komi schools where all subject would be taught in Korni. This 
brought much criticism and elicited a public response from the Ministry of Education. The head 
of the national schools section, Osipov, stated that a pure Korni school was not an option for the 
republic: 

No, it is better to talk about and resolve the problem of [Komi]-Russian bilingualism in 
the schools. It is not only my deepest belief, but also the opinion of scholars, specialists. 
A fluent, literate knowledge of the Russian language, alongside that of the native, means 
security for schoolchildren in future professional competence. It seems that there is no 
need for middle and senior classes to conduct all lessons in Komi - for at this age 
children are obliged to fluently speak Russian, our state language ( cited in Voronova, 
1989: 3). 

The debate in many instances pitted parents against teachers and local authorities (as in the case 
of the raytsentr14 of Kortkeros), where it was often the parents themselves who preferred to 
maintain the status quo. One national school director explained how her school had been 
developing a new programme in the Korni language that would teach the language, folklore, 
reading and writing, music and traditional instruments, regional studies and folk crafts, but that 
parents did not want other subjects to be taught in Korni because the students had to "be prepared 
for work and study outside of the Komi Republic" (Zakharenko, fn95:6.2) . However, the need 
for change was deeply felt by some: 

The worse thing about school is that nothing is taught about the history of the Komi 
region. Nothing. When I arrived at FUF, we had a small quiz just to evaluate our general 
knowledge. One of the questions asked us to name the related nations to the Korni, the 
Finno-Ugrian peoples. There are more than a dozen and I couldn't name any, other than 
the Korni-Permyaks. I didn 't know anything about my own people, about their history. 
That' s what we need to know, our history (Pash, fn96:12.18). 

Without a doubt, the main weakness of the national schools system was the lack of 
teachers and language specialists. There had developed over the years a very close link between 
the schools and their former pupils who upon qualifying as teachers, would return to their home 
schools to replace the older generations as they retired. In one such case, 34 of the total 51 
teachers in a secondary school were former pupils (Zakharenko, fn95:6.2-3). However 

14 The administrative centre of a rayon. 
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somewhere along the way rural children stopped entering the teaching profession, and there were 
a number of factors behind this. Part of the blame lay upon the status of the teaching profession -
in the Soviet value system of labour, teachers were not esteemed as much as, for example, a 
tractor driver or mechanic. Those teachers in rural areas had even less status, not to mention a 
lack of basic amenities. As well, rural teachers were paid poorly. Consequently many rural 
Korni children wanted a career path that led away from the village, a skill that could lead them 
to a better life in the cities. The other side of the coin was that many Komi children were 
unwilling or unable to carry on with their education. Many children, particularly the.boys, left 
school by the seventh or eighth grade and went to work on the sovkhoz. This unwillingness to 
further their education was also ominously linked to the decline in rural national schools over 
the years, as standards in all subjects deteriorated: "We have a terrible situation where Komi 
children aren't learning Komi, nor Russian, properly. They don't get Korni grammar at home, 
and without a proper foundation in Korni, how can they learn Russian well?" ( Ogro, fn96: 14.31-
32). Without Russian, there was no hope of entering higher educational institutes. Any 
discussion of expanding the national school system was meaningless without the one essential 
ingredient - the teacher. 

The Komi government was forced to respond to these debates going on around in the 
republic. In April 1988 the Ministry of Education adopted a 'Complex Plan for the further 
development and improvement of the system of study of Kami language and literature, attached 
to the national culture of students of schools, technical schools, pupils of kindergartens in the 
republic for 1989-1991 '. Osipov was again quoted in the press as saying: "systematically taking 
into account the wishes of parents, we are increasing the number of national classes and schools" 
(cited in Voronova, 1989: 3). Part of this plan was the establishment of some 50 new national 
detsads and 20 national schools in each of the rayons, not only in the villages, but also in the 
raytsentrs and cities. Two schools were reported to be planning to teach Korni in Syktyvkar, 
while another three were going over to the national programme. Let us look now at the 
development of the national school. Table 4.4 shows the growth in the number of national 
schools over the second half of the 1980s, the perestroika period, though more revealing is the 
data on student enrolment. By 1991 three types of national schools were reportedly in 
operation: 1) primary schools and; 2) secondary schools, which both used the Korni language to 
some extent as a medium of instruction (the kombinirovannyy metod); 3) secondary schools 
employing the direct method (pryamoy metod) in teaching both Korni language and literature as 
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Table 4.4. The instruction of the national programme, 
by school and student numbers, 1985-1990 ( end of calendar year). 

'85 '86 '87 '88 '89 '90 

number of schools involved 160 160 160 167 191 218 

as % of total schools 30 29 29 30 34 38 

of this: primary 52 53 54 57 66 79 

as % of total primary 39.8 38.9 39.1 38.3 44.6 51.6 

9-year 53 52 50 49 54 51 

as % of total 9-year 33.5 33.1 32.7 33.6 38.6 40.2 

secondary 55 55 56 61 71 88 

as % of total secondary 24.6 24.1 24.1 25.4 28.5 33.0 

pupils studying Komi 14.1 14.2 15.0 15.2 17.2 19.6 
language as a subject (000s) 

as % of total pupils 7.9 7.7 7.9 7.9 8.8 9.5 
Sources: Goskomstat RSFSR/ Komi Respublikanskoye Upravleniye Statistiki, 1991: 

90; Komi Respublikanskoye Upravleniye Statistiki, 1991: 39 

subjects through the Russian language. Of course, as Lallukka notes (1994: 199), these figures 

in terms of numbers or teaching programmes cannot be used solely to gauge the actual situation 

in the schools - often they existed in name only, as already explained due to a lack of teaching 

staff to offer the native language. The republican state planning agency nonetheless proclaimed 

a 36 per cent increase in national school development over the Twelfth five-year plan 

(Goskomstat RSFSR/ Komi Respublikanskoye Upravleniye Statistiki, 1991: 86). 

However these numbers and statistics, while providing some hope to members of the 

Komi community, could not disguise the fact that more Komi were choosing Russian schools 

than national schools in the villages. While many measures had been taken by the authorities 

that led to the removal of the Komi language from the urban curriculum, in the villages 

opposition came from within the community. The ethnic Komi director of a school outside of 

Syktyvkar, opposed to the expansion of Komi language classes in his school, responded to 

criticism in the local paper by suggesting that Komi did not have ethnic pride and questioned 

whether or not it was such a tragedy that one' s children could not attend national school (cited 

in Voronova, 1989). There was even apathy among the teachers themselves. On a door in the 

Kulomdin secondary school, the classroom sign 'Komi Language and Literature' was written in 
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Russian. When I pressed the teacher about this irony, she laughed and admitted to have not 

given it any thought. This feeling of the inevitability of the Russian language pervades 

everywhere in the national schools. One Komi language teacher recalled how she had queried 

a colleague over her persistent use of Russian with young children unable to speak it, and was 

told that 'they would have to learn it sometime' (Ogro, fn96:14.31-32). Among the children, 

they cannot help but feel a stigma attached to the Komi language. While the children enter the 

schools knowing nothing else but Komi, by the time they leave they prefer to use Russian to 

avoid embarrassment. Even among the cultural elites in Syktyvkar, most of the senior Komi 

linguists and folklorists did not teach their children the language. 

4.2 Ethnic demands and school reforms: primary and secondary education since 1991. 

Questions of the study of the state languages of the republics included in the Russian 
Federation are regulated by the legislation of those republics 
(Paragraph 6.6, Zakon Rossiyskoy Federatsii 'Ob obrazavanii', 1996: 696) 

- P.F. - What about your relationship with Moscow? 
- The law states that we must help and give the opportunity to any nationality that wants 
to open a national school. But the republic decides itself these questions. We don't 
really have much contact with Moscow. 
(Panyukova, fn95:10.6) 

The events of August 1991 heralded in an unprecedented opportunity for the national 

schools in the Komi Republic and across minority areas of the new Russian state. In the final 

days of Soviet power, an important conference took place in the city of Cheboksary, the capital 

of the Chuvash ASSR, that defined the term and established the field of ethnopedagogy 

(Dyakiyeva, 1995) as a force in the new Russia. Despite many similar issues and problems that 

had been discussed under perestroika remaining unsolved, the situation in the national school 

system did markedly-improve. Until 1996 no Russia-wide law on education existed other than 

that of the Soviet era, resulting in a laisser-faire approach to the use of minority languages in the 

educational process, which many of the republics interpreted, as a right to act unilaterally. The 

new law that did eventually replace the old RSFSR law in January 1996 (Rossiyskaya 

Federatsiya, 1996) essentially reinforced this de facto practice. Section 4.2 is an examination 

of these continuing issues and of some of the steps taken by the Komi government and 

educational institutions in the national education campaign. 
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4.2.a Teachers and textbooks: a rush to fill the gap. 

Since the late 1980s educational institutions across the republic had been modestly 
expanding its training of Komi language teachers and specialists - the Komi philology sections 
in SGU and the Pedinstitut were full, and Komi sections were opened in the Syktyvkar 
Peduchilishches Nos. 1 and 2 (Voronova, 1989: 3). The relative liberalisation of Russian society 
after 1991 gave a very emphatic boost to this process in the republic and across other regions of 
Russia 15

• By the time of the Fourth Congress of the Komi People in 1995, the KVSK leadership 
was lauding itself for the progress made (Markov, 1995); 250 students in the Komi section of 
Peduchilishche No.I, 211 in Peduchilishche No.2, 88 students studying for pre-school and 
primary school education were also following an additional course on Komi conversational 
teaching methods in the Pedinstitut. Part-time studies for assistants in pre-school and primary 
school establishments had also been created. At times, the clamour for Komi speaking students 
in teaching courses grew irresponsibly, for instance when in 1996 Peduchilishche No. I in 
Syktyvkar was reportedly accepting any student who has completed their schooling in a national 
school (therefore, from the villages) into the Komi section without requiring entrance exams 
(Lyuba, fn96: 12.45). They were desperate for Komi speakers, not entering in sufficient numbers 
otherwise. For the first time since the 20s a knowledge of Komi was proving to be useful to 
enter the teaching profession. 

By 1995 the focus was definitely being turned to the training of Komi speaking teachers, 
as opposed to linguists and methodists. The Minnats was getting ready to introduce the third 
phase of its programme which was aimed at training Komi language and literature teachers for 
the national schools. This 'urgency' was felt beyond those immediately connected to Komi 
language education. fu late 1995 one final-year student of pre-school education in 
Peduchilishche No.2 told me of the new Komi language study requirements for all students, even 
those (herself include_d) who were not planning to work in the national education system. She 
and her friends were upset by the fact that they had been forced to study this "Ugly, difficult 
language" (Lyuba , fn95:10.2). 

At the same time as this new crop of teachers was being cultivated, existing pedagogical 
professionals were struggling to meet the shortage in teaching materials, both in variety and 
content, as well as in numbers. Finally attention was paid to the inclusion of non-traditional 

15 See also Dyakiyeva (1995) for details on the Kalmyk experience; Bryzhinskiy (1993) for Mordovia. 
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subjects in the curriculum taught in the Komi language, especially to 'essentials' (as defined by 

Bryzhinskiy, 1993) such as history and ethnography. By 1995, however, Markov informed the 

delegates of the Fourth Congress that individuals were working on texts and a programme to 

enable teachers to teach every subject for the first four grades in Komi (1995: 6). There still 

remained some skepticism over this last development however, as teachers in the villages 

expressed their anxiety that children would not be leaving school with an adequate knowledge 

of Russian to be able to cope with society (fn95:10.7-8). Yet the momentum continued to be 

maintained along this seemingly inevitable road to Komi language education expansion. 

4.2.b Return of the Komi language as a subject in urban schools. National kindergartens. 

By 1991, the teaching of the Komi language in the primary and middle schools had 

slowly grown to exist in almost all rayons except Ust'-Tsilemskiy and Vuktyl'skiy and most 

importantly, had penetrated into urban areas. The republican statistical board had estimated that 

since 1989, the number of students studying Komi had increased by 1.5 times or more in the 

cities of Syktyvkar, Ukhta, Sosnogorsk, and Pechora since its limited introduction at the end of 

the 80s (Goskomstat RSFSR/ Komi Respublikanskoye Upravleniye Statistiki, 1991: 90). The 

state even had plans to introduce the national programme to all rural schools by the 1993-1994 

school year (ibid., 90). These, not surprisingly, were quite unrealistic aspirations but the 

language's progress throughout the republic was still quite remarkable. In 1991 only about 8 per 

cent of all ethnic Komi students were receiving instruction in Komi. By 1995 there were 174 

schools studying Komi language and literature in the national programme out of a total 545, 

while 100 Russian language schools had introduced the study of Komi conversational language 

(a three-hour programme). The study of the literature, history and environment of the Komi 

region in Russian was already in 70 per cent of schools (10.4-5). This local, or ethnic Komi 

component, signalled an important step in changing attitudes toward the language and Komi 

themselves. This echoes what has been found elsewhere in the world 16
, and has been finding its 

place in the Komi school system17
• The law on languages and official bilingualism has also had 

16 See Sissons (1993) for an discussion of the taha Maori programme (Maori dimension) in New 
Zealand schools. 

17 It should be mentioned that there has not only been an increase in the number of Komi language 
schools, but also in national schools for other minorities, such as German (in Syktyvkar) and Tatar (in the 
oil-producing area around Usinsk). 
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an impact, as the director of the Iz'va school told me. Parents were no longer opposed to the 
language's expansion in the school. In the immediate post-Soviet period individuals in the 
established education hierarchy began to acknowledge these new developments, and 
acknowledge them as positive steps away from the past: "Before, of course, it was all political. 
One Soviet nation, separate peoples weren't studied. But now things are changing, people want 
to revive things Komi. It is a long process" (Panova, fn96: 13.6). 

However, two issues continued to plague officials and individuals in the Komi 
community during this period: the expansion of the role of the Komi language in national schools 
to include all subjects, and the legislation of the Komi language as a compulsory subject in all 
schools - both heralding a return to the system similar to that which existed at the height of the 
korenizatsiya campaign in the 1920s. The former issue particularly divided those in the teaching 
profession. It was not considered feasible or even desirable by a great many teachers to continue 
Komi language instruction beyond the primary grades out of fear of disadvantaging the children 
later in Russian society. However, others countered this by pointing out that the children were 
not especially performing well within the current system. In my own experience, the latter 
argument carries a lot of weight. On a number of separate occasions it was obvious that the 
children were struggling with the Russian programme. But once their teachers began to use 
Komi, they immediately became interested and participated to a much greater degree than usual 
(Doro, fn95:9.5; fn96:12.42). The Ministry of Education is still officially committed to making 
Komi a compulsory subject in all schools. The law on language introduced in 1992 outlined a 
15-year gradual implementation programme despite much opposition, especially from the 
Russian-dominated northern rayons. Even more difficult is the fact that as people across Russia 
now recognise the importance of learning a second language, the danger is that minority 
languages are being ignored in favour of 'world' languages, English being the most popular. 
However, the Ministry of Education has a much more practical view of the issue. It does not 
foresee the forcible implementation of the study of the Komi language in areas where no Komi 
live, due to the practical reason that there are no local teachers able to speak the language. Until 
a time when they have met the language requirements of Komi speaking areas, the ministry is 
not going to worry about the non-Komi speaking regions (Paro, fn96: 10.5-6). The ministry 
officials are, nevertheless, proud of the programme and what they have accomplished. They 
know that there are weaknesses, but they are as helpless as the rest: "It's a question of money!" 
(ibid.: 10.7). 

While the schools began to adopt Komi language teaching relatively quickly after 1991, 
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progress was much slower for the pre-school establishments, the detsads 18
• Of 951 detsads 

across the republic, only 221 were operating using the national programme by 1995 (Markov, 

1995: 5). The pre-school issue was one of the most referred to questions at the Fourth Congress, 

as many delegates expressed concern that students were not arriving at school with the 

foundations of the language. The catch phrase at the time was 'building a detsad Komi-language 

tradition' (Popov, fn95:8.ll). I did have the opportunity to see the difference between the 

specially designated national kindergartens and the non-national detsads on a trip through Ust'

Vymskiy rayon in Spring 1995. Our first stop was at a kindergarten in the small Komi village 

of Lyaty (population 153), part of the Kozhmudor sovkhoz. The director was a local Komi, the 

village was overwhelmingly Komi speaking, and the books and materials were in Komi, but the 

teachers were forced to use Russian because the detsad had not been designated 'national'. It 

was obvious from the children's faces that they did not understand what was going on around 

them, and were not responding to their environment. This was quickly contrasted to the detsad 

in the neighbouring village of Tuiskeros (population 419), which had been designated national 

in 1992. All conversation was carried out in Komi, and the children displayed their collection 

of national instruments and dolls with pride. A newspaper article in 1992 discussed the progress 

of the Vyl' gort national detsad which had been involved in experimenting with Komi language 

instruction. What was described was an active group of parents participating in the curriculum 

choices and running of the school, something unheard of in the Russian language programme, 

which is directed from Moscow (Sergeyeva, 1992). The national programme also allowed 

teachers to choose a curriculum that was best for the children, and I encountered many who had 

devised their own programmes of gradually introducing the children to the Russian language for 

smooth entry into local schools. In Syktyvkar there were two national detsads operating in early 

1995, with a third experimental planned for 199719
• Both have been a success, though both have 

different programmes. The first is a mixed detsad, with both Russian and Komi groups, while 

the second makes total use of the Komi language. There are plans to extend the first type to other 

parts of the republic, but again officials are faced with the problem of materials and personnel 

in places like Vorkuta and Inta, which do not have the support of qualified instructors who speak 

18 This can be contrasted to the Maori language pre-school programme kohanga reo (language 
nest) in New Zealand (Sissons, 1993) and the Mudiad Ysgolion Meithrin (Welsh Nursery Schools 
Movement) in Wales (Roberts, 1986) which became very popular in the 1970s -1980s. 

19 Funding problems delayed its opening by one year, but I have had no confirmation of its status 
in the 1998-1999 school year. 
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the language. For the national detsads, especially in the cities, "there is not enough materials, 

textbooks, or money. But the most important thing is to get people interested" (fn95:8. l 1). 

4.2.c Creation of the Komi National Grammar School. 

Symbolically, it was the creation of the Komi National Grammar School (Komi 

natsional'naya gimnaziya)20 in 1992 that was at the heart of this process of national school 

expansion. There is a very slight difference in content between the status of a school following 

the Komi language programme and a national grammar school. In the national schools section 

of the Ministry of Education, which is also responsible for the grammar school, it was explained 

that while the curriculum of the national school includes study of the language and literature for 

up to five hours per week, that of the national grammar school is extended to include 

ethnocultural subjects, such as traditional crafts, history, and other subjects (Paneva: fn96: 13.5-

6). While this may have been the case when it first opened, the differences between the two 

types of school have been decreasing since then - now all schools in the republic must learn 

Komi history, while national schools have begun to expand their content to include ethnocultural 

subjects. However, the gimnaziya is still seen as prestigious, remarkably both among Russian 

(and Russian speaking) parents as well as Komi parents. 

In 1995 the Syktyvkar gimnaziya had almost 200 students and 23 full-time teachers, plus 

their helpers, and extended until the seventh grade (a total of nine classes). The hope was to 

continue to grow until all eleven years are fully operating, though space was a determining factor. 

When I met with the deputy director of the school, Lyubov' Vitenkova, she was quite explicit 

in what she and her colleagues were there to do: 

The purpose of the Grammar School is to prepare cadres. If we lose our traditions, then 
we lose our reason for being a republic. To begin with, we want cadres who can teach 
and protect our language and culture. Then we have further plans to develop cadres for 
politics (fn95:7.26). 

I was allowed to sit in on a number of Komi language lessons during my visit to the school in 

1995. The children's understanding of the spoken language was quite good, though the teacher 

used Russian as a medium occasionally and the children communicated almost exclusively to 

20 Though I am not fully happy with the translation of gimnaziya as Grammar School, with its 
inherent understanding of exclusivity and privilege, I have avoided its direct translation as the inappropriate 
gymnasium. While not entirely sharing the same meaning, Grammar School implies a certain special 
function and programme above and beyond the general educational curriculum. 
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the teacher in Russian - to which she usually replied in Russian. It was evident that the children 

were still not entirely comfortable using the language and much prompting took place. Once 

when a child was asked a question in Komi, she queried in Russian whether it had to be 

answered "srazu na komi?" (directly in Komi)? (fn95:8.47-48). However it is essential to 

remember that just a few years ago, even this effort would have been unheard of in Syktyvkar -

and these small steps forward can only be interpreted as progressive for the language. 

Unfortunately, as with many things across the republic, finances have become a problem 

for the school. There are real difficulties with space at a time when there is stiff competition to 

get in to the school. The school was promised a new building in 1995, but as of the 1996-1997 

school year, nothing had been done. There is uncertainty over expansion plans, as under current 

conditions, the school will not be able to offer classes beyond the primary level. But there is 

hope for more funds from the government. Why the National Grammar School was significant, 

however, is because of what it stood for and what it initiated. Markov told me at our first 

meeting in 1994 that schools across the republic were following the grammar school's example 

(fn94: 1.30). Soon after its creation in 1993, parents in the raytsentr of Kortkeros began to press 

for their Russian-status school to be turned into a national grammar school, only to have the 

teachers refuse point blank to the change. In the Kortkerosskiy rayon town of Shoynaty, 

however, the local national primary school was reborn as a grammar school and began to teach 

a broader curriculum, which included Komi-medium instruction for the language, reading and 

writing, folklore, folk music, regional studies, and folk arts and crafts (Zakharenko, fn95:6 .1). 

Most importantly, the National Grammar School has given the language a presence once again 

in the capital, long after it had been forced out under the Soviets in the 1960s. As part of the 

reforms associated with the law on language, the school has promoted Komi in the city21
• 

4.3 Nebdin and Kulomdin schools: the problems experienced by rural 'national' schools. 

- Kat'o - Our Komi men, they' re just like Sasha. They finish school barely scraping by 
and don't go on to higher education. They don't believe in education. 
- P.F. - No, but why? 
-Kat'o -The only type of education they value is physical, not mental. If you can't work, 
then you're nothing.(fn96: 11.32) 

21 This was stated in a speech by the chairman of the Gossovet, Vladimir Torlopov, at the Fourth 
Congress of the Komi People (fn95:8.15-16). · 
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When I registered Volod' for school, they put him into the Russian section. When I 
found out, I went in to get him properly registered in the Komi section, but they told me 
that he didn't know Komi well enough! My own son, the son of a Komi language 
teacher! They said that since his father was not Komi, that he couldn't speak Komi 
properly. All they did was look at his surname! I fought and got him into the Komi 
section. But what nonsense we have to put up with. 
(Sasha, fn96: 14.35-36) 

The academic and political debate which was going on mainly in the cities among 
individuals in the media, government ministries and the republic's Komi leadership could not 
be in stronger contrast to the situation in rural Komi schools, which was increasingly getting 
more and more difficult. The following provides an examination of the debate pertaining to rural 
schools where the Komi language is not in immediate danger from assimilation and where it has 
been continued to be taught throughout the darkest days of Soviet nationality policies. This look 
at rural schools is essential not only because of these tangible issues, but also because they are, 
as Stairs states, sites of negotiation between cultures in contact and conflict; " ... a focus for all 
the issues of cultural meaning and cultural power in relationships between world dominant 
traditions and local community traditions" (1993: 9), that have become less so in urban areas. 
The situation in rural schools such as these is a reflection of the greater issues involved in Komi 
language education. 

