4. Immigration and Russia’s Multiethnicity

4.1. Immigration and Changing Ethnic Composition

Russia has always been and still is a multiethnic country where ethnic Russians form a dominant ethnic component, while the Russian language makes the core of the national culture. Just recently the Russian Federation has been a part of the USSR where, like until 1917, the proportion of ethnic Russians never accounted for more than 55%. Whilst assuming that the Russian/Soviet ethnic complexity might have caused certain political and cultural problems, anyway, they were not so grave to be considered fatal or posing a main threat to the integrity of the state and to its security. After the USSR collapsed, Russia’s ethnic profile became much more homogenous, for the share of the ethnic Russians soared to 80% (2002 census). In the meantime, the recent 2002 population census demonstrated that this country is going through serious transformations not only in the sphere of economy and politics but in ethnic demography as well. Because of growing ethnic awareness and mobilization, the nomenclature of ethnic groups is increasing (more small groups strive for a separate and recognized status they were denied in Soviet time). The hierarchy of major ethnic groups is changing because of differences in demography, migration and identity changes (see Тable 14).
Should the more or less mass migration into Russia be implemented, a notable change in its population’s ethnic composition would form one of major challenges for the nation. What will be consequences of such a change, especially with account of ethnically determined differences in the population growth rates, sometimes within a single region, local community, or even an urban block? The Russian society is overloaded with deep and rapid transformations and in this situation of growing social disparities and of unequal access to power and resources these new challenges may be perceived in ethnic terms and may cause xenophobic attitudes and violent manifestations. Even such routine facts as many children in a family of one ethnic origin may generate concerns and a negative attitude of representatives of other nationalities, whose families have less children. That in turn may ignite ethnical tension. However, it is clear that today Moscow yards and classes have undergone an irreversible change of the composition of children playing and studying there, and adults should just learn from them how to co-exist peacefully.

Table 14 

Ethnic Composition of Russia’s Population, 1989 – 2002

	Ethnic groups
	2002
	1989
	%% to 1989, в %

	
	Thous.
	%
	Thous.
	%
	

	All population
	145164,3
	100,00
	147021,9
	100,00
	98,74

	Russians
	115868,5
	79,82
	119865,9
	81,54
	96,67

	Тatars
	5558,0
	3,83
	5522,1
	3,76
	100,65

	Ukrainians
	2943,5
	2,03
	4362,9
	2,97
	67,47

	Bashkirs
	1673,8
	1,15
	1345,3
	0,92
	124,42

	Chuvash
	1637,2
	1,13
	1773,6
	1,21
	92,31

	Chechens
	1361,0
	0,94
	899,0
	0,61
	151,39

	Armenians
	1130,2
	0,78
	532,4
	0,36
	212,28

	Mordva
	844,5
	0,58
	1072,9
	0,73
	78,71

	Belorussians
	814,7
	0,56
	1206,2
	0,82
	67,54

	Avars
	757,1
	0,52
	544,0
	0,37
	139,17

	Kazakhs
	655,1
	0,45
	635,9
	0,43
	103,02

	Udmurts
	636,9
	0,44
	714,8
	0,49
	89,10

	Azerbajanis
	621,5
	0,43
	335,9
	0,23
	185,03

	Mari
	604,8
	0,42
	643,7
	0,44
	93,96

	Germans
	597,1
	0,41
	842,3
	0,57
	70,89

	Кabardins
	520,1
	0,36
	386,1
	0,26
	134,71

	Ossetians
	514,9
	0,35
	402,3
	0,27
	127,99

	Dargins
	510,2
	0,35
	353,3
	0,24
	144,41

	Buryats
	445,3
	0,31
	417,4
	0,28
	106,68

	Yakuts
	444,0
	0,31
	380,2
	0,26
	116,78

	Kumyks
	422,5
	0,29
	277,2
	0,19
	152,42

	Ingush
	411,8
	0,28
	215,1
	0,15
	191,45

	Lezgins
	411,6
	0,28
	257,3
	0,18
	159,97

	Others
	5780,0
	3,98
	4036,1
	2,70
	143,21


Some low-qualified experts and square-minded policy makers begin to build scaring prognoses, and the authorities attempt to react to this mostly artificial challenge by inadequate means. More specifically, the ‘extinction of Russians’ has been emphasized recently. This tune is one of major arguments in the arsenal of the extreme jingoistic, ethnic nationalism. Such an overly dramatized and politicized attitude to the problem of different birth rates of different ethnic groups in Russia cannot have any positive effect. The data on the population’s natural and migratory movement across Russian Federation over the past decade allows the following prognosis of the composition of the ‘Top Ten’ largest ethnic groups in the country by 2050 (in the decrescent order):

	1989
	2002
	2050

	Russians
	Russians
	Russians

	Tatars
	Tatars
	Ukrainians

	Ukrainians
	Ukrainians
	Tatars

	Chuvashs
	Bashkirs
	Chechens

	Bashkirs
	Chuvashs
	Armenians

	Belorussians
	Chechens
	Belorussians

	Mordvinians
	Armenians
	Kazakhs

	Chechens
	Mordvinians
	Chuvashs

	Germans
	Belorussians
	Avars

	Udmurts
	Avars
	Uzbeks


At the same time, the number of Russians should plunge from the current 120 to some 80 mn. Even without regard to the immigration factor, these are fairly serious changes, while with account of that, there may occur even greater ones. Some experts have already speculated that, sooner or later, Chinese should form the second largest ethnic group in Russia. The accuracy of this statement can be questioned,, but the hierarchy of main non-Russian  ethnic groups should undoubtedly undergo some changes: more specifically, the number of the so-called ‘Southern’ peoples and those representing the ‘Islamic’ cultural traditions  should grow in the ‘Top Ten’ of ethnic groups.

This, however, is a very vulnerable forecast, which is likely not to realize in its core part, that is, the overall number and proportion of the Russians in the composition of the country’s population. There are sufficient grounds for this assumption, which comprise both objective factors and possibilities to exercise political influence on these processes. However, this will require a new level of comprehension of the situation and substantial adjusting the policy itself.

4.2. The Inevitability of Doctrinal Adjustments

Whilst considering the ethno-demographic factor in Russia’s development, one should proceed from a mobile and complex nature of ethnicity, which cannot be reduced just to an analysis built upon a rigid classification of groups (peoples or nations) and an interaction between their groups (be that biological, social or cultural interaction). The doctrinal clichés of ‘multinationality’ and ‘national policy’, and a social-science evaluation and political practices built upon them have become hopelessly obsolete, and they increasingly become self-destructive. This is, by the way, one of the reasons why the Western ’ experts of Russia acknowledge the Soviet language of ethnonationalism which justifies the conclusion that the existing ethnic communities constitute nations that enjoy the right for ‘their national states’. In the political sense this means that Russia is not fait a compli nation-state, and the second round of disintegration of the post-Soviet space thus appears possible and even desirable, now of course at the expense of Russia as a kind of ‘mini-empire’. The Soviet doctrinal legacy and the dominating mentality do not allow accomplishing two key re-valuations in the domain of the Russian (national) identification and Russian citizens’ individual identities. Even linguistically, ‘multi-nationality’ excludes the possibility for considering the Russian Federation as a national state, while Russian citizens as a multi-ethnic civic nation. The concept of ‘ethnos’, or people as a collective body with their mutually exclusive identity (in Russia. one can be only a Russian, or a Jew, or a Tatar, etc., with no other options available) conflicts with social and cultural traditions, and citizens’ everyday interactions as Rossiyani. This cross-ethnic, demos type of identity is just emerging and should be encouraged.

With its high level of ethnically mixed marriages and profound cultural interactions, Russia still does not recognize a complex and mutually non-exclusive identity, which leads and will increasingly be leading to an unjustified tension between ethnic groups, further intensification of ethnic differences, and to the mitigation of the process of appreciation of the priority and the fundamental importance of civic identity.

While a fundamental strategy in the migration policy area implies encouragement of migration and mutual adaptation of a recipient society and newcomers, similarly the main strategy in the ethnic policy area should center on the recognition of Russia’s multi-ethnic nature without rigid categorization of citizens across different groups and on the denial of institutionalized ethnicity, and on encouragement of a complex identity basing on the civic loyalty and cultural specificity.

Russia’s prospects and political strategies should base upon a more modern and more sensitive attitude towards the ethnic factor. The old-fashioned approaches exposed their inadequacy in the course of the 2002 census when, like in the old times, one had to divide the population into ‘nationalities’: the struggle for status and numbers resulted in tense situations in a number of regions and ignited an intense debate. But the problem remained unresolved, and regional authorities were de-facto mandated to cope with it at the final stage. That will inevitably raise a wave of dissatisfaction, claims and legal sues after the census’s results on the so-called ‘national composition’ of the population are published. One of the reasons for the tension that emerges on the ethnodemographic grounds (to which ethnic group one should be assigned and how the hierarchy of the groups should be built) is the refusal to respect the possibility for, and the right of a citizen to cite a multiply ethnic origin.

All the above does not mean a refusal of the policy of recognizing and supporting the country’s ethnic and cultural diversity, which should grow in the course of time, particularly fueled by immigration. But that indicates rather an essential change of doctrinal grounds, a renewal of approaches in the area of the scientific evaluation and a concrete policy that leads to the recognition of the factor of cultural diversity not only at the level of collective communities, but at the individual level as well. National policy is a policy that ensures Russia’s national interests, while ethnocultural policy constitutes a policy aimed at maintenance of ethnic diversity and securing citizens’ rights and requirements based on their ethnocultural affiliation.

The above also implies a more complex interpretation of the situation of, and prospects for the country’s ethnodemographic development. The ethnical composition of Russia’s population takes shape under the influence of three factors: a) natural movement; b) migration, and c) changes in citizens’ identities under the effect of assimilation or acculturation. Both experts and policy makers undervalue the latter factor, but its effect is significant. