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MAJORITIES AND MINORITIES IN POST-

SOVIET SPACE. CONTINUITY AND CHANGE 
 

The concepts of ‘majority’ and ‘minority’ are challenging t erms to define in a clear and 

precise manner, especially in the unique environments of post-Soviet space. Linking the 

definitional complexities of ‘majority’ to the post -Soviet and postcolonial condition, this 

paper examines the majority-minority dynamics through the lenses of the fluidity of 

groups, the interaction of communities and the power differentials between communities.  

In doing so, the paper analyses cases from two post -Soviet countries. First, the case of 

Russia illustrates contentious identification of majority and minority communities, where 

an alternative vocabulary for definition of ‘minority’ and ‘majority’ emerged along with 

alternative understanding of related concepts. Second, the case of Tajikis tan looks at the 

interplay of majority-minority concepts and discusses how the Russian community as a 

former ‘political majority’ adjusts to its new status of non -dominant group, while the 

Tajik community becomes the single subject of the nation -building policies.     

 

                               Federica Prina 

Aziz Berdiqulov 

November 2018 

ECMI Working Paper # 105 

1. Introduction 

While many have reflected upon the 

definition of ‘minority’, the concept of 

‘majority’ can be less self-evident than one 

may expect. Specific complexities emerge in 

the post-Soviet space, as a region that is 

simultaneously post-Soviet/Communist and 

postcolonial. In this paper we explore the 

juxtaposition of the concepts of majority and 

minority, particularly stemming from 

processes of colonisation (with reference to 

colonisers and colonised).  

After briefly examining the complexities 

surrounding the definition of ‘majority’, the 

paper outlines a number of factors that affect 

the interaction of the notions of ‘majority’ 

and ‘minority’, linking them to the post-

Soviet/postcolonial condition. Majority-

minority and postcolonial dynamics are 

analysed from the point of view of: the 

fluidity of groups; the interaction of 

communities (the ‘fluidity of relations’); and 

power differentials between communities.  

The paper subsequently looks at two case 

studies from the post-Soviet space. First, it 

considers the case of Russia, where the 

identification of majority and minority 

communities has been particularly 

contentious, with a blurring of the imaginary 
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contours around the two groups. Russians are 

the country’s ‘majority’, although they 

constitute a numerical minority in some 

regions of the country. Russia has developed 

an alternative vocabulary to that of ‘majority’ 

and ‘minorities’, along with alternative 

understandings of related concepts; some are 

linked to Soviet legacies, having emerged 

against a background of Soviet nationalities 

policies.  

Second, the paper analyses the interplay of 

majority-minority concepts in another post-

Soviet state, Tajikistan. The country was 

chosen as one where colonising measures 

(and the effects of the Soviet 

‘institutionalisation’ of nationhood1) have 

been particularly impactful, with much of its 

ethnic identity construction taking place 

during the Soviet period. Moreover, 

Tajikistan is a particularly salient case in light 

of the civil war that took place in the early 

post-Soviet period, with mass mobilisation 

along ethnic lines. As in other post-Soviet 

countries outside Russia, ethnic Russians in 

Tajikistan represent a numerical minority – 

but are also a former (de facto) ‘political 

majority’ as the Soviet Union’s dominant 

group. Tajikistan’s historical trajectory as a 

post-Soviet state adds to the complexity of 

the evolution of the concepts of ‘majority’ 

and ‘minority’, including though nation-

building driven by an authoritarian 

leadership. In analysing the cases of Russia 

and Tajikistan, we take into account 

historical legacies, with considerations on 

imperial and Soviet periods.  

Imagining ‘communities’ (and their 

interaction) is, clearly, a simplification: it 

tends to force our understanding of majorities 

and minorities as bounded, and acting as 

‘entities’, rather than as a set of independent 

individuals more or less associating 

themselves to the idea of a community. 

Malakhov and Osipov consider it 

problematic when social categories 

employed to ‘describe reality’ come to be 

perceived as ‘real’.2 The same authors warn 

against a widespread tendency towards 

‘cultural determinism’, or the reification of 

ethnicity by conceptualising groups in 

essentialist terms. Similarly, Benhabib 

criticises the fact that ‘whether in politics or 

in policy, in courts or in the media, one 

assumes that each human group “has” some 

kind of “culture” and that the boundaries 

between these groups and the contours of 

their cultures are specifiable and relatively 

easy to depict.’3 She challenges the view that 

cultures may be reduced to ‘clearly 

delineable wholes’, arguing instead for a 

dynamic model of culture.4 In light of this 

anti-essentialist argument, in this paper we 

refer to ‘communities’ and ‘groups’ with 

caution, while keeping their complexity in 

mind.5  

Defining a ‘majority’?  

The (so far) insurmountable difficulties in 

reaching a universally accepted definition of 

‘minority’ are well-known.6 The lack of a 

definition clearly has implications both on 

the right-holders and the duty-bearers, 

causing the rights of minority communities 

and the responsibilities of states to remain 

nebulous.7 We leave the details of this 

discussion aside; suffice it to say that 

tentative definitions of ‘minority’ have led to 

particular perceptions of minority 
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communities (for example, as vulnerable 

groups8).  

The most prominent working definition of 

‘minority’ is by Francesco Capotorti, former 

UN Special Rapporteur on the Sub-

Commission on the Prevention of 

Discrimination and Protection of Minorities. 

It described a ‘minority’ as: 

                                                                                                                                                   

A group numerically inferior to the 

rest of the population of a State, in a 

non-dominant position, whose 

members - being nationals of the 

State - possess ethnic, religious or 

linguistic characteristics differing 

from those of the rest of the 

population and show, if only 

implicitly, a sense of solidarity, 

directed towards preserving their 

culture, traditions, religion or 

language. (Capotorti 1979) [italics 

added]  

The same qualifying attributes ‘ethnic’, 

‘religious’ and ‘linguistic’ can be found in 

Article 27 of the 1966 UN International 

Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 

(ICCPR), which stipulates: 

In those States in which ethnic, 

religious or linguistic minorities exist, 

persons belonging to such minorities 

shall not be denied the right, in 

community with the other members 

of their group, to enjoy their own 

culture, to profess and practise their 

own religion, or to use their own 

language. 

The same adjectives are also included, inter 

alia, in the title of the 1992 UN Declaration 

on the Rights of Persons Belonging to 

National or Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic 

Minorities. Packer has criticised the use of 

adjectives in the absence of a definition, 

noting that ‘emphasis on the adjectives 

becomes largely irrelevant since they too lose 

their meaning in the absence of the noun: to 

say that something is “green” is not very 

helpful if one has no idea to what it applies.’9 

These complexities have to be, to some 

extent, transcended, and decisions made as to 

whether a community should be recognised 

as a ‘minority’ by a state, for international 

law to be applied and language/minority 

policies formulated.  

Conversely, the definition of a majority 

arguably has few, if any, practical 

implications: its members are not right-

holders or duty-bearers under the 

international minority rights system. The 

state as an institution, rather than the 

‘majority’, has legal responsibilities towards 

national minorities. In practice, state 

structures often comprise influential 

representatives of the majority community. 

On the other hand, affirmative action 

measures, often associated with the 

international minority rights regime, and 

processes of societal integration, mean that 

states can have (or aim to have) high levels of 

inclusiveness. Nevertheless, the concepts of 

minority and majority communities lead to 

specific forms of self-identification, which 

involve individuals positioning themselves 

not only within a community, but also in 

relation (and possibly antagonistically) to 

other communities within the social sphere. 
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The concept of ‘majority’ community seems, 

at first sight, straightforward. It is often the 

community from which the country takes the 

name, and, in most cases, the most populous 

group. Its numerical strength often tends to 

translate into a dominant position in state 

institutions, which may result in control on 

decision-making and resources. There are 

also some anomalous (and rare) situations, by 

which a numerical majority is in fact in a 

subaltern position vis-à-vis the dominant (but 

less populous) group (e.g. Black South 

Africans in apartheid South Africa). Some 

states may have more than one constituent 

nation (e.g. the cases of Switzerland and 

Belgium), and more than a language 

recognised as official at the state level. In 

some instances, a minority that is numerically 

smaller than the majority at the state level 

might have a larger population than the 

majority in particular regions, where 

minority representatives are concentrated. 

International law approaches the condition of 

‘national minority’ in relation to a country in 

its entirety – yet numerical strength at the 

regional level can create varied 

interpretations as to the ‘dominant’ group for 

a particular territorial unit, especially in case 

of regional autonomy.10 

2. What Types of Communities?  
A number of factors are taken into 

consideration in examining the relational 

concepts of majority and minorities: 

a) the fluidity of communities;  

b) the interaction of majority and 

minority communities; 

c) power differentials.  

Fluidity  

The concept of ‘minority’ (like that of 

‘majority’) can be linked to a social category 

or to an individual’s identity.11 In both cases, 

fluidity is the norm – despite the (above-

mentioned) generalised tendency to reify 

ethnic identity and imagine groups as 

separate from each other. In reality, the 

identities of persons belonging to these 

communities are fluid, while the same 

persons also belong to other societal groups – 

linked to age, class, gender, sexual 

orientation, etc – leading to an overlap of 

ethnicity-based and other groups. 

‘Boundaries’ between groups can be 

imagined as circles that are partially 

overlapping and sometimes concentric. 

Thus, communities are far from being 

immutable and bounded: they are fluid and 

historically contingent. The sense of 

mutability is stressed in Brubaker’s view 

that:  

[a] national minority is not simply a 

“group” that is given by the facts of 

ethnic demography. It is a dynamic 

political stance, or, more precisely, a 

family of related yet mutually 

competing stances, not a static 

ethnodemographic condition. [italics 

added]12 

Not only are social categories constructed, 

but also a person’s perception of oneself as 

an individual. This social constructivist 

position highlights the role of social 

processes in shaping identities that are often 

perceived by individuals as ‘deeply 

personal’.13 Meanwhile, a community can be 
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experienced differently by its various 

members.14  

The debate around the definition of 

‘minority’ has focused on the concept of 

minority as a social category (e.g. Capotorti’s 

definition), although the individual aspect is 

also crucial under international law given that 

self-identification as member of a minority is 

a voluntary act.15 In this sense, minorities and 

majorities are made up of individuals who 

share a self-image.  

Interaction and Positionality  

It is not just the group (and its members) that 

is not static, but also relations between 

groups. A majority and minorities are in a 

dialectical relationship to each other. The 

notion of identity and minority – whether as 

a social category or as personal identity – 

necessitates an awareness of the ‘other’, in 

addition to the ‘self’. Indeed, identity is not 

only about what one is, but what one is not: 

self-definition occurs by placing oneself in 

opposition to the ‘other’. This implies ‘a 

tension between the subjective and the 

objective’,16 which often mirrors a 

dichotomous view of society. Through social 

narratives, particularly those carried in the 

media, one becomes aware of how persons of 

other communities perceive one’s own, and 

what characteristics are ascribed to the group. 

Thus, Jackson Preece notes, ‘[s]elf-

identification is always in significant 

measure a response to prevailing 

identification by others (us versus them)’,17 

which leads to a mutual awareness (‘self-

identification’ and ‘other-identification’); she 

concludes that: ‘[B]oth minority (and 

majority) identity is better understood as 

intersubjective, that is at once part shared and 

part idiosyncratic.’18 When we take a 

bidirectional perspective, the majority and 

minorities appear to have a mutually-

constituted relationship (though co-

construction), even though narratives created 

and disseminated by the (members of) the 

dominant group tend to have greater societal 

resonance. ‘Self-identification’ and ‘other-

identification’ are sometimes expressed 

through antagonism and hostility. 

  

Boundaries between (majority and minority) 

communities are often partially blurred by 

the complex and dynamic processes of 

interaction over long periods of time. The 

intersection of communities’ historical paths 

leads to differing interpretations of inter-

group interaction. Moreover, relationships 

between (members of) communities alter 

over time: in some cases, communities might 

move from a situation of ‘national minority’ 

to that of ‘majority’ or vice versa, through 

events such as secession and annexation of 

territories, thereby reversing traditional roles. 

Power and Disempowerment  

The Capotorti definition, cited above, attests 

to the fact that the notion of ‘minority’ tends 

to be associated with disempowerment. In 

light of this, Malloy has suggested referring 

to ethno-linguistic or ethno-cultural 

communities residing within a state as ‘co-

nations’. This notion refers to  communities 

that share the same polity but are not placed 

on a hierarchy within it, or perceived as 

dominant or non-dominant.19 Similarly, 

Nimni argues that if minorities were 
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autonomous and self-sufficient in managing 

their own cultural matters (though a form of 

cultural autonomy) they would be freed from 

the condition of ‘minority’; he posits that 

‘[t]he status of national minorities is a by-

product of a national state that has a 

sovereign national majority’.20 Meanwhile, 

the intersubjectivity referred to above is 

linked by Jackson Preece to power 

differentials: 

Identity per se is taken to be or ought 

to be, a source of individual esteem 

and collective action. Yet the 

predicament of minorities is 

construed as precisely the reverse, a 

situation of individual disesteem and 

collective inaction. […] Whereas 

majorities are imagined as powerful 

(the quintessential insiders), 

minorities are imagined as powerless 

(the quintessential outsiders). [italics 

in original]21 

 

Indeed, minorities tend to be seen as needing 

to overcome a condition of disadvantage.22   

Recognition as a minority can lead to 

empowerment by bestowing a set of rights 

upon persons belonging to the relevant 

community. At the same time, being 

described as a ‘minority’ may automatically 

trigger feelings of vulnerability, particularly 

through patronising attitudes when the state 

embarks upon managing minority issues 

‘from above’. In any case, the existence of 

social categories in all likelihood affects an 

individual’s sense of self-worth, with 

reference to one’s position within a societal 

hierarchy. 

In this context, a power asymmetry manifests 

itself in a tension between the interests of 

minorities and those of the majority. The 

condition of ‘dominance’ is evidenced by the 

fact that the majority is often equated to the 

wider society: that of the majority is a 

‘default’ status, while being part of a 

minority can be often be treated as 

anomalous.  

3. The Post-Soviet/Postcolonial 

Condition 
Interactions between representatives of 

majority and minority groups, power 

differentials and identity politics are made all 

the more intricate by colonial and 

postcolonial dynamics. These considerations 

apply to the former Soviet Union, which is 

both post-Socialist(/Communist) and 

postcolonial(/imperial). Russia’s situation is 

particularly complex: while it colonised other 

regions, it also underwent a form of ‘internal 

colonisation’.23 Etkind considers the Russian 

Empire as having colonised ‘itself’ (in 

addition to annexing new lands) by 

populating areas with low population density 

through resettlement, and exercising 

measures typical of colonial regimes – 

coercion and the ‘exoticizing’ of the 

population.24 In fact, Etkind argues that the 

Russian empire, at the time of the Russian 

revolution, was already postcolonial.25 

Colonial relationships shape empires, whose 

dominant nations accustom themselves to a 

multicultural identity.26 

The Soviet Union started as an anti-

imperialist effort: Lenin treated imperialism 

as the ‘highest stage of capitalism’ through 
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the concentration of capital in the hands of 

fewer and fewer ‘advanced’ countries.27 Yet, 

despite initial ideological underpinnings, the 

Soviet Union’s policies developed to 

resemble forms of colonialism. Thus, 

features of post-communist countries, to 

some extent, converge with those of 

postcolonial countries, with the implication 

that postcolonial theory may be applicable to 

the post-Soviet sphere and – it has been 

suggested – post-communist Eastern Europe 

more broadly,28 as well as some third world 

countries.29 Scholars have referred to the 

Soviet Union as an ‘empire’,30 and Chari and 

Verdery have linked it to imperialism though 

its ‘accumulation by dispossession’, due to 

the imposition of collectivisation upon the 

peoples of the Soviet Union.31  At the same 

time, the Soviet Union differed from Western 

European colonial powers: it aimed not so 

much to accumulate capital but rather to 

control production,32 while also enabling the 

primacy of the Communist Party. The Soviet 

Union was a ‘redistributive power’, rather 

than envisaging the concentration of wealth 

and resources in Moscow.33 Among other 

things, these processes provided the 

foundations for a form of cultural 

imperialism, as well as introducing radical 

socio-political changes in the regions 

annexed to the Soviet Union. The intersection 

of postcolonial and post-socialist approaches 

highlights dynamics that reinforced (or even 

engineered) particular forms of ethnic 

consciousness.34 Such dynamics are linked 

by Chari and Verdery to a colonial situation, 

with the exploitation of particular group 

identities and traditional authorities, in a way 

that contributed to shaping forms of 

(postcolonial) nationalisms.35 

The two ‘posts’ reflect both a sudden rupture 

with the previous period and a 

reconfiguration of a country/nation’s place 

within a broader, international order. In this 

context, Morozov suggests treating Russia as 

simultaneously a coloniser and a subaltern 

actor, engaging in a form of ‘subaltern 

imperialism’: 

[Russia] is almost completely 

dependent on the West in both 

economic and normative terms, and it 

is increasingly trying to justify its 

foreign policy conduct by accusing 

the West of neocolonialism. At the 

same time, Moscow continues to 

engage in imperial pursuits in its 

“near abroad,” explicitly relying on 

the Soviet legacy to secure and 

expand its “spheres of influence.” 

Contemporary Russia’s identity 

critically depends on its 

(post)imperial self-image as a great 

power, where “greatness” is still 

defined by referring to the Soviet 

past. […] Thus, the term “subaltern 

empire,” used by a number of writers 

to describe Russia’s ambiguous 

position between the West and its 

own non-European colonies,36 seems 

very appropriate for the study of its 

contemporary foreign policy and its 

domestic repercussions.37 

 

Thus, Russia can be said to have colonised 

other regions (and itself), as well as being in 

a subaltern position vis-à-vis the West. In 

light of this complexity (and interlinkages 

between conditions of former 

colony/coloniser) Morozov argues in favour 
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of abandoning a view ‘of the world as neatly 

divided between (former) empires and 

colonized nations’; rather, he stresses the 

‘hybrid identity’ of the coloniser and 

colonised, resulting in their being ‘co-

constitutive in relation to each other’.38 It is 

not only the coloniser, but also the colonised, 

that participate in shaping events, including 

in the sense that subaltern elites are 

incorporated into power structures through 

co-optation, despite claiming to speak for the 

oppressed populations. This implies 

difficulties in determining whether the voices 

of the (colonised) elites indeed represent 

those of the oppressed population as a whole, 

and its various interest groups.39 Indeed, ‘the 

colonized subject is often able to mimic the 

discourse of the colonizer, thus subverting it 

and making colonial domination a 

profoundly ambiguous phenomenon.’40  

 

Another issue directly stems from 

postcolonial situations: the prestige of 

languages of colonisers (when an ‘imported’ 

language becomes the language of the 

intelligentsia and the administration) versus 

‘local’ languages. It leads to questions of 

‘linguistic justice’,41 and controversies over 

linguistic polices. For example, official 

languages in the Baltic states have been 

referred to as ‘majorized minority 

languages’, or majority languages that 

necessitate the protection normally reserved 

to vulnerable, minority languages. In turn, 

Russian in post-Soviet states outside Russia 

has been seen as possessing the attributes of 

a ‘majorized minority language’ – the 

language of a numerical linguistic minority 

but with the prestige of a dominant 

language.42 This classification is, clearly, also 

linked to power relations. 

Besides postcolonial attributes, the post-

Soviet region is, predictably, affected by a 

number of Soviet legacies. A highly 

significant aspect of such legacies has been 

what Brubaker calls the ‘institutionalization 

of nationhood’ during the Soviet era.43 While 

institutions are not permanent – they have a 

degree of malleability despite being 

inherited44 – ethnic institutions45 played a 

vital role in shaping ethnic consciousness in 

the region.46 They consolidated a perception 

of fixity of ethnicity, including by prescribing 

that ethnicity be recorded in passports and 

other documents. Belonging to a (titular or 

non-titular) ethnic group was effectively 

inherited from parents and perceived as 

permanent and exclusionary. This has meant 

a tendency to essentialise ethnic groups. 

These approaches were not dissimilar from 

the cultural determinism referred to above – 

what Malakhov and Osipov describe as a 

‘static comprehension of culture’, by which 

‘culture is perceived in a folkloristic 

perspective, as a composition of culture and 

norms established by an historical tradition’ 

– resulting in ‘culture’ being equated with 

‘ethnic culture’.’47 Soviet social sciences 

treated natsional’nost’ as ‘ethnic entities of 

high consistency and political potential’, 

though which ‘ethnic particularity’ was 

treated as ‘socially real’.48 Between the 1960s 

and 1980s Soviet scholars analysed ethnicity 

‘as the production of self-reproducing 

collectivities based on self-identification and 

a distinct culture’.49  

Essentialist tendencies are by no means 

exclusively a feature of the (post-)Soviet 
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space.50 Nevertheless, they have certainly 

been a durable and significant aspect of the 

organisation of the social and political 

space.51 Folkloristic events, still very 

common in the post-Soviet context, display 

an idea of ethnicity frozen in the past, 

repeatedly offering the same type of outward 

expression, in the shape of traditional 

costumes and music. Folklore and ethnic 

festivals seem to represent a symbolic 

continuity between ‘then’ and ‘now’, by 

reproducing a group ‘essence’ treated as 

virtually immutable.52  

The approach to ethnic groups developed 

during the Soviet period also included a 

particular terminology and social hierarchies. 

Expressions commonly used derive from 

‘nation’ (natsiya and natsional’nost’; the 

latter (or ‘nationality’) is close to the English 

meaning of ‘ethnic group’53). Another 

expression (of Slavic, rather than Latin, 

origin) is narod (a people), along with a 

cluster of other expressions, such as ‘ethnic 

community’ (etnicheskaya obshchnost’), or 

simply etnos.  

Another consequence of the 

institutionalisation of nationhood, which still 

has an impact today, has been its 

incorporation into the Soviet federal structure 

(the ‘territorialisation’ of ethnicity). This 

implied the creation of an ethnic form of 

federalism, by which the main ethnic groups 

were ‘assigned’ particular territories (which 

came to be viewed, or were reconfirmed, as 

‘homelands’). The link between ethnicity and 

territory is also evident in Stalin’s definition 

of a nation, as a ‘historically evolved, stable 

community based on a common language, 

territory, economic life and psychological 

make-up manifested in a community of 

culture’ [italics added].54 In ethnic regions, 

Soviet nationalities policy employed a form 

of affirmative action, for persons belonging 

to the titular nation to be represented in 

regional administrative bodies (a 

phenomenon known as korenizatsiya, or 

indigenisation). This further contributed to 

linking territory to ethnicity, with particular 

territorial units coming to be considered the 

‘possession’ of specific ethnic groups. 

Integrating post-socialism with 

postcolonialism in the study of the former 

Soviet space highlights the manner in which 

Soviet colonisation led to particular social 

constructs – as well as norms, beliefs and 

narratives – being superimposed to existing 

ones. At the same time, it is important to 

emphasise that such constructs were not just 

passively accepted but also renegotiated by 

the local populations.55 For example, while 

Soviet identity was constructed as areligious, 

religiosity – to some extent – penetrated the 

Soviet sphere, with the Russian Orthodox 

Church developing a modus vivendi that was 

continuously negotiated with state 

structures.56 Similarly, pagan and traditional 

rites survived through the Soviet period, and 

its exponents partially managed to reconcile 

them with Soviet secular practices.57 And in 

the Tajik Soviet Socialist Republic, regional-

based solidarity networks lingered 

throughout Soviet processes of societal 

transformation. Not only Soviet citizens 

renegotiated identity/ies through bottom-up 

processes, but instances of cultural cross-

fertilisation also predated the Soviet period. 

With reference to the Tatars, Bowring notes 

that: ‘If Muscovy conquered the Tatars, the 
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Tatars thoroughly penetrated their 

conquerors. The Tatar-Turkic heritage is 

found throughout the Russian language and 

Russia’s cultural heritage.’58 

4. The Russian Federation  
It has already been noted how Russia’s 

historical legacies are relevant to this paper. 

With reference to its imperial (and 

colonising) past, the Russian empire 

developed as a highly diverse one – as multi-

ethnic and multi-confessional, and seemingly 

boundary-less. The Russians have imagined 

themselves as a nation at the centre of a 

multi-ethnic mosaic of communities, and the 

principal constituent nation in an empire (and 

Soviet Union). It has been argued that post-

Soviet Russia is still affected by an imperial 

mentality.59 Postcolonial (and majority-

minority) dynamics are rendered more 

complex by the fact that, as noted, Russia has 

colonised not only new, annexed lands, but 

also ‘itself’.  

Meanwhile, the Soviets’ institutionalisation 

of nationhood continues to have an impact on 

ethnic consciousness. While (following 

international practice) minority status in 

Russia is now linked to self-identification 

rather than one’s ethnic background,60 a 

tendency to essentialise ethnicity persists. 

Ethnicity continues to be often perceived as 

an ‘anthropological constant’61: it is at the 

basis of the construction of categories 

employed to define social and political 

space,62 and may also be used as a social 

resource.63  

Post-Soviet Russia incorporates both an 

essentialist approach to ethnicity and a 

language of multi-ethnicity. On the one hand, 

ethnicity has become less salient than during 

the Soviet Union; its levels of 

institutionalisation have decreased (for 

example, it is no longer included in 

documents). On the other, the focus has 

primarily been placed on the idea of multi-

ethnicity: an individual’s self-identification 

takes place in the context of a social reality 

that tends to be presented as multiple ethnic 

communities interacting with one another.64 

This has led to inter-ethnic issues being 

perceived primarily from the point of view of 

‘groups’ rather than individuals,65 along with 

the notion of an order regulating (and 

maintaining a balance between) various 

groups. According to Osipov, this is the 

reason why instances of ethnic discrimination 

are for the most part excluded from the public 

discourse, while societal narratives are 

imbued with notions of ‘ethnic development’ 

and the promotion of harmonious inter-ethnic 

relations.66 Perceptions at least partially 

deriving from Soviet legacies lead to 

particular political outlooks, as well as 

providing a frame for public discussion. 

Terminology: ‘Nationality’ and 

‘Minority’  

Ethnic groups in Russia do not tend to be 

referred to as ‘minorities’; rather – as in the 

Soviet period – the expressions ‘nation’, 

‘nationality’ (nastionalnost’) and narod tend 

to be used, often interchangeably. For 

example, the federal agency responsible for 

inter-ethnic relations is the Federal Agency 

on Nationalities’ Affairs (Federal’noe 

agenstvo po delam nastionalnostei), with 

‘Nationalities’ Affairs’ understood as matters 
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relating to all ethnic communities present in 

Russia. Policies for the management of ethnic 

diversity have been referred to as 

nationalities policy (natsional’naya 

politika).67 Narod is used, for example, in the 

title of the Law on Languages of the Peoples 

[narody] of the Russian Federation (zakon ‘O 

yazykakh narodov RF’). 

Other expressions that frequently emerge 

from the legislation and official discourses 

are ‘ethnic development’ and ‘inter-ethnic 

relations’. For example, the 1996 Federal 

Law on National Cultural Autonomy (NCA 

Law)68 refers to ‘national-cultural 

development’ (preamble), ‘development of 

national [ethnic] culture’ (Articles 13-14), 

and the ‘development of national (native) 

languages and national culture’ (Articles 5, 7, 

among others). The idea of a community’s 

‘development’ (or that of its language and 

culture) highlights the group-oriented 

dimension of inter-ethnic relations. 

As during the Soviet period, the principal 

attribute employed for the most basic 

classification of nationalities is their status as 

titular (titul’nye natsii) or non-titular. Titular 

nationalities continue to be associated to 

‘ethnic regions’, generally named after them. 

Such groups had a number of advantages 

during the Soviet period: (some) autonomy, 

korenizatsiya, and the sense of a ‘homeland’ 

(often viewed as an ‘embryonic state’). In 

post-Soviet Russia, titular nationalities, 

through their ethnic republics, still benefit 

from a range of rights, such as the right to 

have their regional constitutions and official 

languages.69 Communities are also divided 

between ‘native’ (autochthonous – korennye) 

and ‘non-native’, with a commonly accepted 

idea of a hierarchy,70 resulting in a perception 

of ‘superiority’ of titular and autochthonous 

groups over other communities. The link 

between ethnicity and territory is a reason 

why titularity (and being regarded as an 

autochthonous community in a particular 

region) is still considered of paramount 

importance. The notion of an ethnic republic 

as a titular group’s ‘own’ territory further 

derives from the fact that Russia’s titular 

groups have no kin state (and no place that 

can otherwise be identified as a homeland) 

outside Russia. 

At the same time, the rights formally given to 

the republics have brought limited practical 

benefits: the stronger republics (with 

bargaining power vis-à-vis the federal centre) 

have been those with populous titular groups, 

and with resources, such as Tatarstan and 

Bashkortostan. And, even in these cases, 

regional autonomy is restricted. For example, 

in Tatarstan the Russian culture and language 

dominate the public sphere.71 Moreover, the 

autonomy of the regions has been reduced as 

President Putin’s centralisation has 

intensified. Organisations with 

representatives from titular groups, and the 

leadership of some republics, have raised 

concerns on the possible loss of the 

constitutional rights deriving from titularity 

due to advancing Russification. Only in a 

small number of cases is the population of 

titular nationalities within ‘their’ ethnic 

republics greater than the segment of the 

population identifying as Russians.72 This 

situation can lead to a conceptual confusion 

as to the ‘majority’ or ‘minority’ in relation 

to a region versus the country as a whole. 

Meanwhile, the fact that titular nationalities 
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treat (or are perceived as treating) these 

regions as ‘their own’ (home)land has at 

times alienated ethnic Russian residents.73    

Besides titular and non-titular nationalities, a 

supplementary category is that of the ‘small-

in-number’ indigenous peoples of the North, 

Siberia and the Far East..74 A total of 46 

indigenous peoples have been designated as 

such,75 and are afforded a set of special rights 

under Russian legislation, particularly with 

regard to the use of land and natural 

resources.76 Indigenous peoples are small and 

dispersed communities, often in a vulnerable 

position.  

The Russian ‘Majority’  

While ethnic Russians in Russia are generally 

not referred to as the ‘majority’, state 

narratives have afforded them a special role 

within Russia’s society. For example, the 

2012 presidential Decree ‘On the Strategy of 

State Nationality Policy of the Russian 

Federation until 2025’,77 states that the 

Russian people (russkii narod) historically 

represent the ‘backbone’ of the union of 

peoples (ethnic communities) within the 

Russian state. Similarly, Putin has argued 

that ‘For centuries, Russia developed as a 

multi-ethnic nation […], a civilisation-state 

bonded by the Russian people [russkii 

narod], Russian language and Russian 

[russkii] culture’.78 Despite this, Russia did 

not develop into a ‘nation-state’, as the Soviet 

Union aimed primarily at creating a supra-

national Soviet identity.79  

In the post-Soviet period, the focus has 

remained on multi-ethnicity,80 although 

Russia has been increasingly perceived as a 

homeland.81. The condition of the Russians 

as a nation that has been denied a form of 

nation-stateness sometimes leads to a longing 

for such power and status. The notion of the 

Russians as a ‘majority-in-waiting’ is 

apparent by the popularity of slogans such as 

‘Russia for the Russians’ and ‘Stop Feeding 

the Caucasus’.82 In this context, power 

differentials can be perceived as not 

sufficiently elevating the dominant group to 

‘satisfactory levels’ of dominance. This 

feeling is exacerbated by the fact that ethnic 

Russians in the Soviet Union were 

simultaneously ‘rulers and victims’.83 In 

particular, ethnic institutions specifically for 

ethnic Russians were not established: while 

ethnic regions were carved out for the main 

nationalities, the Russians were left with – as 

argued by Slezkine – an ‘amorphous’ space 

that was ‘unclaimed’ by others.84 Narratives 

have consequently emerged around the 

notion of the Russians’ sacrifices, the lack of 

‘gratitude’ from (former Soviet) nationalities 

(allegedly helped by the Russians onto the 

road to modernisation), and the Russians’ 

disadvantages during the Soviet period. 

These views have been partially addressed 

under Putin by state-building macro-

discourses that place an emphasis on Russian 

patriotism (disseminated widely given the 

state’s control over the domestic sphere, 

including the media). An accompanying 

notion is that of Russia as a ‘great power’, 

both within the international arena and 

through influence in the post-Soviet region. 

The notion of Russia as a great power 

addresses the loss of status following the 

break-up of the Soviet Union, which also 

shattered the idea of a boundary-less 

Russia/Soviet Union that the Russians could 
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effectively treat at ‘their own’ space. 

Imaginary boundaries for the Russian nation 

treat it as overflowing the Russian 

Federation’s existing administrative borders, 

and encompassing compatriots scattered 

throughout the post-Soviet region.85 

Russia’s Minorities  

Given that the Soviet Union developed its 

own terminology and classifications linked to 

ethnicity,86 the expression ‘minority’ has not 

had a very significant place in the post-Soviet 

context. The expression ‘national minority’ 

was mostly excluded from Soviet discourses, 

resurfacing only in the 1970s and 80s.87 Some 

references in the legislation of the Russian 

Federation are made to ‘national 

minorities’,88 yet the conditions of minority 

is not defined, nor is there a lex specialis on 

‘national minorities’.89 Draft definitions of 

‘minority’ (for minority-related legislation 

that was never adopted) have referred to a 

‘stable ethnic character’ and ‘primordial 

culture’.90   

The term ‘minority’ has been mostly linked 

in Russia to non-titular groups; thus, a 

community may be regarded as a ‘minority’ 

when its members are located outside its 

ethnic regions (e.g. Tatars outside Tatarstan), 

or when it does not have ‘its own’ territory 

within the Russian federation (groups with a 

kin-state outside Russia, such as Tajiks, or no 

kin-state at all, such as Roma).91 In drafts of 

the Law on National Cultural Autonomy 

(NCA)92 the expression ‘minority’ was 

included and was subsequently dropped, so 

that the provisions of the adopted Law 

ultimately applied to all citizens.93 This 

changed in 2003,94 when the Law was 

amended to state that national cultural 

autonomies can be formed by groups ‘in a 

situation of national minority in a particular 

territory’ [italics added] (Art. 1). However, 

the NCA Law has no definition of ‘minority’, 

or what is meant by the expression ‘in a 

situation of national minority’. In practice, it 

has (in most cases) been interpreted in the 

sense described above (non-titular groups, or 

sub-communities of titular nationalities 

outside ‘their own’ territories). The initial 

exclusion of ‘minority’ from the Law, and its 

subsequent inclusion, seems to indicate a 

difficulty in coming to terms with the notion. 

Overall, titular nationalities have not been 

regarded as ‘minorities’, but effectively 

placed at an intermediary stage between the 

Russian majority and ‘regular’ (non-titular) 

minorities. Migrants are at an even lower 

level of the imaginary social ranking – going 

from titular/native, to non-titular/native, to 

non-titular/non-native (but with a traditional 

presence), to migrants (recent arrivals)). 

The link between minority and territory 

means that a-territoriality is effectively 

associated with lower status. Moreover, 

territoriality engenders the assumption that 

persons belonging to a titular group should 

‘ideally’ be in the regions ‘assigned’ to them: 

for example, the representative of a titular 

group from the North Caucasus (e.g. an 

Ingush in Moscow) will tend to be regarded 

as a ‘migrant’ despite holding Russian 

citizenship. This approach highlights an 

expectation that the existing hierarchy (and 

attendant power differentials) are to be 

maintained, through an overlap of ethnic 

categories and the structure of the 
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Federation.95 Similarly, there is a tendency to 

refer to persons originating from Central Asia 

as ‘aliens’, even for those individuals who are 

naturalised Russians and have a long history 

of presence in the country. It results in a 

conflation of the understandings of 

‘migrants’ and ‘minorities’.96 Persons 

belonging to ethnic groups with high levels 

of migration to Russia such as Tajiks are 

routinely labelled exclusively as migrants.97  

Ethnicity-based republics (and other 

administrative units) are not only inhabited 

by titular groups, but are also the place of 

residence of ethnic Russians (and other 

ethnic communities, which can be regarded 

as ‘minorities within minorities’). The fact 

that ethnic Russians are at times considered 

‘minorities’ within these regions can result in 

disagreements on internal policies. Mindful 

of possible tensions, the republics’ 

constitutions (and ethnicity-based 

autonomous districts’ charters), refer to both 

the titular group and the multinational people 

of the region.98 This indicates that – at least 

de jure – there is no power asymmetry 

stemming from a group’s titularity within ‘its 

own’ territory.  

The importance attached to the symbolic and 

practical significance of titularity, with its 

link to a territorial homeland, has often meant 

a rejection of the expression ‘minority’, as 

opposed to terms such as ‘nationality’ or 

narod. In a study recently conducted by the 

University of Glasgow,99 some respondents 

belonging to various (non-Russian) ethnic 

groups rejected the expression ‘minority’. In 

the case of a Tatar respondent (a public 

official) in Moscow, he argued that ‘no narod 

is a minority.’ He likened the expression to 

the implicit belittling of a community’s 

worth, rather than a mere reference to size.100 

Another respondent, from a non-titular 

group, was asked a question concerning the 

(Council of Europe) Framework Convention 

for the Protection of National Minorities 

(FCNM) and its application in Russia. He 

rejected the view that minorities are in need 

of protection, as the treaty’s own title 

suggests, while also noting that ‘minority’ is 

an offensive expression; rather, communities 

– he argued – have themselves adjusted to 

circumstances wherever they resided. Thus, 

he objected to the view that (non-dominant) 

ethnic groups need to be defended while 

instead pointing to these communities’ own 

agency. When the interviewer suggested that 

the expression ‘minority’ related exclusively 

to numerical size (rather than ‘worth’), the 

respondent argued: ‘Compared to what? In 

Tatarstan the Russians are a minority or not? 

Or in Bashkiria are the Russians a 

minority?’101 This approach reveals the 

ambiguous positioning of the Russians vis-à-

vis titular groups at the regional level.  

According to the same study, international 

norms and instruments are often equated to 

Western standards.102 In line with this, the 

expression ‘minority’ itself, particularly 

when applied to titular groups, was treated by 

the respondents as a ‘Western’ import, which 

does not account for the specificities of the 

Russian system, in addition to being 

associated with vulnerability and low 

prestige. In these cases, a sense of patriotic 

pride, linked to a (primarily civic) Russian 

identity seemed to emerge in relation to an 

ideological conflict between Russia and the 

West. It sometimes led to the respondents’ 
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distancing themselves from ‘Western’ 

concepts and norms, and aligning themselves 

with narratives around Russia’s 

exceptionalism – a country with a unique 

history and culture, as well as exceptionally 

high levels of ethno-linguistic diversity. It 

resulted in the view that Russia should follow 

its ‘own path’ in managing diversity, being 

true to its history and traditions, while 

penetration into the Russian system of 

international norms was treated as the 

imposition of a system of exogenous values. 

This approach reflects public narratives 

through which the Russian system of 

diversity management has sometimes been 

portrayed as superior to the ‘Western’ one.103 

More broadly, the ‘West’ has often been 

presented in Russia as repressing spiritual 

values, resulting in its ‘degradation’ and 

‘moral crisis’.104  

By contrast, some respondents in the same 

study did use the expression ‘minority’, in 

relation to non-titular (but also titular) 

nationalities. One example is a representative 

of the World Congress of Tatars, who 

referred to the Tatars as one of Russia’s 

‘national minorities’. 105 This usage has, at 

least partially, a pragmatic reason: employing 

the expression ‘national minority’ contained 

in the FCNM – an international treaty legally 

binding on Russia – enables one to invoke the 

treaty and call on the Russian state to respect 

its international obligations, which inter alia 

involve creating the conditions for the 

promotion of minority languages and 

cultures. This respondent, indeed, stressed 

the importance for Russia to access and 

participate in international mechanisms 

supporting diversity. This shows, once again, 

differing attitudes and interpretations within 

groups, reflecting a range of views on 

identity and power, and who should exercise 

it.106 

5. Tajikistan  
Once the Soviet project of creating a homo 

soveticus was no longer relevant, the concept 

of community identity shifted along with the 

removal of the colonial superstructure: titular 

nations were to be given a majority status in 

line with new nation-building policies of 

independent states. Tajikistan presents an 

illustrative example of nation-building 

attempts, aimed at creating a majority 

community out of a former Soviet titular 

nation as well as demonstration how these 

efforts affected other communities living in 

the country. While Tajiks were adjusting to 

the new status as the country’s majority, the 

Russians, who used to enjoy the status of 

“political” majority during the Soviet era 

literally in all Soviet Republics, faced a 

paradigm shift in their identity too. No longer 

a majority, the Russians of Tajikistan became 

a minority – numerically and politically. In 

the following sections of the paper, we 

analyse the shift from the Soviet to post-

Soviet nation-building in Tajikistan, aimed at 

‘majoritizing’ the Tajik community. We look 

at the resources and tools utilised by the Tajik 

government in attempting to fulfil this task. 

Further, we discuss how the status of the 

Russian community changed in Tajikistan, 

and which response mechanisms to this 

change were developed by members of this 

community.   
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There are several reasons why we will focus 

on the case of Tajikistan in this paper. Firstly, 

Tajikistan, the smallest in terms of territory 

and the poorest country in Central Asia, 

underwent a lengthy Civil War (1992-1997), 

which not only demonstrated the lack of 

social cohesion among communities, but also 

effectively determined the future path for the 

country. The rhetoric of Civil War is still an 

essential component of the official state 

discourse, and politicians often resort to vivid 

depictions of the past conflict not only to 

restrain political opposition or tighten 

freedom of speech, but also to promote the 

Tajik community’s majority status. 

Secondly, Tajikistan is the only country in 

Central Asia where most of the population 

speak Tajik, which is very close to Persian, 

while the Kazakh, Kyrgyz, Turkmen and 

Uzbek languages have Turkic roots. The 

Tajik authorities underlined the Tajiks’ 

unique standing in the region, reiterating their 

Persian origins and their belonging to an 

ancient Persian civilization, as another form 

of nation-building. Thirdly, Tajikistan is an 

authoritarian state and President Emomali 

Rahmon, who has remained in power since 

1994, uses narratives of nation-building 

projects to consolidate and legitimise his 

power and rule. In the country, the President, 

his decisions and speeches are practically the 

sole source to learn about and analyse 

Tajikistan’s policies. For this reason, a brief 

overview of the speeches by the President is 

provided to illustrate the official discourse on 

the Tajik majority and other communities.  

The Tajik Civil War 

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, 

Central Asian states faced the challenge of 

launching nation- and state-building 

processes. In case of Tajikistan, developing a 

national idea that would unite Tajikistan’s 

peoples, and at the same time build a 

consciousness of the Tajik community as 

new majority in an independent state, was 

essential, particularly in light of the country’s 

devastating Civil War of 1992-1997, whose 

aftermath lasted even longer.  

The Civil War was a conflict with multiple 

characteristics and actors. Many scholars 

argue that the Tajik Civil War took place 

because of contradicting political ideologies 

perpetuated by competing groups trying to 

establish their rule over the independent state 

of Tajikistan. Rival parties were represented 

by the Tajik authorities, including the so-

called Popular Front, the Communist Party, 

which enjoyed support from Russian, Uzbek, 

Kazakh and Kyrgyz troops, and the 

opposition of the Islamic Revival party, the 

Democratic Party, “Rastohez” movement and 

the Pamiri party “La’li Badakshan.”  

Started as a rivalry between groups for 

political influence and control over state 

resources and power, the conflict turned into 

a struggle between regional clans. According 

to Akbarzadeh, competing forces embraced 

existing networks and the mobilising forces 

of regionalism, as regional identity appealed 

to consolidated regional-based loyalties.107 

Epkenhans refers to definitions of 

regionalism as “primordial ‘clans’ which 

‘survived’ the Soviet transformation of the 

Tajik society” or “regional-based solidarity 
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networks”, although he advises not to 

overestimate the role of regionalism in the 

Civil War.108  

As noted, ethnicity, unlike religious identity, 

was supported and institutionalised during 

the Soviet regime. Ethnicity became an 

effective mobilisation source, once 

conflicting parties started using nationalist 

rhetoric. Furthermore, conflicting parties 

built ethnic identity upon regional affiliation, 

and a new ethno-regional identity emerged. 

Ethno-regional identity implied that a 

specific ethnic group residing on a particular 

territory was the bearer of a specific political 

ideology.  

The Civil War demonstrated how fragmented 

the Tajik society was. Abashin attributes the 

lack of societal cohesion at the state level in 

Tajikistan to its specific geographical 

conditions, where different communities 

lived in relative isolation from each other, 

and no real interaction happened between 

them, which would have contributed to the 

formation of a nation-wide identity and a 

sense of belongingness.109 Akbarzadeh 

develops this argument, attributing the lack 

of communication between communities to 

the Soviet Union’s resettlement 

campaigns.110 Moreover, the Soviet process 

of institutionalisation of nationhood 

contributed to the lack of social cohesion in 

Tajikistan. Both elites and communities 

perceived ethnic identities as fixed and 

inherited, and this perception had a spill-over 

effect on other identities (religious, regional, 

linguistic, etc.). The resulting perceptions 

and practices further contributed to the lack 

of social cohesion between different 

communities of Tajikistan and created a 

situation in which people would see each 

other as bearers of different identities.   

The Government of Tajikistan faced a very 

challenging task once the conflict was over – 

to develop and implement a nation-building 

policy focused on a civic identity that would 

unite groups disjointed from each other after 

the Civil War and legitimise the rule of the 

incumbent ruler. However, as is shown 

below, this task was never completed as the 

nation-building policies of Tajikistan shifted 

towards ethnicity-based nation-building, 

with two aims; to strengthen the majority 

status of Tajiks, and to legitimise the rule of 

elites.  

The Tajik Majority  

Terminology  

The term “minority” is not widespread in 

defining ethnic communities in Tajikistan. 

This is partly due to the fact that the term was 

not extensively used during the Soviet period, 

as mentioned before. While the term 

occasionally features in official statements by 

the President, other terms such as “national-

ethnic communities” (natsionalno-

etnicheskie obschnosti), “peoples” 

(narodnosti, narod) and “communities” 

(obschnosti, obschestva) and are more 

common in Tajik media or academic works.  

Such incoherence in using different terms can 

be explained by two reasons. First, due to a 

lack of state policy addressing ethnic 

communities, there is no established 

vocabulary on which terms to use. This lack 

might be one of the consequences of 

majority-focused state policies, by which not 
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only the terms to designate minority 

communities were missing, but these very 

concepts seemed irrelevant. Second, ethnic 

community representatives might be 

reluctant to be called “minority”, as 

identification as a minority community was 

never a part of their practice given the 

minimal presence of the term and concept 

under the Soviet regime. In addition, 

community members might perceive the term 

as pejorative and imply that self-

identification as a minority community 

member can potentially single them out from 

the general population. As described 

previously, a titular nation status implies a 

perception of superiority, while identifying 

as a minority community can place group 

members in a subordinate position on various 

levels.  

The consequences of the Civil War might be 

an additional reason for the reluctance of both 

the government and communities to use the 

term “minority.” The conflict led to an 

extreme fragmentation of the population of 

Tajikistan, and rivalries emerged not only 

between majority and minority communities, 

but within those groups. The unwillingness of 

communities to emphasise their different 

identity became an evident response 

mechanism during the turbulent post-conflict 

period in Tajikistan. 

To make the Tajik community a majority, the 

state employed several tools. Firstly, specific 

terms were used to refer to Tajiks; the term 

“nation” is applied exclusively to the Tajik 

community. As discussed by Blakkisrud and 

Nozimova, titles of history books in 

Tajikistan routinely refer to the “Tajik 

nation.”111 As part of the process of 

constructing a majority, “nation” is 

considered the highest status an ethnic 

community can reach. In the official 

discourse, only the Tajik community is 

entitled to be a nation. Tajik President 

Rahmon uses the “Tajik nation” in his 

statements to imply that the community 

existed as a nation “since ancient times” and 

did not change since then as a community, 

possessing the same characteristics of “wise 

and cultured people.”112 

Secondly, to strengthen the majority status, 

Tajiks were contrasted with other ethnic 

communities. Thus, Uzbeks, the second 

biggest ethnic community in Tajikistan, were 

perceived to act as the “constituting other,” a 

message conveyed mainly through history 

books.113 Tajikistan and Uzbekistan have had 

strained relations, which is reflected in state-

sponsored narratives of history. The 

“friendship of the nations” discourse of the 

Soviet times changed to Tajikistan’s 

narratives, almost completely ignoring 

developments in the history of Uzbekistan 

and describing a superior civilization and 

statehood of Tajiks compared to Uzbeks.114 

As a result, Uzbeks were not seen to 

constitute a “nation” and became a 

“diaspora.”115 

The Tajik community is not a homogeneous 

group of people, and different sub-groups 

tend to identify in line with their regional 

origins. Power is not equally distributed 

among Tajiks coming from different regions, 

and representatives of the southern Kulyabi 

Tajiks hold the dominant position, with the 

President at its apex.  
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Nation-Building Policies for the ‘New 

Majority’  

Soviet legacies in constructing a national idea 

and national projects played an important 

role in post-Soviet undertakings by the Tajik 

authorities. The top-down practice of 

commissioning academia to develop official 

narratives and official history, which was 

used by the Tajik elite in newly-independent 

Tajikistan, dates back to the initial phases of 

the Soviet Union, when the regime tasked 

ethnographers, political geographers, and 

other specialists to define categories of 

ethnicity. The understanding of ethnicity as a 

biological notion and a primordial approach 

to defining it migrated to the official Tajik 

discourse from the Soviet ethnography.116  

Recreating the “great past” became the 

primary direction of the Tajik nation building 

policies. The aim of referring to history was 

to provide conditions and as many objective 

reasons as possible for Tajiks to be 

considered a “majority by default.” To fulfill 

the role of historical symbols, the Tajik 

Government introduced national projects 

linked to a) the Samanid dynasty, b) 

Zoroastrianism, and c) the Aryan civilization. 

All three were described as essential parts of 

the Tajik identity. Historical references were 

used to reinvent the titular nation of Tajiks. 

The Samanid state (875-999) is considered 

the first Tajik state by Tajik historians, which 

included territories of Central Asia, 

Afghanistan, and Iran.117 Rahmon often 

stresses the importance of the Samanid era, as 

their rule is considered the time when “sons 

of the nation […] managed to unite Tajik 

tribes and create a state that became famous 

throughout the world.”118 Ismail Samani, one 

of the rulers of the Samanid dynasty, appears 

to be a central figure in the historical context 

and given the role of the ideal leader, who 

managed to unite Tajiks against the external 

threat of Arab conquerors. A selective 

approach to focus exclusively on the 

Samanid dynasty led to ignoring, or 

inaccurate representation of, historical 

events, which took place before and after the 

Samanids’ rule.  

In the religious sphere, official discourses 

have referred to Zoroastrianism, one of the 

most ancient religions which emerged in 

what is now Iran in around 6th century BC.119 

Through alleged close links of Tajikistan to 

the Persian civilization, the official discourse 

now presents Zoroastrianism as a “Tajik 

national product.”120 Zoroastrianism was 

considered a part of the Aryan civilization’s 

cultural heritage. Zoroastrianism was a very 

“comfortable” identity source to use, as it 

presented a pre-Islamic religion, allowing 

promotion of a Tajik identity without 

attaching it to Islam.  

Finally, the Tajik nation was associated to 

Aryan civilization, with two purposes. 

Firstly, it had to demonstrate how ancient the 

Tajik people are; the first mentions of the 

Aryans date back to 1500 B.C.121 Secondly, 

the Aryan civilization was the link between 

Tajiks and ancient Persian civilizations and 

culture. Although Iranians, Indians, and 

Afghans are considered to share the heritage 

of the Aryan culture, Rahmon is very 

categorical in this regard. The President 

states “the world ‘Tajik’ is a synonym of the 

word ‘Aryan’ meaning generous and 

noble.”122 Not only does Rahmon argue that 
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Tajiks were part of the Aryan civilization 

(“for us – peoples of Aryan origin”, “We, the 

descendants of the Aryan culture”); he also 

links Tajiks to peoples of Iran and 

Afghanistan.123 

Russians in Tajikistan: From Majority 

to Minority  

Russians came to Central Asia to work on 

Soviet projects on industrialisation, 

agricultural reforms, education initiatives and 

provide assistance in administration. The 

territory of the Soviet Union practically was 

a “single job market” and citizens could 

travel freely within its borders.124 

The Russian community in the Tajik Soviet 

Socialist Republic (SSR), as well as in other 

Central Asian states and the USSR as a 

whole, was previously a “political majority” 

due to several factors. Supported by the 

central government in Moscow, the Russians 

benefited from several privileges living in 

Tajikistan. They enjoyed education, media, 

cultural events and facilities in Russian; they 

did not have to learn local languages or 

integrate into local societies and adjust their 

lifestyle in any essential regard. Moreover, 

Russians often held high-ranking positions 

and influenced decision-making.  

Several factors contributed to changes in the 

Russian community’s status, as a result of 

which Russians were no longer a political 

majority. Firstly, the most obvious factor is 

the Tajik Civil War. Once the Soviet Union 

collapsed, a large number of Russians started 

migrating to Russia. In Tajikistan, the share 

of Russians who left the country is among the 

biggest in Central Asia: 85% of Russian 

population fled the country because of the 

Civil War, and their percentage  dropped 

from 32.4% in 1989 to 1% of the overall 

population in 2000.125 The local population, 

who had their grievances because of 

Russians’ privileged position, started 

viewing benefits that Russians enjoyed as 

liabilities and adopted a hostile attitude 

towards them. In addition, the Russian 

community became too numerically 

insignificant to preserve its former political 

power. The political majority of Russians 

was replaced by the titular nation of Tajiks.  

Secondly, as Peyrouse argues, besides the 

Civil War, other factors contributed to the 

motivations of the Russian population to 

leave Tajikistan, which weakened their 

majority position. These factors already 

emerged during the Soviet period: they 

included nationalisation policies emanating 

from the process korenizatziya since the early 

Soviet period, which led to ethnicization of 

public offices. The existence of quotas 

supporting titular nationalities and the lack of 

knowledge of local languages contributed to 

the Russians’ feeling of marginalisation.126  

This can partly explain why not only 

Russians, but other communities as well were 

not strengthened through nationalities 

policies of the Soviet Union as korenizatsiya 

was only applied to titular nations. In 

addition, Peyrouse suggests, the Russian 

community in Central Asia became a 

“symbolic” minority even before the Soviet 

Union collapsed – already in the 1970s, when 

the Russians started facing limited access to 

power and resources.127 

Linguistic challenges were another issue – 

the Tajik SSR adopted the Law on State 
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Language in 1989, which sufficiently limited 

the usage of Russian and introduced 

requirements and obligations on the 

knowledge of Tajik in communications with 

public institutions or to be employed by 

them.128 According to Brubaker, in 1989, 

only around 5% of the Russian population in 

Central Asia knew local languages, and the 

introduction of requirements to communicate 

in local languages was a big concern for 

Russians and Russian-speaking minorities.129  

Thirdly, Russia’s compatriot policies (for 

ethnic Russians who became minorities in 

newly-independent states after the Soviet 

Union’s collapse) did not pursue the aim to 

support their political activities and standing. 

The Russian community in Tajikistan had 

some expectations that Moscow would strive 

to improve their conditions and negotiate for 

their welfare, using the large number of Tajik 

migrants in Russia as a tool. However, 

Moscow was rather interested to negotiate 

the deployment of a Russian military base in 

Tajikistan than to support the Russian 

community.  

This disappointment can explain why some 

Russians preferred to stay in Tajikistan – 

those who migrated to Russia faced a 

completely different life from what they 

expected. Moving to Russia would generally 

imply working in agriculture, which did not 

match the expectations of high-skilled 

Russians. Peyrouse argues that Russians 

from Central Asian countries settled in 

regions of Russia that are economically 

disadvantaged and have limited 

opportunities. Indeed, if Russians wished to 

resettle through the compatriots programme, 

they had a limited choice of regions, which 

were predefined by the authorities in 

accordance with Russian legislation.130 These 

Russians are perceived as “different” and/or 

“Orientalized” and met with a certain degree 

of resentment from locals.131  

Fluid Identity of Russians in the Post-

Soviet Tajikistan  

In the Tajik SSR, there were two sources for 

Russians’ national identity construction. 

First, initially Russia was the primary identity 

source, and being originally from Russia 

played an essential part in Russians’ self-

perception. Second, as Russians settled and 

lived in Tajikistan for longer periods of time, 

the country became their secondary identity 

source. Gradually, Russians in Tajikistan 

started distinguishing themselves from 

Russians living in Russia. Russian’s self-

identification altered; being mainly linked to 

the country of residence rather than that of 

origin.  

The Russians in post-Soviet Tajikistan 

became the only actors engaging in their own 

identity construction, for two reasons. On the 

one hand, as noted, the Russian government 

was not interested in reviving the former 

status of the Russian community in 

Tajikistan, but rather in securing its 

geopolitical interests, alongside some support 

for Russian identity and the Russian 

language, including through Russian cultural 

centres. There were no requests or policy 

advice from Russia to include the Russian 

community in official nation-building 

policies. On the other hand, the Tajik 

authorities, after a brief, initial attempt to 

build a civic identity, opted to not include 
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Russians or any other community into its 

nation-building narratives; not feeling 

pressure from Russia to do so, they were able 

to implement majority-focused policies.  

The Russian response mechanisms to the lack 

of state support and exclusion from nation-

building projects, divided the community in 

two, representatives of which possess 

different identities. Indeed, in Tajikistan, 

there is a group of Russians who decided to 

assimilate, learn the Tajik language, and 

integrate into local society. In accordance 

with the intersubjectivity principle, 

representatives of this group of Russians 

constructed their identity though their 

interaction with the Tajik majority (which 

served as an entry point for assimilation), 

unlike the Russians who decided to isolate 

themselves from Tajik society (see below) 

and, to a lesser extent, other ethnic 

communities living in Tajikistan. This group 

does not maintain strong connections and 

sentiments with Russia and builds their 

identity around being “different” from 

Russians in Russia. Although this approach 

exists, it is not very common because it 

requires learning language, following 

traditions and actively participating in 

community activities.   

Another group of Russians live in an isolated 

manner, does not actively engage with the 

Tajik public bodies and society. 

Representatives of this group are not 

interested in learning the language; they 

follow exclusively Russian media and 

Russian political developments. These 

Russians maintain strong feelings of 

connection with Russia and consider moving 

there as the only option for their well-being. 

This approach seems to be more common as 

it does not require major efforts as full 

integration would. In addition to the said 

response mechanisms, according to Kolstø, 

in some post-Soviet states, there is a group of 

people who feel attachment to the former 

Soviet Union and identify with the state that 

does not exist anymore.132 In Tajikistan this 

group might consist of various communities, 

not only Russians.  

Tajikistan’s Russian community still enjoys 

some benefits. Among these is the fact that 

the Russian language retains a certain 

prestige. Regardless of the small number of 

Russians living in Tajikistan, the use of 

Russian remains widespread, especially in 

urban areas. Russian-language schools exist 

in all major cities, nearly all media is 

published in Russian, and the intelligentsia 

still prefers to communicate in Russian. The 

importance of the Russian language is 

recognised by the Constitution of Tajikistan, 

where it is assigned the role of “language for 

inter-ethnic communication.”133 Despite a 

shift towards the increased use of Tajik, the 

enduring popularity of Russian is linked to 

pragmatic reasons among other: the 

knowledge of Russian is vital for migrants 

who leave for Russia from Tajikistan, and the 

transition to Tajik is forcefully a lengthy 

process. At the same time, overall, the 

Russian community of Tajikistan remains 

politically passive when it comes to power 

relations between Russians and the Tajik 

majority. Several factors contributed to this. 

Firstly, there is no single leader who could 

represent the local Russian community and 

unite its members for political action. 

Secondly, the distribution of political power 
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happens in line with the regional division and 

ethnic identity in Tajikistan. While Tajiks 

from the southern parts of Tajikistan are most 

likely to succeed in their careers, Russians 

and other minority communities are excluded 

from power distribution. The final factor is 

the size and the level of cohesion of the 

Russian community in the country. As 

Brubaker argues, the smaller communities 

are more likely to emigrate, and the gradual 

decrease of the Russian population in 

Tajikistan confirms this view.134 

Illustrative is the transformation of the 

Russian community’s status - from the “older 

brothers” and the “leading nation” to one of 

the most passive and numerically 

insignificant communities of Tajikistan.135 

The fluidity of identity of Russians in 

Tajikistan was mainly triggered by such 

external factors as a lack of support from their 

kin-state and the absence of policies 

promotion minority participation in the 

country of residence. Russians had to give up 

the benefits they once enjoyed and accept an 

inferior position once they lost support from 

Moscow. 

As discussed in the above section on 

Interaction and Positionality, relationships 

between majority and minority communities 

change over time because of various events. 

In the case of Tajiks and Russians in 

independent Tajikistan, postcolonial 

developments altered relationships between 

these two communities and placed them on 

different power levels. However, what is 

remarkable in this case is that the Tajik 

community during the Soviet rule, despite 

being a titular nation and participating in 

decision-making processes, was still not 

comparable to the “political majority” of 

Russians. This created a situation of 

effectively two majorities in the Tajik SSR: 

Tajiks being a numerical majority, and 

Russians a political one. With the end of the 

USSR, Russians in Tajikistan, however, lost 

their status of political majority and became 

a minority – both in terms of political 

influence and numerical presence. With this 

loss came the limited access to power and 

resources, as well as a range of challenges in 

education and employment.136 

6. Conclusions  
A pervasive uncertainty permeates attempts 

to define the concepts of majority and 

minority in the post-Soviet space, 

exacerbated by the combination of post-

Soviet and postcolonial factors. There is an 

entanglement of post-socialist, postcolonial, 

and coloniser/colonised elements, reflecting 

the intersubjectivies of mutually constituted 

entities (though bottom-up in addition to top-

down moves). This encourages a reading of 

postcoloniality by which both sides are 

involved in shaping identity construction and 

socio-political processes. As Morozov puts it, 

‘a typical colonial relationship is one of 

hybridity, in which the cultural border 

between the centre and the periphery itself 

becomes irreversibly blurred’.137 At the same 

time, an individual identifying with a 

particular community self-determines on the 

basis of the ‘other’, which is simultaneously 

an alter ego and constitutive through co-

construction.  

A condition of ambiguity further derives 

from the fact that the status and social 
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positioning of groups alter over time, 

adjusting to particular historical trajectories, 

as is shown by the post-Soviet context. Thus, 

for example, the Russians in Tajikistan went 

from ‘political majority’ to ‘minority’, and 

the Russians in the post-Soviet space have 

become what some perceive as a ‘divided 

nation’. The changes brought about by the 

transition from the Soviet to the post-Soviet 

period has led to forms of soul-searching, and 

uncertainty as to the positioning of different 

groups within a new social reality. In 

Tajikistan the priority has been nation-

building and particularly the process of 

‘majoritising’ the titular nation.  Like other 

post-Soviet states, it has chosen the route of 

the ‘nationalising state’,138 while Russia has 

retained a form of multi-ethnicity, albeit with 

a prominent patriotic component. These 

dynamics imply a reinterpretation of 

identities, while reconfirming the nature of 

ethnic communities as multi-layered and 

historically contingent. 

Three conclusions can be drawn from this 

working paper. First, the continuous 

readjustment of identity leads to the said, 

heightened ambiguity in the post-Soviet 

space in the perceptions of communities 

(both the majority and minorities). The 

dynamics of group interaction (the type of 

intersubjectivity) change over time, resulting 

in differing (self)perceptions among 

(sub)communities whose circumstances have 

altered.  

Second, social hierarchies (and perceptions 

of the ‘majority’ and ‘minority/ies’) are 

linked to ideas of power. Some persons 

object to being labelled as ‘minority’ 

representatives, given the negative 

connotations associated with it in particular 

contexts and how this is considered to affect 

their sense of self-worth. Power differentials 

can extend to the global level and manifest 

themselves in a ‘competition’ between 

indigenous systems of diversity management 

and international norms; this is reflected by 

the position of Russia – and the post-Soviet 

space more broadly – in global affairs, 

captured by the notion of Russia as a 

‘subaltern empire’.  

Third, colonial constructs can carry on into 

postcolonial periods, yet they are 

renegotiated and sometimes transformed. A 

group-oriented approach to diversity has 

transitioned into the post-Soviet period: in 

both Russia and Tajikistan, society continues 

to be primarily imagined as comprising 

isolated segments ‘interacting’ with one 

another, rather than amalgam of individuals 

with intricate, overlapping connections. 

Other continuities are the link between 

ethnicity and territory, the distinction 

between titular and non-titular nations, and a 

specific terminology to designate ethnic 

groups in the post-Soviet space. In Russia 

ethnic identity is still a major factor in social 

exchanges, the organisation of society (with 

the Federation still partially ethnicity-based), 

and the presence of multiple ethnic 

institutions. In Tajikistan an essentialising 

approach to ethnicity is retained, despite the 

Tajik and Russian communities being highly 

heterogeneous. The Tajik majority is 

characterised by a complex system of ethnic 

and regional/clan identities, while persons 

belonging to the country’s Russian 

community display varying levels of 

hybridity with regard to their sources of 



 ECMI- Working Paper # 105 

 

27 | P a g e  

 

identity, presupposing greater or lesser 

integration into Tajik society. Socio-cultural 

legacies are, however, altered by new – and 

ever evolving – political circumstances in the 

two countries, as well as by border changes 

and the new dynamics of post-Soviet 

migration. This leads to a sense of dislocation 

as well as a form of cognitive dissonance, as 

different individuals may embrace different 

visions of how a post-Soviet society ought to 

be structured, how historical legacies should 

be approached, and how communities ought 

to be relate with one another. 
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