For most rural schools, their only official contact with the city comes through directives 
from the ministry via the Kami Republikanskiy lnstitut Perepodgotovki i Povysheniya 
Kvalifikatsii Rabotnikov Narodnogo Obrazovaniya (the republic's institute for the improvement 
of teacher qualifications, or KRIPPKRNO). KRIPPKRNO is the key disseminator of new 
materials and programme recommendations to the village schools. However it is not 
independent of the ministry and some frictions do arise between the two bodies. A major part 
of the work of KRIPPKRNO is the preparation of new textbooks for the schools and as the 
majority of textbooks used in the Russian language schools are Russia-wide and centrally printed 
and distributed, the primary focus of its work is the preparation of materials for the Komi 
language national schools. Most of the researchers at the institute are consequently Komi, and 
do not always agree with the directives that they are given. As recently as 1988 KRIPPKRNO 
issued new recommendations22 for all rural schools in the republic where not one single mention 
was made of Komi language or literature instruction - much to the . irritation of its own 

22 Ministerstvo Obrazovaniya Komi ASSR (1 988). Kazhdoy shkole - uchebnyye kabinety (metodicheskiye rekomendatsii) . Ust' -Kulom: KRIPPKRNO. 

120 

I 
I 

ill 

I 

11 



researchers (14.23-24). Since perestroika began, the role of KRIPPKRNO in rural schools has 

become bigger as they run a number of courses for teachers, trying to update and improve their 

qualifications. This is perhaps the area most troublesome for the institute - one of the most 

pressing needs, yet there are little to no funds available to bring rural teachers to Syktyvkar to 

train them. So while the few urban teachers from the capital are getting the latest training in 

Komi language instruction, the vast majority of the profession remains isolated in the villages, 

where most of the students are. 

4.3.a Nebdin village, the school and Nebdinsa Vittor. 

Where the river Nebdin meets the right bank of the river Vychegda, lies the village of 

Nebdin (Nebdino in Russian) [see Figure 4.1]. Like most villages of this area, Nebdin was first 

recorded in the census book of 1646. The choice of site was not the best as the village suffered 

from poor harvests and consequently, famines led many to flee, including those who went on to 

found the neighbouring village of Kulomdin (see section 4.3.b). However, a church was built 

at the beginning of the 18th century and by the end of the 19th century, there were over 1,000 

inhabitants, and it was the administrative centre for the volost' and a major trading centre for the 

region. In 1916 there were 1,082 inhabitants, and in 1930 Nebdin was a thriving village. But 

collectivisation took its toll - Nebdin became the centre of a small sovkhoz and over the decades 

of Soviet power, it declined. By 1970 the population had dropped to 554 inhabitants, by 1979 -

482 and by 1989 - 460. The population had recovered somewhat by 1992 to a pre-1979 level of 

489, of which almost 100 per cent are Komi. 

Despite its small size Nebdin has a strong tradition of producing cultural elites -

journalists, writers, television personalities, but the most famous remains Nebdinsa Vittor/ 

Viktor Savin (1888-1943), first playwright in the Komi language, first chairman of the Komi 

Writers' Union, and one of the key figures in the zyryanizatsiya campaign in the 1920s. Savin 

is symbolic of the pride that the community has in its Komi heritage: 

We propagate the national language ... the children have participated in radio olympiads, 
[which were also] filmed for television for the celebration of Viktor Savin. One of our 
recent graduates has become an artistka (personality) . It was difficult for her, she wasn't 
literate enough in Russian and she had problems, but now she has become an announcer 
on television (Nebdin school director, fn95:7.14). 
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The local 9-year Nebdin school, completed by 198523 and named after Savin, is home to 

approximately 100 children and 20 staff members. Almost 100 per cent of the school is ethnic 

Komi and the language is heard both outside the classroom and in. After the ninth grade, the 

children are bused to the nearby village (11 km east) of Shoynaty for the remaining two, though 

this arrangement has not been to the satisfaction of the school. In 1994 a large political battle 

raged between the community and the Ministry .of Education. The inhabitants of Nebdin had 

been petitioning for their school to be expanded to include the last two years, but were turned 

down for lack of funds and teachers. However, the bussing programme was running into 

problems - the sovkhoz bus had broken down beyond repair, so the village was forced to send the 

children to Shoynaty by the commercial bus. Not only was the money a problem, but the bus 

was quite unreliable and the children were often arriving at school late. It also meant that the 

children were not returning in the evenings until past seven. The school in Shoynaty, could not, 

or would not help the pupils from Nebdin, so the teachers launched a campaign against the 

ministry for a bus. After weeks of embarrassment for Syktyvkar and the local education 

authority, the ministry finally relented and bought the village a bus. But still the teachers are not 

fully satisfied, as Nebdin children struggle in the environment of Shoynaty, and in the school, 

which has a more ethnically heterogeneous population: "It is very difficult to get used to the 

change. Their level of Russian is lower than that of the students there. There is opposition to 

Komi language classes from the students there, they don't know the [Russian] grammar as well 

here" (Doro, fn95:9.11). 

4.3.b Kulomdin - the problem of being raytsentr. 

Like most settlements of the region, first mention of the village of Kulomdin ( or U st' -

Kulom in Russian) came in the census book of 1646 [Figure 4.1]. However, this area of the 

upper Vychegda was, until the sixteenth century, inhabited by the nomadic Khanty and Mansi. 

It was only with the seventeenth century Moscow annexation and control of Western Siberia that 

the upper Vychegda became secure enough for Komi peasants to move to in relative safety, after 

which Kulomdin grew to become a pogost at the centre of a separate volost'. By 1784 there were 

676 inhabitants; 1859- 825; 1876 - 1,216. By the tum of the nineteenth century the village was 

23 The new school building was part of the facelift given to the village in time for the Sixth 
International Finno-Ugrian Congress held in Syktyvkar in 1985, the first time in Russia. Nebdin was one 
of the villages visited by participants, a pilgrimage to the birthplace of Nebdinsa Vittor / Viktor Savin 
(personal communications, Doro, 1996; Pedor, 1995). 
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a strong administrative and economic centre, with a zemstvo post office, school and three 

churches, and on the eve of the revolution, over 2,000 people made Kulomdin their home. In the 

1920s the village became the administrative centre for an enlarged rayon, and by 1926, the 

population was 2,776. Unlike Nebdin, Kulomdin has continued to grow - in 1970 there were 

5,213 inhabitants; in 1979 - 5,355; 1989 - 5,888; and by 1992 it had grown to 6,263. As 

administrative raytsentr Kulomdin is more ethnically heterogeneous and reflects the ethnic 

composition of its rayon, which is approximately 70 per cent Komi. This size and heterogeneity 

has tended to mean that the community has weaker social cohesion than the smaller community: 

"Here in the raytsentr, each person has their own interests, and they won't work together" 

(Kat' o, fn96: 11.17). 

The Kulomdin secondary school is large for a rural school - in the 1996-97 school year 

there were 1, 168 pupils and 83 teaching members of staff. Its catchment area extends to the 

neighbouring village of Keban"yel' (population 2,480), a former forced labour camp with a very 

mixed population (Komi - 47 per cent/ Russian - 38 per cent). This combination of factors 

requires the school to provide programmes in both the national and general Russian curricula, 

which is currently one of the administration's largest headaches. A copy of the basic academic 

plan for the school for the 1996-97 year showed that 62.7 per cent of the 1,168 students were in 

the Komi stream, or 33 classes, versus 19 classes following the Russian programme (fn96: 14.29-

30). This basic regime for national schools and Russian schools in the republic was revised for 

the 1993-94 school year, and reportedly has been adopted by the majority of the schools (Kat' o, 
fn96: 14.25-29). Upon first examination, the differences do not seem all that significant [see 

Appendix 4]. However, in practice, especially when running the two programmes alongside each 

other in the Same building, problems arise immediately. To include Komi language and literature 

in the national schools programme, the teaching time of all regular subjects is quite often reduced 

while an additional three to four hours per week is added on to the school day. The deputy 

director of the school pointed out a number of ills that have arisen because of the scheduling: 

there exists a general feeling that the national programme is substandard to that of the Russian 

one, something that the Ministry of Education acknowledges as being a factor in some parents' 

opposition to the Komi language education (cited in Voronova, 1989: 3). As one woman 

remarked, "When I was in school in the village, there were two concurrently running classes -

one Komi, one Russian, and the Russian one was seen as the elite" (Avgus, fn95:4 .15). In 

Kulomdin, it is policy to make all students spend the same number of hours in the classroom, 

forcing the Russian classes to fill in time with extra hours of various subjects , and leading to 
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some inconsistencies of course content even within the same year. Overall, this deputy director 
directly blames this dichotomy between programmes for many of Kulomdin school's problems: 

The vast majority of my scheduling problems are due to the difference between the 
Russian and Kami programmes. It may be OK in schools that follow only one 
programme, but here it's impossible to fill up the Russian programme. They have to 
make Kami language compulsory for all students, even those in the Russian classes. Do 
we have two official state languages, or don't we? (Kat'o, fn96:14.30) 

This is the reality for non-Kami children in the smaller rural schools that I visited, such as 
Nebdin, Iz 'va, Bakur, and others, who follow the national programme with their classmates with 
some success, though are not graded on their performance. This, however, is not an option in 
Kulomdin yet. 

Yet another pressing problem for the school is something beyond its control - that of 
shrinking student numbers. In the 1996-97 academic year, there were only four classes with a 
total of 92 students, a decrease of 37 per cent from the previous year. Much of the blame for this 
can be attributed to the decline in the standard of living accompanying the economic situation 
Russia-wide. The rayon has the highest unemployment figure in the republic, reportedly at 
16,800, so it is not improbable that reproductive rates have correspondingly declined and that 
young people, in particular young families, have migrated elsewhere to seek employment. There 
are many negative consequences of this demographic shift evident in the school. Of the 1996-97 
academic year only 53.3 per cent registered for the Kami section (Kat'o, fn96:14.30). It is 
widely known in the school that some of the teachers may be made redundant if the situation 
does not change, which has contributed greatly to a low morale in the school already suffering 
from the crisis economic situation. This has had manyfold repercussions on the school: "Morale 
has fallen, no one wants to do anything. Things have really become worse over the past three 
years. Standards in the school have really fallen. Before, we had a 97 per cent success rate. 
Now, it's fallen to 92.8 per cent - each year it has got worse, and they keep on falling" (ibid., 
12.22). 

4.3.c Doing without - rural schools that survive on nothing. 

As outlined in section 3.3, the economic and social situation of the villages has been 
deteriorating since the late 1980s, corresponding to the decline in the economic health of the 
republic overall. However the repercussions of the decline in the villages are disproportional to 
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the situation in urban areas, which have a stronger economic base than the villages. So while the 

cities are declining, they are coping much better than the villages. This situation is also 

reproduced in the rural schools, which are suffering much more than their urban counterparts. 

As the vast majority of Komi language national schools are located in rural areas, it follows that 

the national school system is at a substantial disadvantage than the Russian language system. 

This following section looks at the physical and.material sufferings of the rural national schools, 

as found in the case studies of Nebdin and Kulomdin. 

One of the major problems still inherent in the national school system is the problem of 

new materials. On the one hand, textbooks do not exist and or are not accessible from the 

villages. For all of the fantastic work that goes on in KRIPPKRNO, very little of it gets out to 

the villages as the Ministry is constrained to stay within its budget and the villages cannot afford 

to purchase the books themselves. This last point is of particular relevance in rural areas. It is 

quite common for urban children to be required to purchase their own textbooks for school, 

especially for 'special' subjects such as English. However the situation on the sovkhozes simply 

does not allow parents or schools to expend money on new textbooks. In the Ust' -Kulomskiy 

rayon newspaper Parma gor (Sound of the Forest) in August 1996, a plea was placed by all the 

parents in the village of Kuzh (Russian - Kuzhba) to the head of the rayon administration. They 

had not been paid wages since June and consequently had no money to clothe or equip their 

children for the new school year - they asked for a few thousand rubies to do so (Kuznetsova et 

al., 1996). At the Nebdin school most materials and books were provided or subsidised, with 

only one book costing 500 rubles24
• My hostess later told me that almost everything at the school 

was subsidised or provided, otherwise the students would simply not have them. And she was 

quick to point out that though it was fundamentally a question of cost for the parents, it was also 

due to supply - the books could not be found in the village (Doro, fn9612.43-44). The history 

teacher of the Kulomdin school was upset about the lack of textbooks on the history of the Komi 

region, a new discipline within the curriculum that she was expected to start teaching. Her 

brother, a student in the Finno-Ugrian Faculty in Syktyvkar, proceeded to inform her that a new 

one did exist: "Well bring it home with you! I haven ' t seen it, we never get anything new here 

in the villages" (Kat' o, fn96: 12.18). Similar complaints and variations on these themes came 

out at the Fourth Congress of the Komi People in November 1995. For example, a teacher from 

Sosnogorsk was exasperated by the fact that they had received textbooks for the first three 

24 At the time 500 rubles was equivalent to approximately 18 pence. 
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grades, but then had nothing for the children after that (fn95:8.21). Komi language teachers in 

both schools reported: "We don't have new textbooks. Last year they told us that there was a 

new textbook ready to be printed for this year, but now they tell us that it can't be done until 

1997 - there's no money. So how are we supposed to teach?" (Doro, fn96:12.38). 

Table 4.5. Publication of journals and newspapers in the Komi language. 

year of No. of print-run - thousands of copies 
publication establis issues 

h-ment per year '75 '80 

Journals 

Voyvyv Kodzuv 1926 12 4.7 4.7 

Chushkanzi 1957 12 - -

Bi Kin' 1986 12 - -

Newspapers 

Komimu- 1918 156 - -
republic-wide 

Lenin Tuyod * * - 1929 156 3 3.5 
Ust'-Kulomskiy r. 

Vyl' Tuyod - 1931 156 2 1.9 
Udorskiy r. \ 

Zvezda - 1940 156 1.9 2.5 
Kortkerosskiy r. 

Yologa - 1991 52 - -
reoublic-wide 

*Figures taken from individual issues in August-September. 
** In 1992 the paper changed its name to Parma Gor. 
n Figure from December 1997. 

'85 '90 '96* 

5 5 1.6 

- 12 1.60 

- 8 5.9 

- 5.9 5.3 

3.9 5.7 2.2 

2.1 3.7 1.5 

2.4 3.3 1.1 

- 7.8 0.5m 
('92) 

no After receiving funding from a Finnish source in 1997, Yologa 's print-run increased and 
now (autumn 1998) remains steady at 2,000. 
Source: Goskomstat RSFSR/ Komi Respublikanskoye Upravleniye Statistiki, 1991: 107 

Directly linked to this question of materials is the number of native language publications 

produced. Kaiser (1994: 258) notes the trend across the USSR since the 1960s toward an 

increasing prevalence of Russian-language publications. Even if more titles were being 

published in non-Russian languages, the print-runs were much higher for Russian publications. 

Let us explore this statement by examining the publication of the Komi language press (Table 

4.5). While a monthly children's journal (Bi Kin' - 'Little Spark') and a weekly newspaper for 
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youth (Yologa - 'Echo') have been added to the core of six publications since the late 1980s, the 

figures show a drastic decline in the number of issues printed for all of the Komi language press 

since most peaked at the end of the 1980s after several years of moderate growth. The 

implications are felt at two levels. First, Komi are not getting access to the Komi language press. 

When news is required, the Russian language press, or more often the television service is all 

that is available. This affects not only mother tongue literacy levels for the adult population, but 

also those of the children, the very ones attending school. As the Nebdin Komi language teacher 

told me, "We don't have any subscriptions to Komijoumals or newspapers at the school. We 

cannot afford them. As a result, our children just don't read. No one in the village gets 

newspapers anymore - they can't afford them" (fn96: 12.39). Moreover, the other implication 

of this decrease for the national schools lies in the availability of non-textbook reading materials 

for the classrooms. More than once, Komi language teachers complained that they did not have 

supplementary texts for reading, making preparation for class very labourious (Doro, 

fn96: 12.29). So despite this available readership, subscription rates decrease and with them, the 

number of issues printed, forcing the newspapers to rely on the state for subsidies and to appeal 

for new readers (see Ivanova, 1992). 

The other side of the above problem is that those materials that do exist, are often 

outdated or are of poor quality. Many teachers at the Fourth Congress complained that content 

of texts are uninteresting or superficial and cannot hold the attention of the children: "In Iz'va 

schools, everyone learns Komi, but it's really just songs and poetry. If there were more 

interesting materials, then you would get better results" (fn95:8. l 7); "We want books in the 

chistyy (pure) Komi language, from all parts of our Komi land. The present texts are not 

interesting and too long, with poor illustrations" (fn95:8.18). The director of the Nebdin school 

expressed a feeling of injustice in this: "Our programmes we fulfill and over-fulfil!. But still 

no new textbooks or even very old ones. New texts are published, but there are many mistakes 

in them and the material inside is so boring that the children sleep during their lessons. One 

could produce alternative texts, but there's no money. Alternative texts don't exist, there are 

only the standard ones" (fn95:7.17). It is important to remember that it is not just a question of 

the quantity of materials - but also of the quality. And teachers are now being faced with 

demands from students and their parents for computer access, something now being introduced 

into the urban curriculum but a rare luxury in village schools. The director of the Shoynaty 

school has recognised the need of bringing technology to the schools and particularly to aid the 

teachers (Zakharenko, fn95:8.19). Even the Minister of Education, Nikolay Sadovskiy, speaking 
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at the Fourth Congress acknowledged this desire for technology in the villages and promised to 

" ... tie them to the web" (fn95:8.24). 

While rural teachers would be more than pleased to participate in this technological 

revolution, they would prefer it if the Minister would see to their more pressing needs, beginning · I 

with the decaying physical structure. At the Fourth Congress a number of delegates brought up 

this point, one woman calling out that her school had been waiting for repairs for 30 years 

(fn95:8.22), while one teacher from the Usinskiy rayon berated the Minister: "The ministry 

should be embarrassed by our schools .... Our school only runs because of the dedication of our 

teachers" (fn95:8.18). Many of the rural schools do not have such basic facilities as running 

water or central heating, both posing particular difficulties in the winter. In Nebdin school the 

director explained that the school had been forced to plant and sell potatoes and vegetables in 

the summer to buy the paint and other supplies used in the upkeep of the building (fn95:9.8). 

The Kulomdin school does not have this possibility, though it relies on volunteers to help in the 

maintenance. Any money that the school does have is required to pay for utilities and rent, both 

now a factor since the collapse of the command system and introduction of the market. Once, 

arriving at the National Schools Section of the Ministry of Education in Syktyvkar, I entered to 

find one employee negotiating over the phone with a rural rayon administration that was going 

to tum off the electricity at one of the outlying schools. Indeed, during one lesson that I was 

attending in Nebdin, the lights went out. Class continued, however, as no one seemed bothered. 

I was quite helpless, but the teacher later told me that it was so common that they were used to 

it (Doro, fn95:9.13). During this same visit to the Minobraz the head of the section was meeting 

with the director from another rural school. She was presenting him with an account of the 

required budget of her school's needs for the year. The head replied that the school's needs are 

covered by the annual federal payment which they should have received, which of course, they 

had not. 

One of the most difficult shortages facing rural schools is that of food. The director of 

the Shoynaty secondary school told me that one of their problems is children who are ill and 

undernourished, who are almost incapable of studying (Zakharenko, fn95:8. l 9). Not only is this 

due to the crisis in agriculture, which has resulted in most sovkhoz workers going without wages 

for months, but also from the increasing social instability brought on with alcoholism. In many 

families wages are spent on alcohol, while the children go hungry. Thus in all rural schools the 

traditional free mid-day meal has a very essential role in the well-being of the child, and as 

finances from the ministry have dried up, the schools have been forced to tum to other sources 
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of food. As mentioned above, Nebdin school grows its own produce not only for sale, but also 

for its own canteen. The director stated that they had to work in the fields to ensure the everyday 

feeding of the children (fn95:7.15), which is echoed by another teacher in the Yemdin Middle 

School (fn95:8.22). The reverse side to this problem is that the children are often used as cheap 

labour at harvest time. Certainly, without the extra help the sovkhoz would be unable to 

complete the harvest which would result in w.age losses and later food shortages, both which 

would have negative repercussions for the schools, as well as the basic fact that the sovkhoz is 

the primary source of food. In Nebdin in September 1996 the children, who usually received 

wages, were going to receive less with the remainder turned over to the school (Doro, 

fn96: 12.48). While this direct channel to a food supply can be considered positive, overall this 

relationship is hurting the children. The Komi language teacher at Nebdin explained: "Our rural 

children learn less than the city children. Why? Until the 25th of September, they have to gather 

in the potatoes on the sovkhoz. So in the seven years of school that they have here, they will have 

lost almost an entire year" (ibid., fn96: 12.37). 

It is not obvious from the above how these rural Komi schools remain functioning, or 

why the teaching staff have not given up or taken industrial action. I felt a definite hopelessness 

in the rural schools that I visited, and a great amount of anger at the central authorities: 

"Spiridonov only supports Komi culture and nothing more. Why? Because it is cheaper than 

education, and it means nothing. It's not what we need ... how are we supposed to teach?" 

(Doro, fn96:12.38). The director of the Nebdin school is sure of what would make her life 

easier: "They say that there's no happiness in money. In money there is happiness, at least for 

our school" (fn95:7.15). She acknowledges that many of her profession are giving up hope and 

are moving away from the villages, but then there are others that are not. Why? She put it quite 

simply: "We have the right not to work. Everything depends on whether you are diligent or 

have a conscience or not" (ibid. , fn95:7.20) . 

4.3.d The next generation? Teacher shortages in rural schools. 

Accompanying the above material and financial shortages is the problem of teacher 

shortages in the village schools, especially in the smaller, peripheral settlements based around 

the sovkhoz. While the methodologists of the Ministry and KRIPPKRNO develop new courses 

and curricula to increase the local content in education, and the urban Komi elites debate the 

expansion of Komi language education into non-traditional subjects, the rural schools are left to 
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ask 'where are these new teachers going to come from'? The following section explores this 

problem. 

One issue involving the existing pool of rural teachers is their lack of knowledge of the 

new curriculum, and even more importantly, of the new materials since the disestablishment of 

the Soviet state. The Kulomdin school suffers particularly from this. The deputy director 

estimated that 40 per cent of her teaching staff was of pensionable age (Kat' o, fn9fr 12.23), the 

senior teacher of the Komi language department already drawing her pension - working for 

nothing through the sheer love of teaching. All across the republic teachers were being required 

who were willing to learn materials that was previously forbidden by the socialist regime, and 

especially who those could change their attitudes toward the use of Komi in the schools. One 

part of the programme being attempted in the Komi-Permyak district (and also needed in the 

Komi Republic) was to re-acquaint rural teachers with traditional Komi culture and in many 

cases, with the language (fn95:7.1). The director of the Nebdin school told me that they wanted 

teachers who could move away from the established programme, from the status qua, and who 

were not afraid of the new materials originating from Syktyvkar (fn95:7.18). However even 

those in Syktyvkar recognise that the process will be slow, as change is a complic_ated process. 
,, 

The people are just not ready yet (Avgus, fn95:4.15). 

However, the problem goes beyond the simple lack of wages. Previously, teachers were 

certified and awarded a categorisation based on one's qualifications, which was then translated 

into higher wages. However, as the director of the Nebdin school pointed out, they could not 

afford the system of rewards any longer (fn95 :7 .20). Thus teachers are leaving for the cities or 

even for other occupations. Nebdin school lost its mathematics teacher for the senior grades in 

1996, who quit and went to Syktyvkar to take up a job with higher wages in the commercial 

sector. One of the recent arrivals in the Komi language department of the Kulomdin school spent 

the summer of 1996 looking for work elsewhere, leaving the administration unsure of who would 

be teaching in the autumn. It was only a couple of weeks before the year started that she decided 

to stay - at least until a better job came along. However it is not only a question of money. 

Perhaps the biggest problem for schools is the inability to house new teachers. A delegate to the 

Fourth Congress from Sosnogorskskiy rayon told the Congress that educational specialists were 

in short supply mainly because no flats could be found for them (fn95:8.21). Construction has 

almost stopped in the villages, and the lack of a concrete law on land ownership means that it 

is not likely to recommence soon. So new teachers are forced to board with villagers, a less

than-perfect short-term solution and totally unacceptable long-term prospect. 
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The problem of accommodation in rural areas is not a new issue. Traditionally rural 

teachers for the national schools were either appointed by the state to replace departing staff, or 

more often, recruited from within the local population, mainly from former pupils who went on 

to teacher training in Syktyvkar and returned. In the Shoynaty school the director calculated that 

of their 51 teachers, 34 (67 per cent) were former students (Zakharenko, fn95:6.3). On my first 

visit to the Nebdin school in late 1995, the teaching staff was all local except for one Russian 

from Inta. A year later the same situation remained though in an attempt to alleviate the crisis, 

the Ministry had sent out a teacher's assistant for her first assignment. This young woman was 

a Komi from the Priluzskiy rayon to the south, and was quite unhappy in Nebdin - she privately 

told me that she was waiting for the first opportunity to return to her own village (fn96: 12.43). 

Non-locals, of course, do take up jobs in village schools, though they are often not without some 

links. The above-mentioned Russian in Nebdin was married to a local Komi. The Komi

speaking Ukrainian director of the Iz'va Secondary School had met and married a local 

Izhemskiy Komi while he was in Ukraine for his military service. While previously the state had 

the power to appoint individuals to rural positions to make up any shortcomings, the new 

political situation and the freedom to choose employment has resulted in a real recruitment crisis. 

It is rather difficult for schools to attract teachers to villages without local ties giving access to 

housing. And so the schools are faced with this weak link in the chain, as Komi children are no 

longer entering higher educational establishments and being trained for the teaching profession. 

4.4 Summary: what came out of the national education debate. 

Bryzhinskiy (1993: 131) believes that the role of national education is to heighten the 

awareness of, to foster a love for the national culture among young people that will see the 

culture through to the next century. The tempestuous road that Komi language education has 

travelled on for the.past 75 years provides a number of challenges for the current leadership in 

their bid to halt the decline in Komi culture and language. At the Fourth Congress in 1995, these 

issues were outlined by both the Ministers of Education and Culture, with emphasis on shortages 

of textbooks, teachers, and money, the lack of Komi language media and press, the deplorable 

situation in rural areas in Russian - the problems were many (fn95:8.24; 8.36). Moreover, what 

they also emphasised was the need to build the national cadres or elites through improved 

national education, and specifically through higher education - for the key to solving these 

problems in the national community are trained Komi themselves. 
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This national schools debate has directed focus on higher education as the foremost arena 
for elite formation, especially who has the opportunity of access into elite groups. This is 
particularly relevant in terms of rural-urban advancement, an important aspect of the ethnic 
revival and especially of the language revival. Though, as Kaiser notes, in the post-war period 
members of each minority nation with a union republic attained a more dominant position in the 
higher educational institutions in their home republics, this was not generally the case in the 
ASSRs (1994: 231). In some areas of the former Soviet Union, access to higher education was 
determined by a system of quotas originally designed to increase the numbers of less-educated 
non-Russians entering, though data remains elusive (Kaiser, 1994: 234). Thus certain innocuous 
lines found in the unpublished 'Notes of protocol from the meeting of the council of rectors of 
higher educational institutions of the Komi Republic' (Zasedaniye soveta rektorov, 1994) 
actually heralded the much needed Komi response to this situation. It concerned the opening of 
the regionovedeniye (regional studies) programme at the university, 25 places which were to 
come from history faculty and to be combined with the existing Komi language and literature 
section to create something called FUF. And it is now to FUF that the next chapter will tum. 
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5. FUF - Komi solutions? 

Based upon the philological and historical faculties of SGU the faculty 'Finno-U grian 
Studies' will be created for the preparation of teachers, scholars, translators, journalists, 
cultural workers of state and municipal institutions. 
(Postanovleniye Prezidiuma Verkhovnogo Soveta Respubliki Komi, 1993: 1) 

Our school is called 'national', but what' s 'national' about it? 
(Delegate to the Fourth Congress, fn95:8. l 8) 

At first, the children are shy, but they soon get over it. fu Russian it's different, they 
don't like using the language. I remember when I arrived in Syktyvkar to start teacher's 
training. We were all scared stiff, we Komi. We were afraid to open our mouths, lest 
they find out that we were Komi. We got over it, but it was awful. 
(Ogro, fn96:14.32-33) 

The creation of the Finno-Ugrian Faculty (FUF) heralded the government's response to 

the upper end of the national schools debate, attempting to meet the demands of the ethnic Komi 

leadership for an increased role for Komi and their language in higher education with the 

expressed purpose of developing Komi elites for government. This chapter looks at the issues 

behind the creation of FUF: the addressing of the rural crisis by providing a further arena for rural 

Komi advancement to higher education and beyond; the language's need for a higher profile in 

the education system and in society at large; and, with importance for the government itself, the 

search for a system of training bilingual public servants to fulfill its own promises that 

accompanied its nationality and language laws (see section 2.4 ). The creation of FUF will then 

be examined by outlining all of the problems and issues faced with its appearance, keeping in 

mind the question of whether it was founded as a 'national' Komi faculty or not. The third 

section of this chapter is based primarily on the results of a questionnaire carried out among 

students in the regional studies programme between 1995-1996, focusing on three issues: the 

language question; ~he question of elite development, and the issue of rural opportunity. As 

uncovered by the research, the relationship between the two constituent parts of FUF are not 

entirely harmonious and the final section covers the debate between philology and regional 

studies, which reached a climax in the spring of 1996 and having major consequences for the 

faculty. 
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5.1 Why was a FUF needed? 

5.1.a The motives behind FUF. 

Though FUF was created by ministerial resolution, it was largely through cooperation 

between the Komi movement and the Ministry of Nationality Affairs, the one department in 

government dominated by ethnic Komi. FUF can be seen as a Komi initiative to meet a number 

of its concerns over higher education. In absolute figures, the number of Komi receiving higher 

education has been growing over the years. The numbers of Komi per 10,000 population aged 

10 and above within the Komi ASSR with higher and secondary education increased from 313 

in 1959, to 412 in 1970, to 617 in 1979, in all, an increase of 30.4 per cent (Kaiser, 1994: 227). 

However Mastyugina and Perepelkin (1996) have examined a smaller sample of numbers of 

adults per 1 OOO population with a completed or uncompleted higher education, and find that the 

education level for Komi is only 89 - far behind the Russians (at 132) and the Sakha (at 143), a 

comparable northern minority from Siberia1
• Those Komi that are being educated are 

overwhelmingly from urban areas, as seen in Table 5.1. These figures translate into an 

increasingly educated urban population and a stagnating uneducated rural population. Overall, 

Table 5.1. Higher and secondary education levels of Komi in the USSR. 
(per 1 OOO population aged 10 and above) 

Individuals % point 

1959 1979 
change 

urban 43 94 5.1 

rural 14 25 1.1 

combined 22 56 3.4 

Source: Kaiser, 1994: 229 

these figures indicate that the higher education system was certainly failing rural Komi, and 

several areas of concern arose and precipitated the foundation of FUF. 

In more abstract terms, a 'national' faculty in the university where the minority language 

dominates is of utmost importance. As one Mordovian activist commented: " .. .the universities 

are called upon to be not only centres of education and science, but also centres of national 

1 Theses figures take the entire nationality, including those outside of the titular republic, into 
consideration. 
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culture" (Bryzhinskiy, 1993: 129). Logically, if a language community is large enough to support 

higher education in the native language, then the state should provide it, though this is rarely the 

case: "It is not a matter of technical educational policies, but of a symbolic issue that the 

majority simply cannot accept, that the minority has intellectual aspirations that might make its 

members fit for high office and compete in the world of moral values where the majority insists 

on exclusivity" (Schopflin, 1996: 64). If the minorities' moral worth is accepted, then it can 

participate in the shaping of the state. "The university, therefore, acquires a symbolic, moral 

value that takes it right out of the politics of education" (ibid., 64). FUF can be seen as a bid for 

Komi legitimacy, to establish a space in higher education where the rules are made by Komi 

themselves, unrestricted by the dictates of the Russian majority. 

However, the ethnic Komi leadership had much more concrete issues that it wished to 

address through FUF, of which three stood out as fundamental. First, FUF was to provide an 

enlarged point of entry for rural students into the university through the creation of regional 

studies; secondly, it was predicted that the existence of FUF would increase the use of the Komi 

language in the university, as well as give the language a greater presence in society at large; 

finally, FUF was to begin to train bilingual publics servants for the government as well as to 

become a breeding ground for new ethnic Komi elites, who besides being culturally aware, would 

have training in local politics and economics and who could vie for positions of power in the 

higher echelons of the state apparatus. All three will be explored in tum below in more detail. 

5.1.b No place to go: restricted options in further education for rural Komi speakers. 

The fundamental weakness of the national schools system since the days of korenizatsiya 

had always been the lack of options in higher education for Komi language speakers, the majority 

of whom are found in the villages, after the completion of school. Of course, it can be argued, 

that Komi children have had the same opportunities as other children, as no subject has been 

proscribed on either a residential nor an ethnic basis2
. However, owing to a number of 

circumstances, rural Komi children have de facto been restricted in their educational choices. 

And this has been where FUF was envisioned to step in. One of the major factors keeping rural 

Komi out of higher educational establishments was the lack of funds. As one teacher from 

2 As previously stated, it is widely believed that a system of quotas for entry into higher education 
was employed by the Soviets using both ethnic and/ or residential criteria. Feasibly in the past, such a 
system could have existed in the Komi ASSR and could have benefitted rural Komi students, though I have 
not come across any evidence of it. However today no such system remains in place. 
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Y emdin emphasised at the Fourth Congress, many of her and other teachers' children had the 

ability to carry on their studies, but the funds were just not available (fn95:8.22). This elicited 

a number of complaints against Syktyvkar and the richer urban centres, believed to be 'rolling 

in money' while the rural centres were barely surviving. This perceived inequality inevitably 

drew comparisons with the capital, and prompted demands for higher stipends for rural students 

(fn95:8.18; fn95:8.23; fn95:9.15). While FUF could not solve the rural cash crisis, it was hoped 

that it would attract more funding that would somehow trickle down to the villages - through 

entrance awards and paid places. 

Secondly, rural Komi-speakers were felt to be at a great disadvantage compared to urban 

Russophones in terms of their poorer know ledge of the Russian language. One of the commonest 

arguments against Komi language in the schools, particularly its use as a medium of instruction, 

was that it prevented children from becoming fluent in Russian, thus decreasing their chances of 

entering higher education. Even proponents admitted that it was a concern: "That's what I'm 

afraid of, [speaking Komi] being a barrier in institutes and university because not everyone does. 

That's why I worry about a 'pure' Komi national School" (Doro, fn95:9.17-18). However, I felt 

quite clearly that rural Komi children were simply not comfortable speaking Russian. Most are 

too self-conscious to talk in front of their friends in Russian, a fact that will not place them in 

good standing if they attempt to enter university. But even if they did make it to Syktyvkar, these 

children could not always adjust to life in the Russian-dominated dormitory. One complaint from 

a teacher from Usinsk was that the dorm was culturally foreign and 'nekul'turnoye' (uncultured, 

fn95:8.18), that is with no familiar ethnic markers, not even the language. For children who 

function more comfortably in the Komi language, what was the point of going on to university, 

a Russian-speaking milieu? FUF was to offer these children an alternative, with its greater 

emphasis on Komi language and culture, hopefully making it something less unfamiliar and more 

comfortable. 

Another issue is that of rural aspirations. Repeatedly I heard from educators in both 

Kulomdin and Nebdin that Komi children had no ambition to enter university, arguably the 

product of the rural schooling programme which did not meet the needs of the children it was 

meant to educate and, in many cases, of substandard teaching, both of which left children 

marginally able to compete with urban childr.en for places in higher education. Problems were 

abundant. As outlined in section 4.3.c, children spend up to a month in the fields bringing in the 

crops before the winter. Not doing it would mean a loss of community revenues which would 

ultimately mean wage decreases for the children's parents and possible food shortages. However, 
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this lost month in the children's education means, as recognised by one local educator: "No 

wonder that they find it difficult to get into university" (Doro, fn96: 12.37). Another major 

shortcoming of the rural education system is the poor level of English language instruction. 

Increasingly, English entrance exams were required by the university departments, but rural 

Korni were not achieving the level needed: 

In English class, you get the most absentees. And most of the conflicts between students 
and teachers that reach the director. But a Korni child needs English to reach university! 
It is the Korni section in particular that has the problems with foreign language classes. 
They are more passive, shy - they are not eager to answer in class. So they get poor 
marks, lose interest. How are they supposed to enter university without English? 
(Kat'o, fn96: 14.24) 

But when all is evaluated, it must be admitted that rural Korni children have just not been 

achieving the same results as other children. Instead of giving the special attention that many of 

the children need, teachers have been passing children who otherwise should not continue on to 

the next grade in order to be rid of them (ibid., fn96: 11.250 ). This has bred apathy among the 

children. And as discussed in the previous chapter, a number of ills have arisen because of the 

scheduling differences between the national programme and the Russian one. There exists a 

general feeling that the national programme is substandard to that of the Russian one, leaving 

students ill-prepared to enter world of employment, not to mention higher education. The 1994-

1995 graduating class of Kulomdin school was typical of the situation: 

- Kat' o - This year we had a very weak graduating class. Out of 60 students, only three 
are going to university, one to the Pedinstitut, and a couple to the forestry Institute. 
- P .F. - Is this usual? 
- Kat'o - No, as I said it is a very weak year. For example next year, we have a very 
strong Russian class who will graduate - they are really motivated, many will go on to 
higher education. The Komi classes are weaker. (fn96: 11.22-23) 

As a 'national' faculty, FUF would be able to take these weaknesses into consideration giving 

a chance to those rural Komi students who might not otherwise be admitted into university. 

5.1.c Creating a higher profile for the Korni language in higher education and society. 

Discrimination against the language by the non-Komi community, combined with the 

feelings of embarrassment and shame within Korni-speaking circles necessitated a pro-active 

approach to changing general attitudes to Korni-language higher education. The roots of these 

attitudes have been discussed earlier in sections 2.4 and 4.1 - the period of denouncements and 
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terror following Stalin's seizure of power in the late 1920s specifically targeted minority language 

use in the universities (Sanukov, 1996: 665), implying that counter-revolutionary, or 'anti-Soviet' 

behaviour, was being generated by the non-Russian minorities under cover of their national 

'incomprehensible' languages. Sanukov quotes a Mari Communist Party statement in 1934 

which demonstrated its feelings toward minority language use: "While teaching the Mari 

language they go into the history of the Mari people and the origins of their language. Where's 

the logic in that?" (ibid., 665). Non-Russian languages were only acceptable to be used in 

philological and folkloric research, and other subject-matter was to remain in the domain of 

Russian. The generation of minority leaders and intellectuals after the purges " ... renounced 

national identity and consolidated their social position by a demonstrative contempt for the 

language and culture of the people which had given them birth, but which, as 'Russified natives', 

they were ashamed to belong to" (ibid., 681). 

Another issue touched upon the fundamental problem facing today's educators - after its 

absence for nearly 60 years, no one was quite sure how to teach the Komi language to non

speakers, nor Komi culture (fn95: 10.9). This was one of the first admissions by officials in the 

Ministry of Education, thus FUF was also created as a testing-ground for new methods. Beyond 

this, the language was also suffering from a popular belief that it was overly complicated and 

impossible to learn by non-natives, or even by those Komi who had not grown up with it - the 

study of the language was not being presented in such a manner that it was desirable to learn it 

(Lyuba, fn95: 10.2). So on a basic level, FUF was created to provide a space within the university 

where the language could be introduced to non-specialised (i.e. non-philological) studies. As one 

ethnic Komi teacher recognised, "Our students would do better overall, even in Russian language 

and literature, if they were the only subjects taught in Russian" (Doro, fn95:9.15). FUF was 

envisioned to expand the Komi-medium curriculum which would benefit Komi-speakers. At the 

same time FUF was to give the language a much higher profile in society. Clearly this was a 

difficult task, as one delegate to the Fourth Congress pointed out that the head of the republic was 

not required, nor could not even be bothered, to know both official languages: 

Why bother? Why doesn't the leader know the language? In Finland, the President is 
required to know both. If we are supposed to have two official languages, then there 
must be people in all departments and offices who speak both. (fn95:8.30) 

Despite these mixed signals from the government, the dean of FUF, Gagiyeva, was not in any 

doubt about the faculty ' s role in the language question: "What's new is that we need two 

languages for government. The main thing is languages" (fn96: 14.3-4). And the KVSK agrees -
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in his address to the Fourth Congress, Markov had this to say: 

But principally, it is necessary to inspire people, so that they will teach the language as 
something necessary and expected. It is necessary to create a thorough system to take the 
child from pre-school and to teach him the language in the schools, the VUZs, so that the 
language will stay with them in future work, included in that, any state service. 
(1995: 7, my emphasis) 

5.1.d The search for elites and bilingual cadres: 

This language issue leads straight to the heart of the main task of FUF - to educate a new 

generation of bilingual public servants, which I have identified as a type of political elite, to 

redress the past 60 years of Komi marginalisation in their own land by serving an officially 

bilingual republic, as well as creating future leaders for the Komi movement. All over the world 

governments have been forced to offer bilingual services for their ethnic minorities, examples 

including Welsh language services in the United Kingdom, to Inuktitut in Canada's eastern 

Arctic, often facilitated by 'affirmative action' recruitment from the minority groups. In the late 

1980s in New Zealand, Sissons reports that all ministries started to take on bilingual Maori staff 

and began to publish more in the indigenous language, which resulted in the provision of more 

opportunities for 'Maori identity' and the appearance of an increasing indigenous middle class 

(1993: 107). After the adoption of the Komi republic's law on languages, a seemingly bilingual 

side of government appeared, as signs and other superficial trappings of bilingualism appeared 

on the streets and government buildings in the capital and across the republic. This led some 

Komi to believe that the republican government was functioning in both Komi and Russian, and 

that everywhere people are studying the language, especially in the republican apparatus. 

However outside of the Ministry of Nationality Affairs and the national schools section of the 

Ministry of Education, this was not the case. Ethnic Russians and Russophones dominated and 

continue to dominate the government structures, and as a result, most government departments 

remain unilingual Russian institutions. Mastyugina and Perepelkin (1996: 92) report that ethnic 

Russians have the lowest levels of bilingualism in a second language of the Russian Federation, 

as 99.38 per cent are unilingual in Russian. It became obviou~ to the ethnic Komi leadership and 

to the government itself that any increase in Komi language services would require an influx of 

native Komi speakers into the apparatus, and particularly regional studies was hoped to provide 

the training. 

More crucial for the national movement was the creation of new bilingual ethnic Komi 

political and economic elites to participate in the higher echelons of government. Throughout 
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the 1980s across the Soviet Union, activists in ethnic minority cornmunities concluded that the 

best way to protect their perceived interests was through corporate participation in the political 

process (Khazanov, 1995: 105). This was facilitated by the increasing numbers of broadly

educated minority representatives who, as Kaiser notes, " ... represented a trend toward a more 

fully developed native intelligentsia, which became increasingly capable of controlling the future 

of the indigenous nation and its homeland" (Kaiser, 1994: 234). After decades when elite status 

meant adhering to a Russian identity, 'national' elites began to tum back toward their ethnic 

heritage as an alternative. However they did not view their own culture in the same way as their 

rural co-nationals did. They wanted to be leaders of a modem nation (Khazanov, 1995). 

The connection between education and political power increasingly became stronger 

under the Soviets. Hodnett (1978: 150-170), Reisinger and Willerton (1988: 117) and Rigby 

(1990: 28) have carried out studies of Soviet political elites and have been able to draw a 

conclusive link between advancement and formal higher education, as over time elites have been 

increasingly better educated. Rigby has gone on to show that by the 1960s, no official could 

hope to get a first secretaryship without a higher education and by the 1970s, most had 

professional experience rather than purely party training (ibid., 237-238). As the Soviet practice 

of rotating its elites between regions had by and large ended by the early 1990s, those Komi that 

were educated in Syktyvkar could almost be assured of making a career for themselves in the 

republic itself, where they could serve the interests of their 'nation' . To fulfil this desire, Komi 

realised that they could not remain on the margins of the higher education system and instead, 

needed to broaden their expertise from traditional, highly specific academic pursuits (such as 

philological and folkloric studies), to more practical studies of economics or law, in order to 

break into the realms of power. Once again, FUF and in particular regional studies, was the 

ethnic leadership's proposed vehicle for accomplishing this. 

5.2 History of FUF's formation: inter- and intra-ethnic conflict . 

... [we need] a prep-school, a pre-university, to prepare students for higher education in 
the Komi language. 
(Delegate from Sosnogorsk, fn95:8.21) 

5.2.a Announcement in 1993. Ministerial decree. 

With the adoption of the law "On the State Languages of the Komi Republic" which 
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publicly and legally committed the republican government to the creation of a bilingual state 

apparatus (see section 2.4.b), the need for more broad-based higher education in the Komi 

language beyond the primary years became critical. The newly created Ministry of Nationality 

Affairs recognised this fact with the creation of the "Programme to develop and protect the Komi 

language". However, just exactly where or how these bilinguals would be educated had not been 

determined. In 1993 the ministry was informed by Moscow that no further funding was assured 

for programmes. Its purported response was to create, by government decree, a Finno-Ugrian 

Faculty within SGU on 18 January 1994. 

By the dean's own admission, FUF immediately became the 'baby' of the government 

(Gagiyeva, fn95:3a.8-9), which provides 20 per cent of its funding with the remaining originating 

through normal Moscow channels for universities3
• The faculty has its roots in both the 

philological and historical disciplines and was organised into two halves - the Komi/ Finno

U grian philology and literature section, and the regional studies, or regionovedeniye, section. 

The former was separated from the university's main Faculty of Philology to provide the 

backbone of FUF alongside the newly created regional studies section. The first group of 31 

regional studies students arrived in Autumn 1994, with enrolment more than doubling to over 

60 in both the second and third years. A slightly higher number of students are enrolled in Komi/ 

Finno-Ugrian philology4
• The Finno-Ugrian Faculty has programmes at both the bachelor's and 

post-graduate levels and stands alone within the university of offering the equivalent of a 

European Baccalaureate. 

The subjects offered in regional studies, beyond compulsory subjects such as Russian 

language and maths, include: traditional Komi culture, modem Komi language, regional history, 

foreign languages (including English, French, and German), psychology and pedagogy, religious 

beliefs of the region, cultural studies, ethnography of the region, international relations of the 

region, modem Finno-Ugrian languages (Finnish and Hungarian), regional ecology, and regional 

economics. As well, FUF has included summer field courses that also focus on regional themes, 

including archaeological digs and ethnographic expeditions. 

3 In 1994 this amounted to 50 million rubles; 48 million rubles in both 1995 and 1996. Over the 
same period, the two laboratories were allocated 15 million rubles in the first year, and 10.5 million rubles 
over the next two (Postanovleniye Prezidiuma Verkhovnogo Soveta Respubliki.Komi) . 

4 When FUF was first created, philology student numbers included 63 first-year, 46 second-year, 
39 third-year, 32 fourth-year, and 37 fifth-year students, for a total of 217 (Gagiyeva, fn95 :3a.8-9). One 
of the obvious benefits of FUF has been the doubling of philology students admitted to approximately 60 
per year, up from around 30 under the old institutional arrangements. 
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As suggested by its name, FUF has been developing and maintaining links with Finno
U grian regions, primarily through student exchanges. Both the university and republic are 
especially keen to foster ties with the Finno-Ugrian states abroad, namely Finland, Hungary and 
Estonia. The first two of these languages have been introduced to the FUF curriculum. The 
republic has arranged for a Finnish language teacher to lecture as part of an agreement between 
the two governments, and is looking for a Hungarian specialist. Perhaps symbolic of this 
international outlook, FUF remains the only faculty of SGU that offers classes in international 
relations. 

5.2.b FUF as a 'national' faculty? The position of the Komi language. 

A more important claim made on behalf of FUF is to the status of 'national', or ethnic 
Komi, faculty. The significance of such a title lies in the symbolic value of having a space within 
the university system that can be considered the exclusive property of Komi. The withdrawal of 
Komi philology and literature out from the authority of the Russian-dominated Philology Faculty 
seemed to confirm in the minds of many that FUF was conceptualised as a Komi faculty, a place 
where the use of the Komi language would dominate. In the initial stages of planning, it was 
proposed to make Komi language one of the three entrance exams required for regional studies 
( alongside those of History and Russian language), the same requirements as for Komi philology 
students. However in the face of opposition from within the university (for reasons which will 
be dealt with below), this proposal was dropped. 

Despite being unable to put into practice the proposed Komi language requirements as 
originally desired, FUF still claims the title 'national' through the compulsory study of the Komi 
language in regional studies. All of FUF' s philology students are fluent in the language, however 
this is far from the case among the regional studies students - less than a quarter of these students 
claim Komi as their mother tongue. Only a fifth of these students attended schools where the 
language was taught, though this does not necessarily indicate that they studied it. Alongside this 
language element is an introduction to traditional Komi culture. This is finding its way into the 
curriculum not only directly, through taught classes in ethnography and cultural studies, but also 
indirectly - the Komi language texts are introducing students to folklore and traditional 
knowledge that had not been widely available before in Russian. The study of the language is 
perceived as having taken on a new importance and through it, traditional Komi culture is also 
finding an outlet in the curriculum. 
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Another factor that individuals like to point to are the direct links between FUF and 

institutions in other Finno-Ugrian regions and states, as well as to the very name - FUF was 

named Finno-Ugrian and not Kami in order to indicate the Komi's place in a larger entity. One 

aspect of the ethnic revival among Komi has been the desire for more information about their 

Finno-Ugrian heritage, and the ties that link them to peoples both in Russia and abroad. In both 

sections, this sense of being a part of a larger :Finno-U grian community of peoples has been 

stressed, which - perhaps indirectly - juxtaposes Komi in opposition to Russians. Many ethnic 

Komi students are beginning to see themselves as part of a larger Finno-Ugrian community and 

to take some pride in this fact, further strengthening their own Komi identities. FUF has already 

begun to explore these links in depth and each year, several students participate in cross-cultural 

courses organised with the Volga Finno-U grians (Udmurts, Mari, Moksha and Erzya), alternately 

held in the four republics (Komi, Udmurtia, Mari El, Mordovia). 

5.2.c Debate in the university: the issue of rural standards. 

These initial proposals of making Komi an entrance requirement was met with great 

concern on the part of many in the university apparatus. One such lecturer, himself a Komi, 

explained: 

FUF? At first, they only wanted Komi who spoke good Komi and could pass an exam. 
This caused a scandal in the university, because this basically limited the course to Komi 
from the villages. The problem is that education levels in the villages are lower, it would 
have been impossible for the students to learn enough in the four years. 
(Kira, fn95:5.23) 

Time and time again this issue of rural standards was brought up, some blaming the lack of 

funds, others blaming the teaching of the Komi language, a distraction from the 'proper' learning 

of Russian: "The [Komi] language is a barrier to advancement, they receive very poor marks and 

are not able to enter higher education .... Some do enter higher education, but only the very best 

of the best. It is a serious problem in some places" (Panyukova, fn95: 10.7-8). 

But this touches upon the more sinister side of thi~ line of argument. What many 

individuals were in fact objecting to was the exclusivity of the programme if Komi was adopted 

as an entrance requirement. The creation of FUF crystallised a lot of the non-Komi community's 

growing unease with the steadily increasing Komi movement and the sense of injustice against 

some affirmative action programmes, misconstrued as politics of 'favouritism' . One Russian 

expressed it as follows: "It is better to be Komi now, especially if you want to study at the 
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University .... [but] if you leave the republic, you will always blend into Russian society anyhow" 

(Nikolay, fn95:3.14). For the first time, Russians and Russophones were faced with being 

excluded from a university faculty, an institution that they had become used to considering as 

their own exclusive property. Much of this was founded in prejudices held against the language, 

which to many, was still nothing more than a non-Russian 'peasant' tongue that had no place in 

'civilised' Russian-speaking society. 

5.2.d Resentment and lecturers' unwillingness to participate. Gagiyeva as dean. 

Despite FUF backing down over the issue of Komi language requirements and standards, 

the debate aroused such bad feelings among the Russian-dominated staff that a great many of the 

originally proposed lecturers refused to join the faculty. While all the lecturers of Komi 

language, literature, and folklore moved over as part of the administrative change, it was difficult 

to convince individuals to lecture in the regional studies section. Of course, the reasons given 

did not directly link the above two issues to their refusal, but instead many excused themselves 

by claiming a lack of experience with multidisciplinary teaching: "They cannot teach this in 

Moscow yet, how will we be able to here?" (Kira, fn95:5.23). One individual who did not 

refuse, however, was one of the developers of the programme - Anna Gagiyeva. Gagiyeva, an 

ethnic Komi and respected history lecturer in the university, had initially been asked by the first 

pro-rector of the university to come up with a proposal for a new Komi-orientated speciality. 

Upon the proposal's acceptance, Gagiyeva was asked to become the faculty's first dean. So one 

of the first problems that Dean Gagiyeva had to deal with was a shortage of qualified lecturers. 

"The first problem is cadres, not those who just work for money, but for the teaching ideal. This 

is more difficult" (fn96: 14.3-4). Regional studies was forced to tum elsewhere, to places outside 

the university, for individual lecturers. Many people were recruited from the Komi Science 

Centre, individuals who sometimes taught in the university, or at least had maintained a 

relationship with it in the past. Other less conventional resources were also used, such as the 

Finno-Ugrian Centre, a non-governmental information unit staffed mainly by volunteers. 

The resulting mix of staff in regional studies has been both praised and criticised on 

several fronts. On one hand, the strengths of certain individuals, namely Dean Gagiyeva herself, 

have been acknowledged by both critics and supporters alike, with the students comprising her 

largest group of supporters. However, many others have not found such praise from the students, 

and many outside of the section question certain choices - the original ethnography lecturer was 
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an archaeologist by training, and the teacher of the Finnish language in regional studies had no 

training in the language - he was an expert in Hungarian. Much of these troubles have worked 

themselves out, and as FUF has become more established, more individuals have been willing 

to join in the instruction of the curriculum. While some have complained that the frequent 

changes in staff has prevented a sense of continuity in the programme, what it has meant is the 

standard of instruction has risen. 

5.2.e Early success of regionovedeniye. Concerns from philology. 

Despite these initial difficulties, FUF began to be perceived as a success not only by 

officials, but also by many students. At the Fourth Congress, speaker after speaker praised FUF. 

The chairman of the Gossovet, Torlopov claimed that FUF was a positive step in the ethnic 

movement's development, and qualified this by stating that " ... regionovedeniye is preparing the 

cadres ... " (fn95:8.15, my emphasis). Gagiyeva was showered with praise and was formally 

presented with flowers for her work with FUF by both Torlopov and by Spiridonov, one of the 

few active roles the glava played at the event. Regional studies students were not the only ones 

who viewed FUF in positive terms, but this feeling was more widespread among young people -

suddenly, regional studies became one of the most attractive courses to enter, forcing greater and 

more difficult examination competitions, and resulting in an acceptance ratio of one in four 

(Serezha, fn96: 12.52). 

However this popularity was not being reflected in applications to Komi philology and 

within these circles, concerns began to be raised about regional studies. What was not clear to 

many lecturers within the language section was why this phenomenon was occurring, and more 

importantly, it was increasingly perceived as coming at the expense of Komi philology. But what 

did regional studies have that Komi philology did not? Instead of finding the multidisciplinary 

curriculum exciting, individuals were baffled by it: "But what is a regionoved? I just don't 

know where they are going to work afterward. The rector asked them, they told him that they 

have many languages, that they will be useful. But would you hire them? They won't have any 

specialist training" ( Od' o, fn96: 13.15). I could sense the frustration in this individual's voice, 

someone who had worked for years at perfecting her own lectures and course outline, to suddenly 

find it peripheral to developments going on outside of her control. 
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5.3 The students of regionovedeniye: what do they say? 

5.3.a The anketa: history of the project, its strengths and weaknesses. 

In March 1995, I was invited to a regional studies lecture in the Finno-Ugrian Faculty by 

the lecturer in regional ethnography, Aleksandr Volokitin. At the end of the lesson, while 

discussing my work, Volokitin invited me to prepare a short questionnaire, or anketa, for the 

students which would address some of the issues that I was researching. After consulting with 

Dean Gagiyeva, he asked that it be ready for the following lecture, two days afterwards. I had 

not previously been planning to carry out a survey, having no experience with their formulation, 

but upon this suggestion decided to attempt it and produced one [Appendix 5]. Out of this 

hurried beginning a three year project was born, the results of which follow. 

The most obvious strength of the survey is that it even occurred. There has been little 

evidence of studies that examine the student body at SGU other than those of a quantitative 

nature. In 1994 some generalisations were made about Komi and Russian students in SGU, with 

links between ethnicity and the degree programmes studied highlighted (Maksimov, 1994). 

Other studies have examined different qualitative characteristics of students, including one 

undertaken in Karelia by Gan'kova (1995). Gan'kova attempted to link adaptability and 

sociability in the classroom to ethnicity, having as her sample 400 students - 200 Russians and 

200 Finns and Karelians - in the humanities faculty of Petrozavodsk State University. While 

examining the social structure of the student body in the Baltic republics, Rutkevich, Titma and 

Filippov (1986) showed the ties between higher education and rural-urban mobility, as well as 

ethnic breakdowns of attitudes toward elite occupations. A survey of perceptions of non-Russian 

languages in the post-Soviet period was conducted among Komi-Permyak philology students 

(D'yachkov and Tudvaseva, 1994), asking such relevant questions as the suitability of the local 

language in political functions, the language's role in the cultural revival, and the compulsory 

introduction of Komi-Permyak into the school system. The survey carried out in Syktyvkar at 

FUF has the advantage of including elements from all of the above. 

However, a number of general weaknesses must be identified. It must be acknowledged 

that there is a danger in surveys dealing with ethnicity. Gan'kova states that a problem in this 

type of research is that it often reinforces stereotypes of ethnicity and nations. Without any doubt 

many of the students have responded in a way that they perceive as best reflecting their ethnic 

status. There is not anything that can be done to prevent this, and it is necessary to be aware of 
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this fact when analysing the results. Initially, no plans were made to carry on with the survey 

beyond the first year. The opportunity to survey the second year presented itself during an 

unexpected visit to Syktyvkar in November-December 1995. Thus the time of survey differs 

between the two groups by almost four months. This undoubtedly affects the responses given 

by the students, especially in terms of Komi language ability - those from the first year had had 

over six months of study by the time they were. filling out the survey. In addition, though the 

third year responded to the questionnaire in the month of December just as the second year had, 

I myself did not administer the survey, but rather the new lecturer in ethnography, Dmitriy 

Nesanelis, did. A word must be said about the setting and wording of the questions. While I set 

the questions, their wording was done with the aid of a second-year psychology student, the son 

of an acquaintance with a decent level of English. However, I am now aware that many of the 

questions can be open to interpretation and perhaps do not convey the meaning intended, 

something that originates from the collaboration with the student, but can only be blamed on 

myself. I will identify some of these problems in the next section of the chapter. Despite this, 

I still believe that the information collected is a valuable contribution to my research. 

A few minor refinements to the questionnaire did take place between the first, second and 

third years, and must be identified5
• In question 2, the option to specify which rural district or 

urban centre ( other than Syktyvkar) for place of birth was added in the third year. The fourth 

choice in the level of Komi language (question 8) was clarified from 'understanding of speech' 

to 'understanding of spoken language' in the third year. Another refinement took place in 

question 24, when the question was rephrased from 'Do you know ... ' to 'Do you know something 

about...' the law on languages, after year one. The word 'course' was changed to 'subject' in 

questions 27 ·and 28 concerning favourite/ most difficult subjects of study. The most significant 

alteration occurred after the first year, as question 30 (the 'why?') was merged with question 29 

reducing the number of questions to 32 in total. All results reported in this paper have been 

adjusted to reflect this. Finally, the last question in year one did not specify Syktyvkar as a future 

place to settle down as it did in the following two years. Consequently, many of the students of 

those two years simply circled the city' s name as a response. 

5 A survey used by Komi researchers in the Komi-Permyak okrug that did come to my attention 
after the initial first year did aid in the reformulation of some of these questions. See Komi Nauchnyy 
Tsentr, 1992. 

149 



5.3.b Anketa: the basic results. 

In total, 144 regional studies students were surveyed, representing 86 per cent of the 

entire three years. The sample was comprised of 65 per cent female - 35 per cent male students. 

Question 2 concerning place of birth is one of those questions that suffers from being poorly 

expressed. A full 89 per cent of the respondent.s were born in the Komi Republic and of these, 

53 per cent were Syktyvkar-born, 30 per cent were from rural areas, and 17 per cent were born 

in other urban centres. Unfortunately, place of birth neither indicates where one spent one's 

formative childhood years, nor where one went to school. Fortunately, due to the low rate of 

mobility under the Soviet system of residency permits (propiska), one can safely state that the 

vast majority of students were born and raised in the same locale. Of the 11 per cent of students 

born outside of the Komi Republic, the reverse is true. As there are very few students studying 

at SGU from outside of the republic, and one must assume that these students moved to the 

republic at some point in their lives and most likely to an urban centre. 

Perhaps quite surprisingly for a group within a Komi 'national' faculty, Komi students 

only comprised 49 per cent of the regional studies student body. Of these, 37 per cent were rural

born. The remainder (46 per cent) were Russian, with Ukrainians, Germans, and a Pole also 

represented. 40 per cent of all students came from inter-ethnic marriages, a figure quite high 

compared to Soviet/ Russian statistics but in line with trends among the Finno-U grian republics 

(Lallukka, 1995a). Kaiser (1994: 298) notes that exogamy was most common among the Slavic 

and Finno-U grian peoples, and especially within the titular republics, where most mixed 

marriages took place between the two groups - this is reflected in this survey. Of these children 

of mixed marriages, a full 82 per cent had a Komi parent and of these individuals, 57 per cent 

chose Komi nationality - the majority of the remainder (38 per cent) chose Russian 6. Again, this 

is in line with what Kaiser observed from research into the ASSRs, as intergenerational 

indigenisation was maintained with approximately a 50-50 split in marriages involving Russians 

(Kaiser, 1994: 319). Gender seemed to play a negligible role in the choice of which nationality 

one chose, as an equal number of males chose the nationality of their fathers as mothers, while 

for females, 53 per cent chose their father's nationality over their mother's - quite the opposite 

results expected (ibid., 318). The final question involving ethnicity, question 6 addressing the 

issue of nationality as a consideration in choosing a spouse, found an overwhelming majority of 

6 Two unrelated students (5 per cent) with one Komi parent chose German ethnicity, the nationality 
of their mothers. 
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students (78 per cent) answering negatively. This does correspond to Soviet surveys which 

indicate that nationality did not play a part in marriage, and for comparison, 16 per cent of 

Uzbeks and 44 per cent of Russians in the Uzbek SSR, 70 per cent of Moldovans and 76 per cent 

of Russians in the Moldavian SSR, and 32 per cent of Estonians and 62 per cent of Russians in 

the Estonian SSR thought that nationality had no bearing on marriage (ibid., 296-297)7
• 

spoken 

reading 

writing 

comprehension 

Table 5.2 - Proficiency in the Komi Language by 
Regional Studies Students of SGU, 1994-1997. 

reported level of Komi language skills, in percentage of students 

none poor average good fluent no answer 

24 38 13 11 12 3 

8 26 27 21 14 3 

19 41 14 13 9 5 

14 27 24 10 21 4 

The section of the survey dealing with language knowledge and proficiency also showed 

some interesting results. Despite ethnic Komi comprising almost 50 per cent of the student body, 

only 15 per cent of all students claimed Komi as their mother tongue, with a full 72 per cent 

indicating Russian. This translates as 46 per cent of Komi with Russian as their first language. 

Another 18 per cent of Komi claimed Russian and Komi equally as their mother tongues (9 per 

cent of the total survey). Proficiency in the Komi language among individuals was also perceived 

to be rather low. Table 5.2 shows that over 60 per cent of students claim to have almost no/ poor 

oral Komi skills, with almost as many stating poor writing skills. Only in reading and aural 

comprehension skills did a majority of students (62 and 55 per cent respectively) claim to have 

average to fluent Komi language skills. Fluency showed to be only strong in comprehension -

it is quite common to hear from Komi outside of FUF that they understand the language, but 

cannot speak a word of it. 

There are a number of reasons that can explain the disGrepancy between those Komi who 

claimed the titular language as the mother tongue (54 per cent) and good/ fluent spoken language 

skills (22 per cent) overall. Kaiser notes that with the 1970 change to the census question 

7 Arutyunyan and Bromley (1986: 381) also goes one step further and includes level of education 
into their calculations. 
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concerning language, which permitted individuals to indicate both a first and second language, 

a number of individuals living in the ethnic republics were given the option, and particularly 

those in urban areas, to reclaim their 'national' language as the mother tongue and downgrade 

Russian to the status of a second language, "even though these individuals were no doubt more 

fluent in Russian" (Kaiser, 1994: 283). This point about urban Komi must be highlighted. In the 

FUF sample, only 18 per cent of urban students reported good or fluent spoken Komi, contrasting 

with a significant 77 per cent rural Komi. As urban students made up the vast majority of Komi 

surveyed (63 per cent), this was reflected in group language skills. As well, as indicated above, 

interethnic marriage is high and 38 per cent of all those who claimed Komi ethnicity were from 

mixed marriages. It has been shown elsewhere that in similar cases, the language of 

communication within the family is Russian (Arutyunyan and Bromley, 1986: 165-167; 

Rogachev, 1985). 

Questions 9 and 10 concerning the Komi language's use by students indicated that the 

majority restricted their use to both the classroom ( 40 per cent) and home (31 per cent). 

Likewise, it was the family with whom Komi was spoken - with grandmothers (24 per cent), 

mothers (19 per cent), and fathers, grandfathers, siblings and friends all receiving approximately 

the same share of responses (12 per cent each). For those whom the language was not native, the 

responses were similar (questions 12 and 13). They practised the language in the classroom (67 

per cent) and mainly with their grandmothers (19 per cent) and with the Komi language teacher/ 

school friends (18 per cent each). Despite their own collective weak grasp of the language, this 

group of students overwhelmingly wanted their children to speak Komi. 85 per cent of 

respondents answered yes to question 11, with only 6 per cent responding negatively. 

On the school front (questions 18 to 21), the responses given reflected Soviet education 

policy and its emphasis on the Russian language. Only 21 per cent of all students attended 

schools where the Komi language was taught and of these, 83 per cent were ethnic Komi and 77 

per cent were rural ~wellers. There did not seem to be any standard programme of study - both 

for Komi language and Komi literature classes, the schools offered up to 12 variations of 

programmes, the most common for language being years I to IX (48 per cent) and for literature, 

I to XI (44 per cent). Of all students who studied Komi language and literature in school, the 

average number of years for both was just over five. Perhaps surprisingly, 57 per cent of students 

who had the language in school felt that the material base was sufficient, though 33 per cent did 

list such items such as dictionaries and textbooks as not sufficing. Despite a general perception 

that Komi is a difficult language to master, the majority of students in regional studies (70 per 
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cent) supported its compulsory introduction into the school curriculum - several even stated that 

they had entered FUF to learn the language - and in both Komi language and literature, the 

highest number of respondents felt that it should be taught for all eleven years ( 42 and 26 per cent 

respectively). 

Questions 22 and 23 indicated that few students read Komi language materials outside 

of university settings, with only 32 per cent stating that they did. These few students who did 

read outside the classroom equally divided their attention between newspapers and books. 

Despite their faculty being a direct result of the republic's 'Law on State Languages', 

almost a third of students (30 per cent) did not claim to be familiar with it (question 24). Of 

those who did, however, over half (53 per cent) did not feel that it took strong enough measures 

to protect the Komi language, while only 19 per cent felt that it was effective. Interestingly, 14 

students who claimed to be unfamiliar with the law still felt that it did not go far enough. 

There were over 20 different responses to the question 'why did you enter regional 

studies?'. The most popular response was that it held good prospects for future employment (40 

per cent), with its interesting programme and the desire to learn more about the republic 

following in popularity (26 and 20 per cent respectively). 44 per cent of students felt that 

mathematics was the most difficult subject for them, while surprisingly, only 13 per cent felt that 

it was Komi language. As for the most interesting subject, religion just edged out the 

introductory course to regional studies and international relations (24, 23, and 21 per cent). 97 

per cent of students were adamant that Komi should not be the sole language of instruction in the 

programme ( question 29), while 57 per cent stated that it was an impossible task to teach all 

subjects using Komi as the medium. A small fraction (12 per cent) agreed with this, though 

qualified this statement by saying that it was impossible at the present time. 

The final questions dealing with future plans indicated that students had some definite 

ideas for their futures - only 26 per cent had not decided on a career yet, while a full 29 per cent 

of students saw themselves in a government job of some sort. And over 58 per cent of 

respondents planned to make their home in Syktyvkar, this growing to 81 per cent desiring an 

urban lifestyle, while only 10 per cent wanted to return to a rural settlement. 

The students who responded to this survey were a highly selected group. In the first two 

years, 9 students entered FUF having won medals in republic-wide competitions, while another 

40 qualified for admission without needing entrance examinations (fn96: 15.89). And these 

students have not chosen regional studies on a whim. As one student replied, "I participated in 

an olympiad for regional studies, thus from school it was already my goal to enter here" (#42-26). 
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5.3.c Rural students: are they equal to the task intended? 

68 per cent of the rural students from the sample were ethnic Komi, the remaining 

students being Russian. In this section rural Komi opinions are examined keeping in mind what 

the ethnic leadership intended FUF to provide them - expanded opportunities to enter higher 

education and to use their Komi language skills - and what they themselves were intended to 

represent - future bilingual leaders for the villages. 

As a group, the majority of these rural students reported their mother tongue to be Komi 

or equally Komi and Russian (77 per cent)8, so the conditions for Komi language use· did exist 

between themselves. However, as Komi speakers comprised only a small proportion of the 

student body (approximately 24 per cent, to varying degrees of fluency), and only one subject is 

taught in the Komi language (the language itself), rural students in fact continued to have 

restricted usage of the Komi language in the classroom. 

However, a very interesting situation had arisen. Students were housed in the dormitory 

according to course, and consequently one floor was exclusively made up of FUF students 

(including both regional studies and philology students), the vast majority of these being Komi 

from the villages (Pash, fn96: 12.5). This was not so unusual as one must consider that most 

students in regional studies were from Syktyvkar and lived at home, while almost all of students 

in Komi philology and literature were rural Komi. What this meant was that rural Komi regional 

studies students spent most of their time with other ethnic Komi, and were mainly using the 

Komi language. One of the complaints that was levelled against the university at the Fourth 

Congress was that the dormitories were nekul'tumyye, or a place not conducive to the 

functioning of Komi language and culture (Delegate from Usinsk, 8.18). However my 

experience seemed to contradict this, as the FUF floor acted as a magnet to many of the other 

ethnic Komi students from villages, creating a microcosm of Komi village life in the capital. 

It is difficult to judge whether rural Komi have been given an expanded scope of study 

by the creation of regional studies, as there is no strong evidence on either side of the argument. 

8 23 per cent of students who claimed dual mother tongues were, for the most part, reporting a very 
high standard of Komi language skills. A further 8 per cent of respondents with high Komi skills left the 
question blank, perhaps indicating that they too were unable to name a single mother tongue. However the 
issue of dual mother tongues is highly contested. This was vividly demonstrated to me by a highly heated 
discussion on the very subject at the conference Bicultural Education in the North, at the Franckische 
Stifungen, Halle, Germany, 13-15 December 1997. Many of the Russian participants reported the 
occurrence of dual mother tongues in the Russian North, something contested by some of their European 
colleagues. 
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They comprised only 18 per cent of the entire student body, but this is higher than their relative 

position in society, or 12.5 per cent of the total population. In the first year, rural Komi comprised 

17 per cent of the students, which increased to 20 per cent the following year, but decreased again 

to 16 per cent in year three, thus not really allowing conclusions to be drawn. However if these 

figures are taken along with the changing ethnic Komi component overall in regional studies -

69 per cent in year one, 54 per cent in year two, dropping to 36 per cent in the final survey - then 

it is safe to assume that not only Komi but rural Komi are decreasing in the section. From my 

experience at rural schools in the republic, it is possible to say that attitudes have not changed 

toward educational opportunities - the majority of rural students continue to enter the traditional 

philology section (for example, from Nebdin and Iz'va) - and this is compounded by a lack of 

information about regional studies in the villages. There are some exceptions to the rule, and 

some schools are targeted for recruitment. The national grammar school in Shoynaty has 

produced a number of regional studies students and was working closely with the ethnic 

leadership and Dean Gagiyeva. Thus entry to regional studies has not become an universal 

option, but is highly dependent on the situational context of students. 

Yet some rural students have recognised regional studies as providing a new opportunity. 

A female student from year two from the village of Garn in Ust' -Vymskiy rayon very explicitly 

contrasts regional studies to what would have been her usual option when asked why she chose 

the section: 

Firstly, it is a new section and I entered out of interest. Secondly, at the end of my study, 
I have the chance to avoid becoming a teacher like my parents. Because the work of a 
teacher is thankless work, and basically Syktyvkar State University and the [Pedinstitut] 
only tum out teachers (#58-26). 

There is no doubt that these rural students are as ambitious as their urban counterparts and 

see themselves in positions of power after completing the course. While 30 per .cent indicated 

that they were unsure of future employment ( compared to 27 per cent of for the group as a 

whole), a full 40 per. cent of the responses from rural Komi indicated that a government job was 

an aim, which is higher than the 29 per cent found for the group as a whole. Though four of 

those responding (13 per cent) did state that they wante~ to return to a job in their local 

administrations - and not just to any job, but as leaders of their villages or rayons (#38-31 ; #51-

31) - the majority of rural Komi students intended to pursue a government career in the capital. 

Other career choices also favour an urban location, such as regional consultants. One student 

explained in detail: "[I want to live] in the city, since the standard of living is higher in urban 

areas. I myself moved from the countryside and therefore I can confidently state that building 
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my life as a young specialist and guaranteeing a sustainable life, not just existing, is much more 

difficult in the village" (#58-32). 

So while this may bode well for developing bilingual elites in the cities, the question 

arises whether these rural students will return to be the next generation of leaders in the villages. 

Research has shown that there has always existed a gap between rural and urban higher-education 

levels in Russia, a mere reflection of the necess.ary migration to urban areas for this education. 

And not surprisingly these same figures also show that once educated, people stay in the cities 

(Kaiser, 1994: 230). Rural students' responses did not greatly stray from this pattern - 58 per 

cent stated that they wished to live the city (especially Syktyvkar), with only 31 per cent wanting 

to return to the villages. And even these students have reserved judgement for the future; "I still 

want to work in Kulomdin, but with the years my mind may change" (#129-32); "In the rayon 

centre and then [afterwards], if it's possible, in the city" (#140-32). Even those students who 

were initially unhappy with the city may now not be so sure as the following student has found: 

- P.F. - Will you then come back here to live? 
- Pash - Probably, or perhaps to the city. When I first went to Syktyvkar, I couldn't 
breathe, I always felt sick. But now I'm used to it. (fn96:11.28o) 

The majority of students who stated a preference for urban centres did not explain their choice. 

However one can assume that issues of living standards and services come into play, as pointed 

out by one student (#58-32). Though claiming Russian nationality, one rural Komi-speaking 

female respondent of a mixed marriage explained that her choice to move to the city would be 

based on a rational desire to promote Komi culture: "In the villages Komi traditions and culture 

haven't died out yet, you must simply support them. But here in the cities this question is 

painful" (#116-32). 

Overall, however, it does not seem that career choice has been much influenced by future 

place of residence, as most rural Komi students felt: "It's all the same to me, I would like to work 

both equally in the city and in the village, the main thing is that my work is interesting, and that 

I like it, and that I use the knowledge received in university to its full potential, from the start of 

my work" (#12-32). While this is a perfectly understandable statement to be made during very 

uncertain social and economic times in the Komi Republic, the Syktyvkar Komi leadership must 

recognise that FUF is indirectly contributing to the further deterioration of the villages, and 

subsequently the Komi movement which speaks of rural Komi renewal - a difficult task when 

the young are leaving for the city. 
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5.3.d The language question: perceptions and attitudes. 

From the beginning of its inception, the Komi language was intended to be a vital part 

of the regional studies programme, as well as a compulsory component of the curriculum. The 

making of Komi language study compulsory - until then unheard of in the republic - was known 

to all the students before entering, but what w~re their perceptions of, and attitudes to the 

language? This section examines this issue as illustrated by the students' responses to four issues 

addressed by the anketa: transmission of the language to their future children, introduction of the 

language to the general schooling system, the effectiveness of the law on languages, and the role 

of the Komi language in regional studies. 

Needless to say, the language is seen differently by the different ethno-social groups. I 

have already touched upon rural Komi and the language in the preceding section, however a few 

more comments can be added. Of all the groups, rural Komi generally had the most positive 

attitudes toward the language, and could quite easily move from Komi to Russian at any given 

moment. As one student stated, "I speak Komi to anyone who knows it" (#37-10). This is not 

to say that these individuals were not aware of the stigma of backwardness and 'un-culturedness' 

attached to the language by some segments of society. For some students, Komi language use 

was not something for society at large, but rather a tool of inclusion as one female student 

implied when she stated that she would most like to live among Komi-speakers because they are 

more 'sympathetic' (#53-32). And while rural Komi had a presumable bilingual advantage over 

their monolingual counterparts, this bilingual fluency was also perceived as making rural Komi 

vulnerable to assimilation. One teacher in Kulomdin noted that when her student went off to 

regional studies, she had been afraid that he would come back from Syktyvkar having forgotten 

his Komi, " a common occurrence in the 'big city' " (Kat' o, fn96: 11.10). 

Yet on the other side of the Komi community, positive urban attitudes to the language 

could be just as strong as those found in the villages, though perhaps for other reasons. Kaiser 

(1994: 283) notes that a gap exists between fluency in a non-Russian language and its choice as 

mother tongue in ethnic homeland urban areas, where identity is most challenged. The students 

in this survey showed evidence of using language as an ethnic marker, with the underlying 

perception not based on its functionability, but on its symbolic significance: "Komi [is my 

mother tongue], but I only speak Russian" (#138-7). 

The attitude to the Komi language as part of one' s identity was also held among the 

Russian students, especially those who were from mixed marriages. Quite often students who 
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came from families with a Russian and a Komi parent stated that they chose Russian nationality 

because 'my family does not communicate in the Komi language' (#67-5; #116-5; #122-5) or 

'living in the city I know only Russian' (#68-5). One student acknowledged that prejudice 

against the language may have influenced his decision to choose Russian ethnicity: "I feel myself 

to be a Russian person. I grew up in the north of the republic in Inta. There they absolutely don't 

use the Komi language at all, a large part of the population is Russian, Komi culture and customs 

often cause smiles" (#100-5, my emphasis). It must be remembered that much internal tension 

within the university and FUF itself has been in connection with the admission of monolingual 

Russian-speakers to regional studies ( Gleb, fn96: 11.1 ), but what do Komi speakers themselves 

feel about their Russian colleagues? One rural Komi male voiced his opinion that the students 

in his year (the first) had been making great progress in the language since beginning to learn it 

three years prior, and while by no means fluent, he felt that they were doing "OK, they can 

already understand it, read, translate it. Perhaps they don't speak it well, but I think that after 

four years, they will be fluent" (Pash, fn96: 12.7). While many Russian students indicated 

contempt for the Komi language in their survey answers, there were others who showed quite the 

opposite attitudes, as one urban Russian male stated, "I want to become a consultant; I also want 

to know the Komi language perfectly" (#88-26). 

Question 11 in the survey asked students whether or not they wanted their children to 

speak Komi. Quite surprisingly, the results were heavily in favour of having their children 

learning the language, with 85 per cent in favour while a mere 6 per cent opposed it. Many 

different reasons were behind this positive and open attitude toward the language. The most 

common reason stated was that 'they should know the Komi language because we live in the 

Komi Republic'. This was expressed many ways, from an almost legal perspective, "If a person 

has Komi Republic citizenship, then, in my opinion, they must know the Komi language" (#20-

11); to the pragmatic, "I would like it if they live and grow up in the Komi language; without a 

knowledge of the state and national language it is difficult" (#22-11); and almost for aesthetic 

reasons, "Since I think that they will live in the Komi Republic, and I will teach them to love 

their native language - Komi" (#12-11). One urban Russian female best expressed a feeling that 

some non-Komi had when she wrote that " .. .if my children are going to live in the Komi 

Republic, then they must study the language of the people, on whose territory they live" (#72-11). 

At least for some, a recognition that Komi and their language deserved an equal place alongside 

Russians and their language indicated changing majority perceptions, a very positive 

development. Connected to the territorial dimension, it was possible to see that the law on state 
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languages also had an effect on attitudes. A rural Komi emphasised that since there were two 

official languages in the republic, individuals needed to be fluent in both in order to be able to 

have access to the full range of future employment (#107-11). This was echoed by an urban 

Russian who claimed, " I think that today in the Komi Republic, it is becoming a condition of 

receiving a work position" (#137-11). 

The second most commonly given answer (27 per cent) to question 11, and one the 

exclusive domain of ethnic Komi, can simply be stated as 'the need to know one's native 

language'. For many ethnic Komi students, personal issues of preserving the native language and 

their children knowing the language of their families, ancestors and traditional culture were 

perceived to be not simply important, but an essential part of their Komi-ness. One student said 

that " ... not knowing one's native language is simply shameful" (#5-11), while remarkably, an 

urban Komi who reported a poor knowledge of the language went as far as to say that "an 

individual cannot consider themselves a Komi or any other nationality, if they do not speak their 

native tongue fluently" (#108-11). For obvious ease within her familial relations, one urbanite 

felt that because "all of our relatives are Komi ... the children should know their native language" 

(#47-11), while another (#51-11) wanted her children to have 'a little of her ancestors' in their 

character, namely the ability to speak the language. An urban Komi lamented that "the Komi 

language is dying out, but I love my language very much and I want my children to know the 

language so that more people can know it" ( #27-11 ), sentiments similar to another student who 

felt that "each person should know their native language and teach it to the next generation, or 

otherwise, the language dies" ( #39-11 ). These examples were representative of numerous other 

responses from ethnic Komi students, both speakers and non-speakers, that expressed their belief 

that the language was vital to the continued existence of the Komi people themselves. 

A third category of response to question 11 can be described as ' the knowledge of 

languages is an asset in life and good for general development' - 18 per cent of respondents stated 

that Komi language, or any other foreign language, was a useful life skill that would aid in their 

child's education, development, and overall quality of life; "It is useful for general development" 

(#57-1 1); "I want my children to be educated people, and for that it is necessary to know several 

foreign languages" (#66-11); "it will prove useful in life and besides this, the more languages 

you know, so much better the person" (#110-11). While this recognition should not come as a 

surprise, in fact it did indicate a remarkable change in attitudes from the Soviet era, when non

Russian languages were perceived as being 'backward' and stunting of a child's development. 

Despite these generally favourable attitudes toward the language, it must be 



acknowledged that several students, both ethnic Komi and non-Komi, did not wish for their 

children to learn the Komi language. One Russian student was afraid that by supporting the 

Komi language's growth that inadvertently, she would be supporting the Komi revival and rising 

nationalism (#136-11). Another Russian student was unsure about the Komi language's 

usefulness: "No, or I don't know, because I don't feel it to be important. I would prefer that they 

know more widespread languages" (#119-11). An urban Komi quite unequivocally stated that 

"I do not like this language," (#50-11)9, while another urban Russian bluntly put it that "in 

principle, it's all the same to me. But they are not going to get it from me, since I myself do not 

know it, only if my husband does" (#29-11). But these dissenting views paled in comparison to 

the cross-cultural, inter-group support for the language, which could perhaps be summarised best 

as "Yes, we live in the Kami Republic!"(#73-11). 

The next area of responses to be explored, that of questions 19 to 21 concerning whether 

the Komi language should become a compulsory subject in all schools in the republic, showed 

a similar pattern of support to that of question 11, though this support was somewhat qualified. 

While the percentage of students supporting Komi language in the schools (70 per cent) was still 

rather high, it was important to note that a full 27 per cent did not support compulsory Komi 

lessons. This was not to say that these students themselves did not support Komi language 

learning, as their own participation in regional studies suggested. However, many had 

misgivings about it being compulsory. Of the 70 per cent supporting compulsory Komi learning, 

almost half (43 per cent) indicated that the language itself (or that what is more commonly known 

as 'Komi grammar') should be taught for the entire eleven years of primary and secondary 

education. There was much more variation in the desired years for taught Komi literature, 

however, as only 25 per cent felt it necessary for the full eleven years, with another 26 per cent 

of responses suggesting that either grades four or five were more appropriate to begin its 

instruction, to be continued until children completed their education. One rural Komi respondent 
" 

suggested that he did want to see compulsory Komi-language schooling introduced, but only for 

ethnic Komi, leaving non-Komi a choice (#101-21). A similar response came from an urban 

Russian who felt that separate schools should be established where Komi was compulsory while 

other schools would teach it on demand, or as the curriculum allowed (#127-21). For many 

students, I felt that at issue was the question of justice - equal treatment of the Komi language 

9 Here an ethnic Komi showed the strongest dislike for the language and just as surprisingly, it was 
a non-Komi who indicated the strongest love for it: "Komi is a beautiful language, easy and comfortable 
to use" ( #81-11) - words written by an urban Ukrainian! 
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alongside Russian. 

Yet it was this very notion of justice that lay at the heart of student opposition to 

compulsory study of Komi. Of the students opposed, 20 per cent were ethnic Komi, not much 

lower than the percentage of non-Komi opposed (34 per cent). There also was not much 

difference between urban opposition (31 per cent) to that of rural inhabitants, even though most 

of these rural dwellers themselves had been through compulsory Komi education. So it was a 

different perception of what was fair that lay behind the 27 per cent opposition, as most referred 

to the loss of choice as wrong. "It is necessary to observe the freedom of choice" (#115-21), and 

"everyone must choose for themselves whether or not to study a language, and not by a 

compulsory order" (#25-21) are typical responses. Other students pointed out that coercion in 

the learning process was futile: "It must be voluntary, if a person wants, they will learn it and 

if not, then there is no one who can force them to learn it" (#41-21). Yet others pointed out legal 

considerations, such as the following urban Russian who warned "never allow nationality policy 

to infringe upon [the rights of] other nationalities. If it becomes compulsory then it will 

definitely infringe" (#85-21). A final warning came in the form of some advice to the Komi 

movement by an urban Russian, who was afraid that the school issue could lead to segregation 

and the creation of ethnic Komi 'reservations', which would be contrary to the interests of the 

Komi people (#136-21). 

Komi themselves had additional reasons for their opposition to compulsory language, as 

one asked " ... why torment the children of Russian families?" (#101-21). A more personal note 

by a rural Komi insisted that "in the school where I studied, a fostering of a love for the language, 

even though there was not hostility toward it, would have been problematic" (#53-21). This 

theme was revisited by an urban Komi who felt that forcing children to study the Komi language 

was going at the issue backwards: "If a person or pupil does not want to study Komi, then they 

will not. Now almost no one wants to. If knowledge of the Komi language and those who are 

Komi become prestigious, then they will study it" (#49-21). For him, the government could 

increase the demand for Komi classes only after raising the prestige and role of the language in 

society. While the majority of students supported the introduction of compulsory Komi language 

study into the classroom, the survey did not give them the opportunity to elaborate their answers 

as it did the dissenters. What was noticeable from their negative responses was that though 

opposed, these students were not harbouring any negative attitudes toward the language or even 

its introduction into the schools. The sizeable dissension in both the Komi and non-Komi 

communities was more an indication that coercion in the classrooms was best left in the past, as 
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people wanted real choices in their lives. So while this reflected a different perception of 

'justice' in the language debate than that of their colleagues who indicated 'yes ' , it was 

underpinned by similar attitudes nonetheless. 

Another question that helped to highlight the students' perceptions and attitudes toward 

the language was question 25 - does the law on state languages take sufficiently strong measures? 

This was the one question that posed the mo~t difficulties for the students with almost one 

quarter not responding (23 per cent) or answering that they did not know (5 per cent). As 

expected majority of students responded negatively (53 per cent), though 19 per cent disagreed 

and felt that it was an effective law. A marked difference between Komi/ non-Komi respondents 

was evident - 65 per cent of Komi felt that the law was not strong enough, as compared to 57 per 

cent of non-Komi who felt opposite. 

Those who felt the latter point to a number of developments that they perceived in society 

as evidence. One such area was the spread of the language in education: "Yes, because 'national' 

schools are opening" (#72-25); "There is a massive shift of schools over to a specialisation in 

Komi" (#82-25); and three individuals linked the creation of FUF to the law. Others felt that 

since Komi language newspapers, books, and journals, as well as a handful of television 

programmes in the Komi language existed, then the law must be working properly (#68-25; 

#102-25). People also seemed to contrast the current language situation to that of the Soviet era, 

when Komi was rarely used for official functions: "It seems to me that it suffices, if only because 

in many places work is carried out in the two languages, documents are in two languages, etc." 

(#26-25); "We do not have a ban at the moment on the language in the republic. Discussions, 

meetings, conferences, all can be conducted both in Komi and in Russian" (#29-25). One student 

put it more bluntly - "The most important thing is that there is no coercion" (#116-25). One 

Russian student perceived that "the Komi language functions on a large part of the territory of 

the Komi Republic equally to Russian. I have not yet encountered any obstacles to this" (#100-

25). And on a personal note, an urban Komi explained what difference the law had meant to her: 

"previously there was shame in speaking Komi, now ... the prestige of the Komi Republic has 

begun to grow" (#49-25). 

Yet there was a greater perception among the student body that somehow, the law on 

languages did not meet their expectations. While over a dozen different explanations were given, 

the largest number of students answering 'no' could not give a reason for their attitude (27 per 

cent). This was not surprising since the second most popular reason given (18 per cent) was the 

rather indeterminate, "Russian still dominates Komi" (#2-25) or "the Komi language is not used 
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as often as Russian" (#44-25). A few students went on to explain this response a little more 

explicitly: "As I understand it, the law establishes the state languages: Russian and Komi. It does 

not suffice because Russian remains, and will always remain, the dominant language in the Komi 

Republic" (#79-25); "Since the majority of the population does not know Komi and Russians 

have fundamentally [the same] relations to th~ language. The law has been introduced, but 

people have not changed from before" (#35-25). So it is a problem of Russian attitudes to the 

Komi language that this individual perceived as maintaining the status quo. 

The schools issue again raised its head as 14 per cent of respondents used the Komi 

language's progress in the education system as a benchmark for evaluating the law on languages. 

Some simply felt that the law had not been successful because "it is not studied in all the 

schools" (#78-25) which led one student to conclude that it was still basically a 'Russian' school 

system operating in the republic (#90-25). While most students seemed to focus on these 

external failings of the law, at least one student felt that the law should be aimed at making 

internal changes: "[It is not adequate] because a new way of study has not been introduced to the 

schools. Children are already uninterested in these 'table' methods, after all they now think 

another way. They need something more stimulating" (#51-25). And a few emphasised once 

again the problem of societal perceptions that were obstructing the law's implementation in the 

schools, such as the following urban Komi who felt that "not all school directors agree that they 

should be teaching such a subject as 'Komi language' "(#47-25). 

Students also perceived institutional obstacles to the law's full functioning. A basic 

failing of the state, one mentioned specifically by respondents as well as evident by the 28 per 

cent of people who were unable to give an informed response, was that the law" ... is still not all 

that clear to average people ... " (#38-25). One student suggested that one factor remained "the 

presence of an incomplete legal, economic, ecological, and social structure which does not allow 

it to work" (#5-25) whereas another (#120-25) suggested that the language issue could not be 

resolved while economic restructuring was the primary area of concern. The biggest perceived 

obstacle was the government itself, as numerous students cynically felt that "much is said, but 

little is done" (#80-25) by the state apparatus: "I'm not sure that all the bureaucrats in the state 

apparatus speak the Komi language fluently enough" (#136-25); "Many high-ranking bureaucrats 

don't understand Komi, and everything filters down from them to the very bottom" (#107-25); 

"the bureaucracy prevents it" (#86-25). 

A complaint not so much against the law, but rather an admission with a hint of self

criticism of Komi themselves was also expressed by several respondents. Once again, attitudes 



of prejudice and shame were perceived to persist within the Komi community: "Even now many 

have a complex about their nationality" (#141-25); "there is little for those who speak Komi. 

Youth is embarrassed (not all) [to speak it]" (#126-25); "no, and it will not function to its fullest 

extent while these people, living in the Republic, do not change their attitude to Komi language 

to a more positive one" (#12-25); "it does not feel as if Komi is a state language, since many are 

simply ashamed of it" (#34-25). So while the law was perceived by many to have been a step 

in the right direction, too many students did not know enough about it or felt it unable to 

overcome many obstacles, erected both in society at large and by members of the Komi 

community itself. 

The final questions to be discussed are 29 and 30 - should all subjects in regional studies 

be taught through the Komi language and to what extent is it possible to teach all subjects in 

Komi? The pattern of responses elicited the most negative attitudes to the language, as 97 per 

cent opposed the teaching of regional studies subjects through Komi: such instruction in Komi 

would necessarily exclude all ethnic Russians and Russified Komi who had come to FUF as a 

career move. The marginal 1 per cent in favour was constituted by two respondents - urban Komi 

and noticeably, from the first group to enter the course in 1994. These two individuals made 

their cases by picking up on the rhetoric of the ethnic Komi leadership, the argument that FUF 

was a 'national' faculty: "The faculty was founded to develop Komi culture" (#6-29) and " ... to 

ensure the right to unimpeded use of the native tongue in different places" (#1-29). For the 

majority of students, their feeling that Komi should not be used as the sole medium of instruction 

was based on language ability - 46 per cent felt that Russian should be used "since the majority 

do not speak Komi sufficiently enough" (#17-29). Some students specified certain groups who 

would not be able to cope with' the language: "few of the urban students know Komi, they would 

simply not be able to enter the course" (#34-29); or "because then this faculty would become 

inaccessible to the Russian-speaking population (such as myself)" (#59-29). Even among native 

Komi speakers, there was the attitude that the language would lead to too many difficulties: "I 

could not master everything, although I speak and understand Komi" (#116-29). Many students 

also pointed out that it was not just a question of it being unfair to the students, but that many of 

the teachers would also have to learn the language (#55-29). Others felt that if an individual 

desired a Komi-medium course, then they should enter the other section of FUF, Komi philology 

and literature (#130-29). Across the student body, these practicalities were not perceived as 

surmountable - or perhaps not worth surmounting. 

Yet more qualitative reasons were also put forward. Several students perceived the 
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proposal as contravening human rights; " . .it involves the beginning of definite discrimination, 

narrowing the field of possible students, and enters into conflict with the constitution of the Komi 

Republic" (#3-29) which would set a precedent for a 'legal situation' (#3-30). One individual 

felt that the constitution of the republic preserved the right of people to be taught in the Russian 

as well as Komi language (#136-29), while as the state language of Russia, Russian was 'more 

necessary' (#115-29). This issue of fairness and equality was implicitly addressed by a rural 

Komi student who felt that non-Komi should not be left out because "there are a great many 

students of Russian nationality and of great intellectual maturity, who should also be bureaucrats 

in the Komi Republic" (#101-29) - obviously, this individual felt that everyone loses if non-Komi 

were excluded, a sentiment shared by an urban compatriot who stated that "the representatives 

of other nationalities, interested in the life of the republic, should also study in this section" ( #55-

29). Finally, a rural Komi (#53-29) spoke of her disgust with what she saw as filling a language 

with artificial ( or iskusstvennyye) words of various origins just in order to adopt the language to 

non-traditional uses. 

Unfortunately, not all of these qualitative reasons were as informed or well thought out, 

as a full 10 per cent of responses exhibited signs of the prejudice and discrimination that the 

course was, in part, designed to eliminate. "Komi is not as able to convey the variety of nuances 

of subjects encountered" (#8-29), " .. .it is simply not adaptable" (#5-29), "the Komi language is 

not as rich as Russian" (#109-29) or even "Komi was not created for the instruction of several 

subjects" (#21-29, my emphasis). One rural Komi student mockingly suggested that the language 

would only be appropriate for instruction "perhaps after 200 years. The Komi language that we 

have in the Republic is not at high enough a level for instruction" (#12-29). Evidently, many 

students agreed with the following: "I don't think that regional studies is a national faculty at all" 

(#50-29). 

As touched upon above, few believed that it was even possible to teach all subjects using 

Komi (question 30) - only 5 per cent conceived of this possibility, and even a couple of these 

individuals suggested that though 'possible, it would be difficult'. A full 90 per cent of 

respondents believed that it was impossible, though as with those optimists above, there were 

those who qualified their answers. 14 per cent conceded that while currently impossible, in the 

future conditions could be created to permit teaching of regional studies though Komi. One such 

condition again highlighted: "in the future, if the students of the course are Komi speaking, then 

it will be possible" (#1-30). Of those believing that the Komi language could be used as a 

medium of instruction in the course, not all necessarily supported doing so: "of course, it is fully 
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possible, but I do not think that it is so necessary" (#22-30). 

Though few students suggested that regional studies move entirely over to a Komi

medium curriculum, there are those who did feel that at least some changes could be made in 

order to tip the scales a little more toward the Komi language. One student purposely talked 

enigmatically about 'problems' with the course, questioning why Finno-Ugrian languages 

(Finnish and Hungarian) were only given one lesson a week while the Russian language was 

covered so in depth to include 'the history of the Russian language' (Pash, fn96: 12.6). This same 

student did go on to praise the Kami language component in regional studies, but then gave voice 

to his inner thoughts by wondering "that is if Komi lessons continue, but who knows? I think 

that people have the will, the desire - at least at the moment" (ibid., fn96: 12.7). But this positive 

attitude toward the Komi language that the student spoke of was by no way guaranteed, at least 

from my own experiences. In the spring of 1995 at the start of an ethnography class, the student 

representative of the regional studies section began to make an announcement, beginning in 

Komi but having to switch to Russian when the class burst into laughter and insisted that he 

translate it. What was all the more sad was that the announcement concerned a gathering to read 

Komi poetry, which elicited more laughter. The attitudes toward and perceptions of the Komi 

language as represented by the responses to the survey by regional studies students were perhaps 

not as expected by the Komi leadership when they designed FUF - perhaps they were changing 

for the better, but this process was taking time. 

5.3.e The question of elites: do students see a link to future careers? 

In this final look at the anketa, the students' thoughts on their future careers is examined, 

with particular attention paid to any connections that these regional studies students perceive 

between their studies and future jobs in the government sector, one of the aspects of the course 

highlighted by the ethnic Komi leadership. For it must be remembered that FUF was initiated 

to recruit young Komi-speakers with a broadly-based education in the political, economic, and 

social situation of the republic, into the state apparatus. In some respects this aim was made 

marginal back when the Komi language was not made a prerequ1site to entry, the result being 

large numbers of non-Komi speaking students in the course. The government, however, 

continued to see regional studies as a stepping-stone into the bureaucracy. Where once a 

communist-run Cadres Centre or Institute supplied Syktyvkar with raw recruits, the regional 

studies programme was perceived as taken over. 
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As mentioned in section 5.3.b, 29 per cent of the students indicated that they desired a 

future career in the government. This may not seem to be overwhelming evidence of a FUF

government link, but it only tells half the story. 28 per cent of responses indicated a preference 

for careers in areas that can only be considered government-related or even supported, such as 

consultants on the republic, advisers to the government, those involved in international dealing 

for the republic, translators, and ecologists. For in the current socio-economic climate of the 

republic, the state is the only agency that can afford to employ or use the services of such 

individuals. 

For the most part, these students had very real ambitions for themselves in the future: "[I 

will work] in the structure, influencing the situational dynamics in the Komi Republic" (#3-31); 

"[I want to be] sent abroad by the Komi Republic, working on local self-government, moving in 

international circles" (#29-31); "I want to become a specialist in my area of study, and a 

specialist of the highest degree - a specialist in the government sphere" (#38-26); "the head of 

the village, rayon, etc ... administration" (#38-31); "[I want to work] in the office of the glava of 

the Komi Republic, or somewhere thereabouts" (#90-31) - the list was endless, but the common 

feature of these responses was that the students had not set their sights on modest positions. On 

the contrary, regional studies students aimed for very high-status and powerful positions, and 

were extremely self-confident that they would achieve them. As one student stated matter-of

factly, she was going to work "in the organs of government, of course!" (#77-31). She then went 

on to say that she would rather become an ecologist, as if she had no control ov~r her career 

choice, as though her future in government was already decided for her. And perhaps this was 

true, for as one individual maintained, regional studies " ... was the single, most prestigious course 

that I could ha:ve entered" (#33-26), believed to guarantee a job upon completion. In her 

beginning-of-year talk to the new students, Dean Gagiyeva made this point rather clear, and 

linked the students' careers to the government explicitly. 

Of course, not all the students had such clear ideas about a future in government. 

Surprisingly, only 1 per cent of respondents suggested that they might pursue a career in business 

or the commercial sector. While several other career options were mentioned, the last significant 

group of respondents was the large number of undecided students - a full 27 per cent. But even 

these individuals had a fair notion that a job would come in the government: "I don't know 

exactly as what yet. Probably, I will work in the government sphere .. . " (#57-3 1). 

It seems that in this one area, the ethnic Komi movement has succeeded in marking out 

a path for the students leading from regional studies to prestigious levels of the state apparatus. 
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This was explicit from the faculty's early days, and did not waver significantly. One of the 

students from that first year, speaking to me in 1996, had this to say about his group's future: 

- P.F. - What do people want to do after the course? 
- Pash - We are only starting to specialise. In April there was a test to find out our 
strengths, so this year we will specialise further. Some of us will become ecologists, 
translators, experts on the region. Anna Kapitonovna [Gagiyeva] said that there will be 
another specialisation - sport and tourism. 
- P.F. - So all in government jobs? 
- Pash - Yes, of course, only in the government. (fn96:12.7) 

5.4 Philology vs regionovedeniye: Intra-elite conflict? 

5.4.a Traditional link between philology and cultural elites. 

Up until this point I have mainly discussed the students of regional studies, ignoring those 

of Komi philology and literature. Partially, this is due to my own ignorance - my contacts were 

mainly with regional studies. However some facts should be made explicit. Almost 100 per cent 

of the students of philology are ethnic Komi fluent in the Komi language from the villages - in 

a recent ( 1998) communication, one lecturer mentioned a single ethnic Komi student from 

Syktyvkar who had taught herself the language, but could not recall any others. Since its 

creation, Komi philology has been the primary destination in the university for rural Komi 

students. The data from the regional studies students thus does not indicate a change in this 

traditional pattern of study, but instead suggests the reinforcement of the division between rural, 

Komi speaking students in philological and folkloric pursuits and their urban, Russian speaking 

counterparts in other fields of study. This is a repetition of the Soviet tendency of limiting 

minority studies to purely philological or folkloric pursuits which, though developing important 

cultural elites in the leadership of minority communities, led to only marginalised leadership 

positions in the Soviet power political structure. Marginalised, but not unimportant. The ethnic 

Komi leadership has ·always recognised the value and ideological power of these cultural elites, 

and Markov paid them credit when at the Fourth Congress, he said that the "language's principal 

pillar, of course, has been the national cadres" (1995: 6, my-emphasis). This great role in the 

Komi community is implicitly understood through the position of Komi philology students in the 

university, as they comprise almost one-fifth of all graduate students at SGU, 16 out of 82 total 

which is the second highest number of graduates after economics (Syktyvkarskiy 

Gosudarstvennyy Universitet, 1). Just by their numbers, one can speculate that Komi philology 
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students have been fulfilling a role in the wider Komi community. 

Among FUF students and in the villages was evidence of the continuing ties between 

rural Komi, studies in Komi philology, and future careers in the cultural elites. During my visit 

to the village of Iz'va in March 1995, the director of the school proudly told me that four of the 

school's students had entered FUF the previous year, and that this success rate had been going 

on for some time (fn95:3.25). As no Iz'va students could be found in the regional studies section 

that first year, and obviously none previously, this could only refer to philological studies. The 

deputy director ofUst' -Kulomskiy rayon administration, when asked about his administration's 

support for the Komi language, focused on the cultural life of the region, listing support of the 

'artistic development of national creativity' (songs and plays). He was quick to point out that a 

number of locals had gone away to school and had become 'national' poets and writers, well

known across the republic (Karmanov, fn96: 12.57). The cultural role of rural Komi speakers 

seemed evident when two philology students from the village of Nebdin discussed their future 

careers with me. The young female student was not sure, but thought that either journalism or 

teaching would probably be the best choice after graduation, while the young male student was 

more definite about journalism, aiming for employment in the local rayon newspaper (Olya and 

Semo, fn96: 12.34-36). Despite the introduction of regional studies, it is clear that at least for 

rural Komi students, traditional careers in cultural employment, such as journalism, the arts and 

education, were still perceived as the way ahead - and the best vehicle for this continued to be 

Komi philology and literature. 

5.4.b Regionovedeniye: forging new links to the political establishment. 

The emphasis of regional studies cannot be more strongly contrasted to that of Komi 

philology, than by the clear tie that exists between the section and jobs in the political and 

economic organs of power. Increasingly, this has become reflected in the curriculum. In 1996 

a special course was being devised for regional studies students called 'Problems of self

government of the peoples of the north' (Maksimov, fn96:13.8). In that same year, Dean 

Gagiyeva announced that a number of summer internships would be offered to regional studies 

students in the Ministries of Nationality Affairs, Culture, Sport and Tourism, Environment, 

External Relations, and with the Administration of the glava. Regional studies students were 

being allowed access to the heart of the state apparatus, something unprecedented in the republic. 

But the dean herself did not find this progression so unusual: "[We are] training people for the 
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government, therefore there is strong government interest in us"(Gagiyeva, fn95:3a.9). 

Perhaps not so unusual, but others in the faculty were expressing concerns about this 

deepening relationship between the government and regional studies. One of the lecturers in 

Komi philology was concerned that the lack of specific academic focus in regional studies was 

leaving the regional studies students unprepared for future employment. When I pointed out that 

many would enter government, this lecturer was still not swayed: 

- P.F. - They can go into the government? 
-Yes, into the government and only there. But already there are so many. This year there 
are over 70, the government cannot take them all. 
- P.F. - But Spiridonov must have known that when he created it? 
-Today he's the glava, tomorrow he's not there to support them. We have that kind of 
national [ethnic] politics - here today, gone tomorrow. They don't have concrete plans 
for the future. We [Komi philology and literature] have a concrete prospectus for the 
students - what will be taught next year, the year after. But regional studies doesn't. And 
Gagiyeva doesn't seem concerned. I really worry for the children, but I'm afraid that 
they aren't going to have a secure future. (Od'o, fn96:13.15-16) 

This cynicism not only stems from a proven truth - that in contemporary Russia ethnic politics 

is unpredictable and leaders can seem to support something one day, then disappear the next -

but also from a sense of frustration and even jealousy, that regional studies has eclipsed the Komi 

philology programme both in popularity, and in the heart and mind of the government. 

This dire warning is not, however, shared by those in the government. Quite on the 

contrary, it is the future of Komi philology students that is quietly questioned by the 

establishment. In my conversation with a deputy to the minister for Nationality Affairs, the 

positive relationship between government and regional studies is contrasted to the marginal 

nature of philology: 

Of course regional studies is her [Gagiyeva's] favourite, they have more opportunities. 
If you enter the philology section, you have limited options - to teach, to work in the 
media, and that's all. They have their futures settled. Regional studies is more 
interesting, and more closely linked to government. 
(Paro, fn96:14.14) 

This does not recognise the commonly held perception that the students of philology are the 

'true' bearers of Komi culture and language, rather than the students of regional studies. If those 

in the government hold such low opinions of the worth of Komi philology, does this then not 

amount to a return to the days of state-approved marginalisation of Komi? 
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5.4.c Resentment by philology students. 

This apparent favouritism shown by the government has not gone unnoticed by the 

students and faculty of the philology section of FUF, which has resulted increasingly in rising 

animosity against regional studies. One such person, a third year student, confirmed that there 

were many bad feelings, and envy of regional studies, but most of all, students' anger was 

directed against the dekan, Dean Gagiyeva herself: "Of course not, she doesn't care about us at 

all. She gives them all of her attention, we're just not important. She doesn't value us! ... She's 

a historian - what does she care about philology?" (Onton, fn96: 14.7). Many spoke of 

favouritism, and while this accusation may be groundless, its very perception among students of 

philology demonstrate a serious lack of faith in the administration's impartiality. To be sure, in 

my own conversations with the dean, regional studies was always the topic of conversation and 

philology was simply ignored unless I brought it up. At least one student of regional studies 

confirmed for me that many in philology were disgruntled, though citing different reasons for it, 

such as unhappiness in having to take general courses along with regional studies students and 

not being able to specialise in philology as soon as their counterparts in the Philology Faculty 

(Pash, fn96: 12.8). However he attributed this to a small number of students urged on by some 

faculty members. 

While this may be the case for a limited number of students, the above statement does not 

do justice to the greater number of students who are plainly commenting on what they were 

observing around them. One such student, with close friends in regional studies, preferred to stay 

aloof from the intra-departmental bickering, but could not help but comment on the material 

changes going on around him: "Understand, last year we had 50 students enter Finno-Ugrian 

Philology, and regional studies had 60. Of course, there are more in regional studies, the dean 

gives it all her support. It is very important that it succeeds" ( Onton, fn96: 12.35). Individuals 

in the Ministry of Education also make similar observations. On one occasion while researching 

in the main office for the national schools section, I was witness to a discussion between a very 

frustrated lecturer from the FUF philology section with her friends on the state of affairs in the 

faculty. Afterward, one of the Ministry officials came over to me to explain; "Understand, they 

don't have enough teachers, resources. And regional studies gets all of the attention" (Paneva, 

fn96: 13.17). She continued by saying that regional studies was considered·a prestigious faculty 

as there was the possibility of reaching the top and of studying abroad. It was even easy for the 

ethnic leadership to ignore the philology section. In his address to the Fourth Congress of the 
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Komi People, Markov perhaps unintentionally stated that "within SGU operates in full force the 

sole Finno-Ugrian Faculty in Russia. Here, I emphasise, that this year there were four applicants 

for each available place" (Markov, 1995: 7). Of course, this was true only for the regional 

studies section, while philology had half that number of applicants - a small omission, but one 

that indicated the attitudes of society at large of the philology section. It seemed inevitable that 

something would give way in this seemingly one~sid~d marriage between the two sections - it did 

not take long. 

5.4.d Divisions exposed: separatist movements within FUF. 

Over the spring and summer of 1996 a movement was made against Dean Gagiyeva by 

members of her own faculty when the philology section's head and lecturers reportedly wrote to 

the newly appointed rector of the university asking to be 'reunited' with the main Philology 

Faculty. It was thought to have begun when a number of FUF philology staff members attended 

a meeting of the Philology Faculty in May. They were said to have expressed a desire to return 

to the old system when Finno-U grian Philology and Russian Philology were together. Hence the 

letter to the rector (Gleb, fn96: 11.2; Pash, fn96: 12.8). 

There can be no doubt that the increasing feeling of marginalisation within FUF was a 

crucial factor in the frustration that lay behind this rather dramatic move by the staff of FUF 

philology. There is much speculation that one of the other major influences behind this move 

was the Dean of Philology, who is reported to have been seeking a way of regaining his lost 

'kingdom' since FUF was created. Though he claimed that it made economic sense for both 

Russian and Finno-U grian philology sections to share equipment and facilities, it was the opinion 

of many that he had manipulated the situation to his benefit, taking advantage of early growing , 

pains to create conflict within FUF, ensuring himself the leadership of a much larger, more 

powerful department entitled to more resources ( Gleb and Maksim, fn96: 11.1 ). After all of the 

rhetoric about FUF as a 'national' faculty, it could not have been a simple decision to reapply for 

secondary status within the 'Russian' Philology Faculty. More interesting, however, is the 

proposal that the philology section was trying to force regional studies to close because of the 

large numbers of Russian, non Komi-speaking students. As the students of regional studies were 

not achieving the same results in the language, it is felt by some that the overall level of Komi 

language instruction was lower than in the past, when only Komi-speaking students were enrolled 

in Finno-U grian philology and literature in the larger Philology Faculty. So through the 
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proposed rejoining with the Philology Faculty, the resulting closure of regional studies would rid 

the section of the Russian-speakers and return to philology the sole role of training future Komi 

cultural elites and leaders (ibid., fn96: 11.1-2). 

5.4.e The debate grows in scale: threats of closure and Gagiyeva's departure. 

This preceding episode and the letter to the rector could not have come at a more 

inopportune time for the faculty, as relations with the new university administration were already 

showing signs of strain. The new rector seemingly took advantage of the letter and announced 

that after the 1996-1997 academic year, no new students would be admitted to regional studies 

(Gleb, fn96: 11.1). Though the new rector had been a past dean of the economics faculty in the 

university, he had been brought in deal with the fiscal situation from Moscow where, it is 

believed among lecturers and researchers at SGU and Komi Science Centre, he had been working 

toward a government career (Maksim, fn96: 11.2). Many perceived his appointment as temporary, 

a stepping-stone to a better job in Moscow. Thus clearly his mandate was to restructure the 

university and to cut financial comers, and he saw FUF as one of the expendable programmes. 

His complaints centred on the much more fundamental question of the nature and purpose of 

regional studies. A former lecturer at FUF explained: 

His big question is just 'What exactly is regional studies?'. He understands the need for 
Komi language and literature, but why regional studies? Why is it needed? What will 
the specialities be, where will its graduates work? 
(Gleb, fn96: 11.1). 

What has not been suggested but also seems likely is the frustration on the part of the 

university that FUF, essentially, lies outside of its control. As a creation of, and funded mainly 

by the government, FUF has enjoyed relative freedom to pursue its own course of activities while 

the rest of the university is gripped by financial crisis. Perhaps surprisingly, the students of 

regional studies were not worried about the fate of their programme, as most believed that the 

government would intervene to save it. There was an underlying feeling that FUF was beyond 

the rector's jurisdiction not only for the reasons argued by Gagiyeva, that it was created by the 

government - but also because the rector, as a Russian, had no right to touch a 'national' Komi 

institution (Pash, fn96: 12.6). Remarkably, Spiridonov himself was seen as the likely guarantor 

of FUF' s future, though this was not supported by others within the university: "The thing is that 

Spiridonov isn't Komi. He wouldn't mind getting rid ofFUF" (Maksim, fn96:ll.3). 
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Behind the scenes, however, at the heart of Gagiyeva's defence strategy was the argument 

that the university cannot close FUF down because the university did not create it. The conflict 

was immediately taken up by the Ministry ofNat~onality Affairs and the KVSK, both institutions 

with a vested interest in the success of FUF, and the issue was taken out of the hands of the dean. 

By the beginning of the 1996-1997 academic year, normal preparations for the programme were 

taking place though no permanent resolution had been reached, with discussions still taking place. 

between the ministries and the university administration. Perhaps as a result of these discussions, 

though there is no evidence of this, was the November 'promotion' of Dean Gagiyeva to the head 

of the national schools section in the Ministry of Education, making room for a Russian, non

Kami speaking replacement. FUF' s continuation was secured, but it had lost its strongest 

advocate and more importantly, the replacement of an ethnic Komi by a Russian clearly put into 

doubt the 'national' label given to the faculty by individuals. 

5.5 Summary: Has FUF failed? 

That FUF is not, despite the ethnic leadership's claims, a Komi 'national' faculty is true 

for a number of reasons. While elements of this title may exist and function happily within the 

faculty, the constant friction between the overwhelmingly ethnic Komi, rural-dominated 

philology section and the urban, non-Komi speaking regionovedeniye section only serves to 

illustrate the 'national' misnomer that is used by individuals for their own political ends. 

Obviously, things have not improved for the philology section and in fact have worsened since 

the creation of FUF, the repercussions of which may be felt in the years to come. The originally 

intended focus on the Komi language has continued to be marginalised - not only through the 

increasing intake of non-Komi speaking students in regional studies, but also within the course 

itself. The programme is moving more into foreign languages, as English and German are both 

taught and emphasised from the first year - 'useful' languages that starkly contrast with the dated 

and 'traditional' role of Komi. The intra-departmental strife that exploded onto the scene in 1996 

only strengthens this position. If FUF is to be judged on the three goals of providing 

opportunities for rural advancement, raising the profile of the Komi language, and training 

bilingual public servants, then it has not been a success, despite some advances. Symbolically 

at least, FUF has elevated the status of the Komi language and culture and brought it into a wider 

discourse. The fact that the Komi language is taught as a compulsory language, especially for 

non-Komi, has revolutionised the way the university thinks about the language - it has been 
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brought out of the category of the 'nekul'turnyy' peasant language and is rightly finding its place 

alongside English and German as a viable foreign language choice for non-speakers, though the 

process is slow. But more importantly, in many individuals' minds and in society, FUF functions 

as a 'national' Komi faculty and especially for Komi themselves, it has been a source of pride 

and self-discovery. 

Unfortunately the creation of regional stl;idies has not provided rural Komi-speaking 

students with increased options for higher education, as evident by the inability of rural Komi 

students to make inroads into the course. Perhaps the greatest obstacle to their integration is the 

entrance examination requirements, which currently consist of Russian language, History, and 

English language. One young student's experience with these exams was recounted to me: 

Iva, he's one of the bright students, he's going to enter the history faculty at SGU. He 
wanted to enter FUF, but when he took the exams, he got a '3'in English. It was a very 
difficult text to translate. So he took the exams for History - also Russian, History, and 
English, and this time he received a '5' in English. So why did FUF require such a 
difficult exam? It's crazy. (Kat'o, fn96: 11.25) 

It is widely accepted among rural educators that the best English teachers remained in the cities 

leaving rural schools with hopeless English instruction, or, as in the case of the Nebdin school 

where only French is taught, no instruction at all. Effectively, this is keeping entry into regional 

studies the exclusive property of urban, non-Komi speaking students. 

With the preceding in mind, it becomes apparent that the key role of the language has 

been downgraded from the original intentions. Notwithstanding the initial disappointment when 

Komi was not made a prerequisite for entry, still no other courses have been devised and taught 

in the Komi language. This has been recognised by the philology section and is likely one of the 

factors behind its apparent desire to move back into the Philology Faculty. They feel that the 

Komi language is a mere window-dressing on the regional studies curriculum - visually appealing 

but without any substance. Sis sons (1993: 108-109) made similar observations of the Maori 

language reforms for schools in New Zealand in 1990. Bilingual position papers were issued but 

when it came to the actual recommendations, it was in English only: "Maori language had ... 

been appropriated more for its visual appeal than for its capaci~y to inform". 

This tenuous relationship between the faculty, its staff and the university administration 

also highlights the one constant danger to the faculty. As stated in the previous section, 

Spiridonov' s support for FUF is not trusted. I believe that all actors involved in the FUF drama, 

both proponents and opponents alike, know that the existence of FUF is almost entirely 

dependent upon the glava's favour and support. Already many see the support for FUF from the 



authorities waning, as it has become known that the faculty was being moved from its prestigious 

position on Stefanskiy Square across from the republic ' s parliament to a new building further 

away from the centre (though closer to the main university campus). It was rumoured that the 

current building was going to be used for the training of new business elites, the implication 

being that the once clamoured-for regional studies students were being superseded by this group.: 

"Some national faculty? That's what Spiridonov really thinks about creating our national cadres 

- move us out of the centre, out of sight and out of the way" (Doro, fn96: 12.49). And FUF's 

survival was again in doubt in the spring of 1998, just as regional studies produced its first 

graduating class. Reports from Syktyvkar suggest that these first graduates have had difficulties 

in obtaining employment in the state sector. 

I would suggest that the old division between Komi cultural elites and Russian political 

elites is being perpetuated, though perhaps not as blatantly as before. Regional studies is 

providing the Korni movement with 'new Korni cadres' as called for, but their 'Komi' character 

is questioned by many. Rural students, variously through implicitly discriminatory policies 

within the university or elsewhere, are unable to get access to regional studies and are once again 

being relegated to the traditional Korni philology section. While the first wave of rural students 

entered full of both newly found pride in their Komi-ness and questions about that Komi identity, 

this has largely given way to a jaded feeling for the new system. And all the while, urban and 

assimilated Komi, and indeed non-Korni, all see their places in the government. 
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6. Conclusions - whither the Komi revival? 

This feeling of nationalism isn't in the villages, but with those people who have an 
interest. There are people who have a genuine interest in reviving the language, in the 
old traditions and crafts, and that's fine. But we can't return to the past, it's been too 
long now. 
(Kat'o, fn96:12.24) 

- Gal'ko - Before, you understand, in Soviet times there were many programmes on TV, 
on the radio, in the Komi language. But then I just couldn't listen to them. Because, of 
course, the subject was always about the party, communism, and although perhaps they 
had Komi endings and agreements, all the words were Russian. Not the Komi language 
that I learned in the countryside. It was, quite simply, rubbish (musor). It was awful, just 
not natural. Perhaps you can understand - you speak Russian well enough. In Russia 
today, so many English words have entered the Russian language, which again, may have 
Russian endings, but are English. How do they sound to you? 
- P.F. - Pretty ridiculous. 
-Gal'ko - Exactly, just ridiculous, not at all natural. Why do we need them? ... Do you 
see my point for Komi? (fn96: 11.46-47). 

In 1990 the leadership of the Komi ASSR attracted much press attention as being one of 

the first of the Russian autonomous republics to officially declare its political sovereignty, 

suggesting to some a rise in 'nationalism'. The materials which I have examined and presented 

in this thesis have been concerned with the changing ethno-politics, ethno-political institutions, 

and actors involved in this process - namely, the elites - in an ethnic republic of the Russian 

Federation. Though important, attention was paid not only to the political elites and government 

institutions in Syktyvkar, nor only to Komi ethno-political organisations, but rather the focus of 

this research has been the debates over and changes in the 'national' educational system, as the 

schools and institutes of higher learning have been the very places given the task of creating 

future Komi elites. In this respect, I have highlighted the regional studies programme in the 

Finno-Ugrian Faculty (FUF) of Syktyvkar State University (SGU) as the presumed institutional 

framework for the development of these elites. The discourse in which Komi have been 

addressing this issue has been in terms of vozrozhdeniye, of ethnic revival using a very specific 

code - the Komi language. This has been a common idiom around which Komi of all social and 

ideological groupings have gathered, yet as evident in the survey results from regional studies 

students (section 5.3), this strategy has not overcome a number of challenges. For not only 

society, but importantly the education system has been a place where several notions of Komi 

identity as defined by the various actors have come into conflict. I will go back and re-examine 
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the major themes that have been presented. 

6.1 The nature of revival in the Komi Republic. 

6.1 .a Elites, the rural-urban divide, and the Komi language . 

The empirical discussion of this thesis opened in chapter 2 by identifying the existing 

ethno-political structures and organisations influencing the Komi revival. Ir also stressed the 

centrality of ethnic Komi elite development in the process of ethnic revival as set out by the key 

players. Except for the brief period of indigenisation in the 1920s, throughout history the 

minorities of Russia, of which Komi are one, have not perceived their own indigenous political 

elites and social mobility has meant acculturation and assimilation to the dominant Russian 

culture. The problem of ethnic Komi elite development was examined in chapter 3, and special 

emphasis was placed on the distinct natures and functions of political elites, on the one hand, and 

cultural elites (the intelligentsia) on the other. The minorities of the Soviet Union were shown 

to have developed the later type of elites in section 3.2. In the non-Russian regions of the 

RSFSR, the process of assimilation was retarded by the institution of minority language 

education, and the history of Komi language education was outlined in some depth in chapter 4. 

What the discussions in chapters 2, 3, and 4 show is that by the late 1980s, the Komi and the 

other non-Russian minority demands had grown - no longer was it sufficient to have cultural 

elites, the writers, actors, journalists or academics, as the sole representatives of the 'nation', but 

instead the minority populations expected local officials and politicians to also be 'theirs', or at 

least speaking their language. It was this judgment by the Komi movement that led to the 

creation of FUF, as it was believed that higher education in the Komi language would play the 

key role in Komi political elite development. As emphasised in chapter 5, the results achieved 

were not as first hoped. 

In some republics during perestroika, cultural elites took on political roles, facilitated by 

the collapse in public confidence in the existing political system. This is not the same process 

that occurred in the former colonies of the European powers, since in the Russian case, the 

'colonial power' has not left and ethnic violence has been fortunately rare (with the obvious 

exception of Chechnya). Brubaker (1996: 172) suggests that the Soviet system empowered 

peripheral minority elites, and resulted in the administrations being filled with ethnic members 

by the end of the union. I have tried to emphasize that this was not the case in the ASSRs, a 
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contrast from the SSR nationalities. It was only after 1992 that many minority ethnic groups in 

Russia managed to place their representatives directly into political positions in their respective 

republics, and vitally, into the top jobs of president where they were able to bring in their co

nationals as part of their 'team' 1• This important step signalled, however, the decline in the 

power of minority cultural elites: in all but a few exceptions, these elites did not retain the 

influence on political power that they briefly had during the late 1980s (Drobizheva, 1994). 

Crucially, while the latter did occur in Komi, the former phenomenon of political advancement 

did not. Cultural elites in post-Soviet society have maintained continuity in the role first set out 

by the Soviets, as symbols important in the promotion and strengthening of minority identity, 

while their political role was only needed for managing the crisis during the collapse of Soviet 

power. So at issue in Komi is the nature of the continued division between cultural and political 

elites and what becomes evident is that link between the separation of political-cultural functions 

and the accepted urban-rural divide in Komi society is the fundamental weakness in the aims of 

the current Komi revival. 

One of the perceptions behind the initial mobilisation of Komi and their organisation of 

an ethnic movement was the widespread belief that they were a marginalised sector of Soviet 

society. Though I have spoken about all Komi as being a 'marginalised' group in a context of 

greater Russian society, each chapter has stressed that within this exists an even more 

marginalised layer - rural Komi. This is not particular to the Komi region, as around the world 

there is talk of rural exclusion, peripheralisation, and relative deprivation in modem society 

(Robinson, 1990: 294-295, Ch.11; Newby, 1980: 263-274; Newby and Buttel, 1980: 15-17). The 

continuing perceived distance between city and countryside is reproduced in the expectations of 

the people themselves, as rural inhabitants accept the status quo. This situation is reinforced 

because Komi identity is effectively reduced to Komi language knowledge, a skill which is 

perceived as belonging in a rural, and not in an urban setting2
. 

This perception had to be addressed when the movement based its revival around an 

idiom of bringing Komi-speaking elites into the state apparatus, i.e. a bilingual state apparatus. 

This is why FUF was created, an indigenous structure that would include rural students upon 

which Komi (i.e. Komi speaking) elites could be built. This has been done in other republics -

1 For example, Sakha (McAuley, 1997; Kempton, 1996; Mandelstam Balzer and Vinorkurova, 
1996); Tatars (McAuley, 1997) and Tatars and Bashkirs (Guboglo, 1994); Mari (Sharov, 1994); amongst 
others. 

2 Gruffudd (1995: 220-221) discusses the distinctiveness of urban and rural Welsh identities. 
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a Sakha Academy of Sciences has been established directly in competition with the federal 

Russian Academy of Sciences filial in Yakutsk, promoting representatives of the titular ethnic 

group, as well as directing the nature of research. For some, this fact is clear: 

Without our own institutions, we don't have a chance .... We can't make progress on 
education, ecology etc., without first dealing with the question of self-government. 
Therefore, we need Komi institutions to work on all of these questions. We don't have 
any pure Komi institutes, all have ties to the Russian state (Maksimov, fn95:8.38). 

However FUF, through its inclusion of a regional studies programme that did not make Komi 

fluency a prerequisite, has not become a 'pure Komi' institute, and the students that it attracts 

reflects this fact. This is essential in terms of understanding the apparent failure of the Komi 

elite-building programme in the faculty - rural Komi have been unable, or perhaps even unwilling 

to enter regional studies because the section is not talking the same Komi language that they are 

familiar with. The language of FUF is of politics and business, of ministries and committees, 

which instead has attracted the interest of urban assimilated Komi and indeed, of non-Komi, 

something quite outside the original intention when the faculty was founded. Rural Komi 

continue to be drawn into the faculty for Komi philology and literature, however, as the language 

spoken there is the same of the villages, the one found in the stories and poems of the cultural 

elites, whose ranks these rural Komi speakers will soon fill. Conversely, the elites that regional 

studies produces will not be perceived as truly 'Komi' because of their lack of ties with this rural 

Komi speaking identity. But is there some way of reconciling the two? 

6.1 ,b Is language enough to define an ethnic group? 

As should become clear from this research on Komi is that the problem of relying on a 

single code, such as language, in the self-identification of ethnicity is that presumes a single 

definition for all groups. McDonald (1989) had similar findings amongst the Bretons, Khleif 

(1980) and Thomas (1997) amongst the Welsh, while Conversi (1997) stressed the opposite for 

the Catalan language for all citizens of Catalunya. Similarly, Stordahl (1993) proposes that the 

traditional idioms of Saami identity, costume and reindeer-herding, are unnecessarily driving 

young people away from the community, and Nuttall (1992) highlights the growing unease of 

urban Greenlanders (and particularly the government elites) with the image of the subsistence 

hunter. From the materials presented, it becomes clear that the Komi language has a different 

meaning for both urban and rural Komi. Certainly, language as mother tongue (rodnoy yazyk) 
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as a concept has become politicised. Both groups have agreed that the language is the essential 

'code' in the revival, the one element that gives meaning to the ethnonym 'Komi ' , that makes 

the Komi-mort (Komi person), so the idiom of revival is based upon bringing the language into 

society beginning with government elites. But after the initial euphoria of the late 1980s, when 

Komi were caught up in the atmosphere of democratic reform and ethnic empowerment that 

swept across the Soviet Union and led to its downfall, when Komi perceived real change in their 

position in the republic (not surprising considering the low status that they had before), 

individuals suddenly realised that the language 'code' that the movement was based upon was 

not one in the same. 

For rural Komi, the Komi language is the language of the countryside, of the schools, 

something that is used for basic survival under increasingly difficult conditions. It does not 

define their identity in the same way that it does for urban Komi. For rural Komi, the language 

defines a private identity, that of the home and the fields, which coexists with a rural identity in 

modem Russian society. Within the Komi movement's discourse on revival, rural Komi 

represent the most 'genuine' (nastoyashchiye), or 'real' Komi because of the perceived unbroken 

link to a traditional past, which includes the continued use of the Komi language, leaving no 

space for a modern rural identity that may also be comfortable speaking Russian in some 

circumstances3
• The paradox in the revival is that as long as this dichotomy is not addressed 

between urban and rural Komi, the movement is doomed to fail, as the 'real' Komi that it is 

meant to help will always be in a disadvantaged position vis a vis urban society. Of course, 

individuals from the villages will advance, perhaps even enter the political structure. But by 

doing so they have immediately stopped being perceived as a member of the 'real' Komi in need 

of help. Urban Komi, who have controlled the movement after the first Congress in 1991 , 

replacing the cultural figures who first rallied Komi support during perestroika, have since saught 

to change the language through neologisms. In doing so, however, they have been creating 

something that is alien to rural Komi: "When they translate Russian words into Komi, it' s 

artificial (iskusstvenno). There are so many words, Russian, that we use everyday, they are now 

a part of the language. When I hear these new words, it' s as though my native language has 

become foreign" (Kat'o, fn96 :12.24). I am not suggesting that rural Komi are unable to adapt 

and use the Komi language of the urban movement. The Komi language of revival is simply not 

the Komi language of rural lives - something no less 'un-native' than using Russian for official 

3 Fishman (1995a) discusses the many facets of bilingualism, including language diglossia, which 
he suggests is more easily maintained by rural societies. 
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and political purposes - and as yet unproven to aid in the rural Komi revival. 

Yet for urban Komi, the language is essential in defining their Komi identity as made 

evident from the anketa responses, even if the vast majority do not command it. However this 

Komi language they seek also needs to fit the modern conditions of government and business, 

in fact to have the function of the Russian language which they are seeking to replace. That is 

not to say that urban Komi identify any less with being Komi than their rural compatriots. 

Despite the high level of cultural assimilation of urban Komi, as Kaiser notes, their efforts for 

revival are not necessarily artificial since " ... national self-consciousness may actually rise with 

the loss of the nation's objective characteristics, particularly when this acculturation is viewed 

as an attack on the nation by 'foreigners' "(1994: 9). Urban Komi are not attempting to recreate 

Komi villages in the cities, but instead are creating a place for the most mobile and adaptable 

characteristic - the language - in their urban reality. While this process of adapting the language -

through neologisms - of the countryside to the political realities of the city is disturbing for rural 

Komi, it is an important part of the urban Komi revival, legitimising the urban function of the 

language and enhancing its prestige. This in-group conflict, as Fishman notes (1985b:64-65) is 

almost inevitable because of the nature of revival - urban areas pose the greatest threat to 

assimilation but offer the greatest potential rewards to urban elites .This contradiction is a result 

of the Komi's choice of a single ethnic marker in their self-identification. The Komi language 

by the revival's definition only exists in the villages, however it must and does have a place in 

the cities. Perhaps it is time that the revival's definition of Komi identity goes beyond this 

narrow linguistic marker? 

6.1.c The role of the 'national' schools. 

As shown, Komi national schools have played a fundamental role in the definition and 

maintenance of ethnic identity, though in the past they were also a significant tool of Soviet 

Russification policies. This is consistent with the experiences of other minorities across Russia 

and the world (Conversi, 1997; Gaski, 1997; McDonald, 1989; Khleif, 1980). The current 

reforms in Komi language education, which included the creation of FUF, however, have been 

unable to escape the fundamental contradiction in ethnic identity. The desire of many, and 

especially of Komi in the urban establishment (such as the Kami voytyros sovmodan komitet, the 

Minnats) , is to revive the teaching of the Komi language in the city, with plans to expand this to 

all children in the republic. However, these plans fail to consider two challenges. On the one 
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hand, urban Komi have not properly noted the fundamental weaknesses of the rural educational 

system, which has existed in village schools for the past 30 years, and which is constantly being 

criticised by the rural teaching establishment. Details of these weaknesses were presented in 

section 4.3. The widespread introduction of Komi language instruction in the cities requires 

Komi speaking teachers, who necessarily must come from the villages. But this results in the 

further weakening of rural schools, as people and resources are being diverted away from the 

villages, leaving the quality of education questionable. Where are Komi language teachers of the 

future going to come from if standards fall in the villages? And part of this, as pointed out by 

one Komi activist some apprehension at the Fourth Congress who noted that not a single student 

of any nationality who graduated from SGU in 1995 went into teaching, is that the profession is 

undervalued by society (Kalyay, fn95:8.43). Urban elites must realise before its too late that only 

by stabilising and strengthening the situation in rural education can the question of urban Komi 

education be addressed. 

More difficult to overcome is the question of just exactly what Komi language is wanted 

in the cities? I identified above that the language of the villages and the revival are different in 

nature and function. Already, rural educators find themselves caught between the directives 

coming from the Komi movement in Syktyvkar - written in the unfamiliar 'new' Komi of 

neologisms - and the language they and the children that they are teaching know. This is the 

Komi of childhood and everyday rural life, not the one caught up in the changes of the past ten 

years. For urban elites, this 'new Komi' language of the city is part of the process of ethnic 

revival, but this is not true for rural inhabitants, for whom revival is socio-economic. Will urban 

Komi even want rural teachers in urban schools, speaking the Komi of the countryside and not 

of politics and business? For urban Komi, if there was to be a place for Komi identity in the 

republic ' s establishment, then much would depend upon creating new elites that could reflect 

their urban Komi reality. Komi language schools will continue to spread in urban areas but this 

process must be seen as something separate from developments in rural national schooling, 

reinforcing the separation of urban and rural Komi identities. 

6.2 The future of Komi elites and revival. 

- Lyuba - About 2 years ago in our institute [Peduchilishche No.2], the Komi section 
suddenly became very strong and vocal. Anything that they wanted, they received. 
- P.F. - Why? 
- Lyuba - You tell me why? They were just the right conditions at the time. There has 

183 



always been a Komi section, but suddenly the students could have any job that they 
wanted, they were in great demand. Now things have calmed down, they aren't as strong 
as before, there's not as much money. Things are back to normal. (fn96: 11.3-4) 

6.2.a Is there a Komi ethnic revival? 

There is a Komi movement- a 'revival' - but it is not the unifying force that Komi would 

like to see. I argue that it cannot be seen in purely instrumentalist terms - most Komi are not 

simply using ethnicity as a leverage to gain access to resources, despite such demands from the 

nationalists of Dor"yam As 'nymos. The leadership of the KVSK has not vehemently pressed for 

economic concessions, and curiously it has not included economic or business elites on its 

agenda. Krotov (1997) has noted the lack of ethnic Komi involvement in the new marketplace, 

which stands in stark contrast to the movements in other republics of Russia (Perepelkin, 1992 

on Tatarstan; Vitebsky, 1990 on Sakha), minority regions in the West (Kikas, 1997 on Scotland; 

Nuttall, 1992 on Greenland), and the land claims process initiated by aboriginal peoples around 

the world (Northern Perspectives, 1990 on Nunavut): economic sovereignty has been just as 

zealously sought as political sovereignty. Why the Komi movement has not followed the same 

path used by dozens of groups across the former Soviet Union is a question that Komi themselves 

do not even understand, though it is recognised. One of the most common responses that I heard 

indicates a sense of fatalism among Komi, that the situation is beyond their control: "There is 

a feeling ... here, but it's not like elsewhere in the world, in Chechnya. It's not in our character -

perhaps it's the cold?" (Kat'o, fn96:12.23-24). A more likely answer is the degree to which the 

current movement has modelled itself on the zyryanizatsiya process of the 1920s: The Komi 

movement has been inspired by the notion introduced under perestroika that everything was 

better in this period. At that time, zyryanizatsiya was forcibly ended because it threatened 

Russian control. Have Komi themselves restricted their aspirations in order to avoid the same 

fate? 

Another important feature of the current Komi ethno-political course is that what is 

commonly referred to as 'Komi ethnic revival', is perhaps better described as two separate 

revivals - an urban Komi one aimed at gaining access into the organs of power on an equal level 

to the formerly-dominant Russian population, while the rural Komi revival is in terms of socio

economic renewal4
• In the case of the former group, their enthusiasm at taking up the cause of 

4 Priestly also discusses this division in ethnic movements (1996: 397). 
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revival has caused some to inadvertently forget what it is all about - a Komi revival, something 

for all Komi including those in the villages. Yet some urban Komi, in the state apparatus, the 

Komi Science Centre, the university and elsewhere, are making significant contributions to the 

movement, as their work on the language, ethnography, or history is all an important part of the 

revival. The similarity between the two groups is that neither are willing to achieve their aims 

by denying their self-perceived Komi identity. What is interesting is that this identity is not 

necessarily the same for both groups and it is for this reason that I have avoided using the 

category of 'the Komi' throughout this paper. Despite the fact that the movement uses it in its 

rhetoric, from the evidence presented above this all-encompassing category may be deconstructed 

most fundamentally into urban and rural sub-categories - a single basic Komi movement may 

exist in the form of the Congresses and the KSVK, but a unified Komi people does not exist. 

And even the first assumption is no longer true, as at the Fifth Congress in December 1997 

Dor "yam As 'nymos refused to participate or to recognise the KSVK for the first time. At this 

same Congress, the Komi political elite passed a motion that changed the name of the committee. 

The committee informed delegates that no longer was 'revival' needed- it decided that the Komi 

people had already 'revived' - so a new name to reflect the new Komi political position was 

adopted: the Ispolkom Komi Naroda, the Executive Committee of the Komi People (Bobrakov, 

1997). While the new term 'Executive Committee' may better reflect urban Komi's political 

aspirations, to rural Komi the suggestion that their economic, social, and cultural lives have 

already been 'revived' must have come as a surprise, if not an insult. While the current Komi 

revival is not in any danger of disappearing, it is becoming more fragmented. 

6.2.b The future of Komi within a federal Russia. 

Thus the future of Komi, their cultural and political movement, and the republic that bears 

their name is left somewhat uncertain. There is still the possibility that the current urban Komi 

leadership may realise in time that it must make changes to its programme to reconcile rural 

interests. Indeed, rural Komi patiently continue to listen to the urban agenda for as one official 

in Kulomdin conceded, "You don't learn overnight when you' have had 70 years of promises" 

(Karmanov, fn96: 12.61 ). Yet others fear that the leadership is constrained by what it knows as 

are the limitations and reality of the current ethno-political situation (Maksimov, fn95:8.39). The 

minorities of Russia can and do measure themselves against what they observe minorities of 

particularly Western Europe to have achieved, often without taking into account the long struggle 
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revival has caused some to inadvertently forget what it is all about - a Kami revival, something 

for all Komi including those in the villages. Yet some urban Komi, in the state apparatus, the 

Komi Science Centre, the university and elsewhere, are making significant contributions to the 

movement, as their work on the language, ethnography, or history is all an important part of the 

revival. The similarity between the two groups is that neither are willing to achieve their aims 

by denying their self-perceived Komi identity. What is interesting is that this identity is not 

necessarily the same for both groups and it is for this reason that I have avoided using the 

category of 'the Komi' throughout this paper. Despite the fact that the movement uses it in its 

rhetoric, from the evidence presented above this all-encompassing category may be deconstructed 

most fundamentally into urban and rural sub-categories - a single basic Komi movement may 

exist in the form of the Congresses and the KSVK, but a unified Komi people does not exist. 

And even the first assumption is no longer true, as at the Fifth Congress in December 1997 

Dar"yam As'nymos refused to participate or to recognise the KSVK for the first time. At this 

same Congress, the Komi political elite passed a motion that changed the name of the committee. 

The committee informed delegates that no longer was 'revival' needed - it decided that the Komi 

people had already 'revived' - so a new name to reflect the new Komi political position was 

adopted: the Ispalkam Kami Narada, the Executive Committee of the Komi People (Bobrakov, 

1997). While the new term 'Executive Committee' may better reflect urban Komi's political 

aspirations, to rural Komi the suggestion that their economic, social, and cultural lives have 

already been 'revived' must have come as a surprise, if not an insult. While the current Komi 

revival is not in any danger of disappearing, it is becoming more fragmented. 

6.2.b The future of Komi within a federal Russia. 

Thus the future of Komi, their cultural and political movement, and the republic that bears 

their name is left somewhat uncertain. There is still the possibility that the current urban Komi 

leadership may realise in time that it must make changes to its programme to reconcile rural 

interests. Indeed, rural Komi patiently continue to listen to the urban agenda for as one official 

in Kulomdin conceded, "You don't learn overnight when you have had 70 years of promises" 

(Karmanov, fn96:12.61). Yet others fear that the leadership is constrained by what it knows as 

are the limitations and reality of the current ethno-political situation (Maksimov, fn95 :8.39). The 

minorities of Russia can and do measure themselves against what they observe minorities of 

particularly Western Europe to have achieved, often without taking into account the long struggle 
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that Saami, Welsh, Catalans and others fought to gain concessions. And as Khazanov notes, not 

even in the so-called 'democratic West' do all minorities enjoy linguistic or cultural equality 

(1995: 104-105). 

This reality that the ethnic leadership faces was acknowledged in Markov's address to the 

delegates of the Fourth Congress in 1995. He stated that Komi are living in a unified state - the 

Russian Federation - and despite early signals, direct links between central authorities and the 

Komi movement had not been established due to what in Markov's opinion was " ... because 

federal power is not ready and has no wish to do so" (Markov, 1995: 3-4). This in tum has meant 

that the KVSK has been forced to deal exclusively with the republican authorities, who at best 

have been tolerating the Komi movement while all the time, pursuing its own programme of 

'nation-building', the attempt to decouple ethnic identity and territoriality while constructing a 

new, de-ethnicised identity common to all inhabitants in the republic (Lynn and Fryer, 1998). 

This is similar to what the Austrian Marxists promoted in the early part of this century (see 

Kaiser, 1994: 398), but which was eventually rejected by Lenin in favour of the programme of 

ethno-federalism, the remains of which we have today in Russia. While the Komi leadership has, 

as of yet, not strongly objected to the situation in the republic, there is presumably a breaking 

point that may be reached if its demands are not met: 

When the consequences of a divorce appear worse than the short-comings of preserving 
the marriage, political nationalism may be absent or aimed at other objectives. Yet in 
order for this to happen, there must be the certainty or hope that the cultural, economic, 
and to some extent even political goals of ethnic nationalism are compatible with the 
multi-ethnic state, and that the given ethnic minority can have a real voice in the political 
process, at least in its own part of the country" (Khazanov, 1995: 110). 

It will not be easy to dispel the belief that Komi themselves should be dominant in their ancestral 

homeland, their Komi mu - this is more than an 'instrumentalist' attempt to establish competitive 

advantage, and as Kaiser rightly acknowledges, it is also a reflection of a more deep-seated, 

emotional attitude to the 'ancestral' homeland that is widely found across Russia (1994: 198). 

That FUF is not a complete success does not necessarily mean the end of the Komi 

movement to gain entry to the upper echelons of power. As a Sakha colleague informed me, 

"just because Komi are not going to FUF does not mean that there are not other ways to create 

political elites. FUF may fail, but the search for political elites will continue" (personal 

communication, 1997). This statement can be supported on the basis of a number of 

observations. Marcus ( 1983a: 20) found that leaderships that lack a necessary population base 

to support it will still manage to create elites through their prolonged practice of elite functions. 
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Lane (1988: 14) similarly points out that under the Soviets, many groups who were originally 

dependent upon the party to provide their elites eventually turned to within themselves and their 

own heritage to overcome problems - both authors are pointing out the ingenuity of the peoples 

of Russia, that there is some unnamed mechanism that begins to produce the elites without a 

formal effort. This may be the case with Komi, and it must be remembered that the KVSK is not 

the sole organisation operating within the Komi community. Informal groups, such as Dor"yam 

As'nymos, may still find or create a role for themselves in the new political order in the republic -

Marcus stresses the importance of these informal organisations as potentially providing the 

counter-elites to the generally accepted group in power (Marcus, 1983b: 42). 

To some extent, Komi have had some success in gaining a foothold in power, though not 

to the same extent as the peoples of the former union republics - this is complicated by the 

competing claim of the Russians to their 'homeland' - this piece of Russia. This corresponds to 

similar successes of ethno-linguistic minorities in the 'West', such as the Welsh or the Catalans, 

who have been active for many years before gaining these concessions. In the Komi case, their 

demands will only be met as long as the republic survives the economic chaos found across 

Russia's regions. So as long as the oil and gas industry continues to produce the revenues, some 

of these funds will find their way into ethnic Komi projects. The movement is also influenced 

by those trends going on in other republics of Russia. Just as the autonomous republics copied 

the declarations of sovereignty of the union republics in the late 1980s-early 1990s, Komi cannot 

help but to compare their own progress to the other titular peoples of Russia's 20 other republics. 

For, " ... while each nation is unique, the behaviour of members from one nation is influenced by 

the experiences of members from another" (Kaiser, 1994: 29). The fate of Russia continues to 

decide that of Komi, interfering with their 'ethnic revival'. Hopefully, included in the future that 

Russia makes for herself will be a distinct place for Komi, for Komi themselves cannot imagine 

a future outside of Russia. 
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Appendix 1 - Komi vital statistics, 1989. 

Ethnic Komi in the RSFSR, 1989: population distribution and native language use. 

native language Fluent in 
Komi number Komi as a 

Komi Russian other second lang. 

TOTAL 336,309 238,880 97,141 288 18,727 

Total male 149,652 104,035 45,479 138 7,921 

Total female 186,657 134,845 51,662 150 10,806 

URBAN 163,823 91,471 72,195 157 13,900 

Urban male 69,844 36,322 33,454 68 5,764 

Urban female 93,979 55,149 38,741 89 8,136 

RURAL 172,486 147,409 24,946 131 4,827 

Rural male 79,808 67,713 12,025 70 2,157 

Rural female 92,678 79,696 12,921 61 2,670 
Source: Jtogi vsesoyuznoy perepisi naseleniya !989 goda. Tom VII - natsional'nyy sostav naseleniya SSSR. 

Chast' I (1990). Moscow: Statisticheskiy komitet Sodruzhestva Nezavisimykh Gosudarstv. 

Ethnic Komi in the Komi Republic, 1989: population distribution and native language use. 

native language Fluent in 
Komi number Komi as a 

Komi Russian other second lang. 

no. % no. % no. % no. % 

TOTAL 291,542 216,785 74.4 74,690 25.6 67 .02 14,856 5.1 

Total male 130,068 94,621 72.7 35,415 27.2 32 .02 6,321 4.9 

Total female 161,474 122,164 75.7 39,275 24.3 35 .02 8,535 5.3 

URBAN 136,412 79,383 58.2 56,990 41.8 39 .03 11,102 8.1 

Urban male 58,096 31,385 54.0 26,694 45.9 17 .03 4,596 7.9 

Urban female 78,316 47,998 61.3 30,296 38.7 22 .03 6,506 8.3 

RURAL 155,130 137,402 88.6 17,700 11.4 28 .02 3,754 2.4 

Rural male 71,972 63,236 87.9 8,721 12.1 15 .02 1,725 2.4 

Rural female 83,158 74,166 89.2 . 8,979 10.8 13 .02 2,029 2.4 
Source: Itogi vsesoyuznoy perepisi naseleniya !989 goda. Tom VII - natsional'nyy sostav naseleniya SSSR. 

Chast' 1 (1990). Moscow: Statisticheskiy komitet Sodruzhestva Nezavisimykh Gosudarstv, 148-157. 
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Appendix 2 - Komi in the workforce. 

Total occupation distribution by ethnicity in the Komi ASSR, 1989. 

Total 'white-collar' workforce 

OCCUPATION Total Komi Russians Other groups 

no. % no. % no. % no. % 

TOTAL workforce 716,291 . 100.0 156,432 21.8 400,155 55.9 159,704 22.3 

of this number: 
white-collar 221,566 30.9 46,136 20.8 131,676 59.4 43,754 19.8 
workers 

including: 
government heads 1,504 0.7 441 29.3 832 55.3 231 15.4 

party and social 2,234 1.0 587 26.3 1,249 55.9 398 17.8 
organisations 

industrial heads 11,972 5.4 2,075 17.3 7,157 59.8 2,740 22.9 

engineers and 59,912 27.0 9,074 15.1 38,615 64.5 12,223 20.4 
technicians 

agro- and forestry 2,380 1.1 918 38.5 1,076 45.2 388 16.3 
specialists 

medical 21 ,505 9.7 5,121 23.8 12,548 58.4 3,810 17.8 
professionals 

scientists and 39,258 17.7 10,971 28.0 22,348 56.9 5,939 15.1 
educators 

of this number: 
teachers 16,163 41.2 4,822 29.8 9,056 56.0 2,285 14.2 

literary (incl. print 528 0.2 196 37.1 272 51.5 60 11.4 
media) workers 

cultural workers 4,246 1.9 1,335 31.4 2,232 52.6 679 16.0 

artists 1,962 0.9 319 16.2 1,249 63 .7 394 20.1 

legal professionals 1,343 0.6 263 19.6 878 65.4 202 15.0 

police and security 3,151 1.4 590 18.7 1,745 55.4 816 25.9 

business/ service 10,478 4.7 2,013 19.2 6,237 59.5 2,228 21.3 
industry leaders 

planners and 32,165 14.5 7,657 19.6 18,723 48.0 5,785 14.8 
accountants 

lower management 7,707 3.5 1,588 20.6 4,689 60.8 1,431 18.6 
and secretaries 

housing 1,566 0.7 254 16.2 965 61.6 347 22.2 
management 

administration 19,679 8.9 2,734 13.9 10,862 55.2 6,083 30.9 

miscellaneous 2,679 1.2 819 30.6 1,343 50.1 517 19.3 
Source: Unpublished statistics from the Institute of Ethnography, RAS (Moscow), 17 pp. 
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Total occupation distribution by ethnicity in the Komi ASSR, 1989. 

Total 'blue-collar' workforce 

OCCUPATION Total Komi Russians Other groups 

no. % no. % no. % no. % 

Total workforce 716,291 100.0 156,432 21.8 400,155 55.9 159,704 22.3 

of this number: 
blue-collar workers 494,725 69.1 110,296 22.3 268,479 54.3 115,950 23.4 

including: 
power prod. workers 15,903 3.2 4,211 26.5 8,422 53.0 3,260 20.5 

miners 26,819 5.4 730 2.7 16,163 60.3 9,926 37.0 

metallurgists/metal 85,536 17.3 14,079 16.5 52,446 61.3 19,011 22.2 
workers/machinists 

chemical workers 1,807 0.4 279 15.4 1,159 64.1 369 20.4 

constn. and constn. 41,129 8.3 8,488 20.6 22,351 54.3 10,290 25.1 
materials workers 

forestry workers 15,757 3.2 3,436 21.8 8,013 50.9 4,308 27.3 

pulp and paper 13,851 2.8 3,187 23.0 7,708 55.7 2,956 21.3 
workers 

printing workers 990 0.2 366 37.0 466 47.0 158 16.0 

textile/clothing/fur/ 11,773 2.4 2,403 20.4 6,971 59.2 2,399 20.4 
leather/footwear 

food processing 3,638 0.7 1,146 31.5 1,744 47.9 748 20.6 
workers 

agricultural 33,939 6.9 17,524 51.6 10,821 31.9 5,594 16.5 
workers 

of this number: 
heads of brigades 363 1.1 223 61.4 99 27.3 41 11.3 

fishermen/ hunters 399 0.1 210 52.6 147 36.8 42 10.5 

transport workers 74,689 15.1 14,255 19.1 41,865 56.0 18,569 24.9 

communications · _5,805 1.2 1,867 32.1 2,958 51.0 980 16.9 
workers 

specialised 13,688 27.7 1,745 12.7 8,141 59.5 3,802 27.8 
machine operators 

service/ housing 57,671 11.7 13,899 24.1 30,677 53.2 13,095 22.7 
industry workers 

miscellaneous 91,341 18.5 22,471 24.6 48,427 53.0 20,443 22.4 
Source: Unpublished statistics from the Institute of Ethnography, RAS (Moscow), 17 pp. 



Rural occupation distribution by ethnicity in the Komi ASSR, 1989. 

Rural 'white-collar' workforce 

OCCUPATION Total Komi Russians Other groups 

no. % no. % no. % no. % II ' 

TOT AL workforce 162,773 100.0 76,875 47.2 59,870 36.8 26,028 16.0 

of this number: 
white-collar workers 41,350 25.4 18,531 44.8 15,982 38.7 6,837 16.5 

including: 
government heads 602 1.5 335 55.6 207 34.4 60 10.0 

party and social 576 1.4 343 59.5 180 31.3 53 9.2 
organisations 
heads 

industrial heads 2,132 5.2 994 46.6 791 37.1 347 16.3 

engineers and 6,121 14.8 2,111 34.5 2,931 47.9 1,079 17.6 
technicians 

agro- and forestry 1,453 3.5 703 48.3 543 37.3 209 14.4 
specialists 

medical 3,465 8.4 1,800 51.9 1,284 37.1 381 11.0 
professionals 

scientists and 9,558 23 .1 5,165 54.0 3,426 35.9 967 10.1 
educators 

of this number: 
teachers 4,375 45.8 2,470 56.4 1,499 34.3 406 9.3 

literary (incl. print 66 0.2 41 62.1 18 27.3 7 10.6 
media) workers 

cultural workers 275 3.1 746 58.5 410 32.2 119 9.3 

artists 127 0.3 44 34.6 63 49.6 20 15.8 

legal professionals 172 0.4 76 44.2 59 34.3 37 21.5 

police and security 514 1.2 204 39.7 183 35.6 127 24.7 

business/ service 2,055 5.0 898 43.7 846 41.2 311 15.1 
industry leaders 

planners and 6,826 16.5 3,333 48.8 2,607 38.2 886 13.0 
accountants 

lower management 1,137 2.7 535 47. 1 447 , 39.3 155 13.6 
and secretaries 

housing 287 0.7 112 39.0 126 43.9 49 17.1 
management 

administration 4,982 12.0 1,091 21.9 1,861 37.4 2,030 40.7 

miscellaneous 850 2.1 457 53.8 257 30.2 136 16.0 
Source: Unpublished statistics from the Institute of Ethnography, RAS (Moscow), 17 pp. 
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Appendix 3 - Komi alphabets. 

The Molodtsov Alphabet. 

Aa Bo 'BB . rr dd 
@4a @%7 &I' @% tlf 
d,d~ mm mm. 33 ·9r~ 9, 9. 

{la, ~c ~~ S>a .. 21, ·4~ 
l·i Jj ' KK . JIJI Jb.~ 'MM' 

& ;;·&:c ·~.@AA,~ 
HH ffrHr. Oo · 06 Ilrr -. Pp· 
~ e/t}q ~· (9b $~ $j 
Cc Go TT' ~ yy;qq · 
~ Cc.~r!Jl(m ~ ; °k 
. ·mm . l.UIT( : Ee _. blbI ·. 
· ~ · ~lfo· · ~. ·· 6/u · 

Source: Coates, 1968: 263 

The Modern Alphabet 

Aa Ji6 BB rr ~ Ee Ee ~ 33 HH i Hu 
KK JIJI MM Hu Oo Oo fin Pp Cc TT Yy <l><I> 

Xx I(n: q q Illrn IIJ;m; 'h LILI h 33 IOro .SIH 
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Appendix 4 - Programmes for National and Russian Schools. 

The following two tables are based on the teaching programmes for the 1996-1997 

academic year provided by the deputy director of the Kulomdin school. The programmes are 

based on the Komi Ministry of Education's recommendations issued for the 1993-1994 academic 

year and according to her own experience, the deputy director suggests that most of the rural 

schools have adopted similar programmes. Table A is the curriculum for schools following the 

national, or Komi-language, programme, while Table B gives that for schools following the usual 

Russian programme. As a large school providing both programmes under the same roof, 

problems arise in balancing the number of hours between the two programmes: especially in the 

first four years, Komi language programme students are meant to have more hours than their 

Russian programme schoolmates. However, due to lack of classrooms and teachers, as well as 

the desire to maintain balance between the two programmes, this school finds it necessary to 

stray from the set programme. The difficulties also have lead to several inconsistencies, whereby 

children in the Russian programme are receiving more hours of instruction on the 'Culture of the 

Komi' than Komi programme students, who are at the same time receiving more hours of 

Russian language and literature in the final two years of school than their Russian programme 

classmates. 



Table A - The 'National' (Komi language) Programme. 

Number of hours / week/ grade. 
Subject 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

Komi language/ lit. 5 6 6 6 6 5 4 4 

Russian language 4 5 7 7 6 5 4 3 

Russian literature 0 0 0 0 3 3 2 2 

Foreign lang. (Eng.) 0 0 0 0 3 2 2 2 

Environmental studies 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 

History 0 0 0 0 2 2 2 2 

Hist. of Komi region 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0.5 

Law 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Social studies 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Intro. to economics 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Mathematics 4 4 4 4 5 5 5 4 

Information studies 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Natural world studies 0 0 0 1 1 1 0 0 

Geography 0 0 0 0 0 2 2 2 

Geo. of Komi region 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Biology 0 0 0 0 0 2 2 2 

Physics/ astronomy 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 2 

Chemistry 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 

Music 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 

Applied art 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 

World/ Komi cultures 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Drafting 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 

Physical education 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 

OBZh* 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Workshop 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 

Sub-total republic- 20 22 24 24 32 32 32 30.5 

wide programme 

Local (rayon) content 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 2.5 

Optional hours 2 0 0 0 0 0 2 2 

TOTAL 22 22 24 24 32 33 35 35 

SHOULD BE 26 25 27 27 32 33 35 35 
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Table B - The Russian language Programme. 

Number of hours / week/ grade 
Subject 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

Russian language 9 10 12 11 7 6 5 3 2 0.5 0.5 

Russian literature 0 0 0 0 3 3 3 2 3 4 4 

Lit. of Komi region 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0.5 0 

Foreign lang. (Eng.) 0 0 0 0 3 3 3 3 2 2 2 

Mathematics 4 5 5 6 5 5 5 4 4 3 3 

Environmental studies 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Natural world studies 0 0 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Geography 0 0 0 0 0 2 3 2 2 2 0 

Geo. of Komi region 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0.5 0 0 

Biology 0 0 0 0 0 2 2 2 2 1 2 

Physics/ astronomy 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 2 2 3 3 

Chemistry 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 2 2 2 

History 0 0 0 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 

Hist. of Komi region 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0.5 0.5 0 0 

Law 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 

Social studies 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 2 

Intro. to economics 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 2 

Music 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 

Applied art 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 

Drafting 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 

World/ Komi cultures 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 1 

Physical education 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 

OBZh* 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 1 

Workshop 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 

Sub-Total republic- 20 22 24 24 27 29 Jl 28.5 31 28.5 28 
wide programme 

Local (rayon) content 0 0 0 0 2 1 1 3.5 2 3.5 4 

Optional hours 2 2 2 2 3 3 3 3 3 6 6 

TOTAL 22 24 26 26 32 33 35 35 36 38 38 

SHOULD BE 22 24 26 26 32 33 35 35 36 38 38 
*OBZh (Osnovy bezopastnosti zhiznedeyatel'nosti) is a class to prepare boys for military service. 
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Appendix 5 - The Anketa. 

QUESTIONNAIRE 
INSTRUCTIONS FOR COMPLETION 

The questionnaire must be completed alone, without consultation with others. If it is necessary, 
more than one answer may be given. Individual results will not be revealed, the group and dean of 
the faculty will only be presented with the final group's results. The results are only to be used in 
future academic work. 

1. Sex 

2. Place of Birth 
Komi Republic A. Yes B. No 

a) Syktyvkar 
b) rural settlement 
c) other city 

3. Nationality 

4. Nationality of Parents A) Mother 

QUESTIONS 

B) Father 

Thank you (in Kami) 
Paul Fryer 

5. If your parents are of different nationalities, why did you choose the above nationality? 

6. Does the nationality of your partner matter to you before you would consider marriage? 
A. Yes B. No Why? 

7. Your Native Language 

8. Level of Komi Language 
a)spoken 
b)read 
c)written 
d)comprehension 

I.none 2.poor 3.average 4.good 5.fluent 
I.none 2.poor 3.average 4.good 5.fluent 
I.none 2.poor 3.average 4.good 5.fluent 
I.none 2.poor 3.average 4.good 5.fluent 

9. If your native language is Komi, where do you use it? 
I.Everywhere 2.Home 3.Dormitory 4.0nly in Komi classes 5.Nowhere 6.0ther 

10. If your native language is Komi, with whom do you use it? 
I.Mother 2.Father 3.Grandmother 4.Grandfather 5.Siblings 6.Friends 7.0ther 

11. Do you want your children to be able to speak Komi? 
A. Yes B. No Why? 

12. If Komi is not your native language, where do you use it? 
I.Everywhere 2.Home 3.Dormitory 4.0nly in Komi classes 5.Nowhere 6.0ther 

13. If Komi is not your native language, with whom do you use it? 
I.Mother 2.Father 3.Grandmother 4.Grandfather 5.Siblings 6.Friends 7.0ther 
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14. Did your school teach Komi? A. Yes B. No 

15. If "Yes", from and until what class? 
A. Komi grammar 
B. Komi literature 

16. How many years did you study Komi? 
A. Komi grammar 
B. Komi literature 

17. Did you always have sufficient printed materials/literature for the study of Komi? 
A. Yes B. No 

18. If "No", what types of materials were not sufficient? 

19. In your opinion, should Komi be made a compulsory course for all schools in the Komi 
Republic? A. Yes B. No 

20. If "Yes", from and until what class? 
A. Komi grammar 
B. Komi literature 

21. If "No", why not? 

22. Do you read Komi-language literature, other than that necessary for university courses? 
A. Yes B. No 

23. If "Yes", what? 
I.Newspapers 2.Magazines 3.Books 4.0ther 

24. Do you know anything about the law "On state languages of the Komi Republic"? 
A. Yes B: No 

25. Do you think that the law takes sufficiently strong measures? 
A. Yes B. No Why? 

26. Why did you enter the Regional Studies (regionovedeniye) Programme? 

27. Which is the most difficult course for you? 

28. Which is the most int~resting course for you? 

29. Should all of the lectures of Regional Studies be only taught in Komi? 
A. Yes B. No Why? 

30. In your opinion, is it possible to teach all of the lectures of Regional Studies in Komi? 

31 . What would you like to work as after finishing university? 

32. Where would you like to live and work after finishing university 
- in Syktyvkar/the city or in the countryside? 
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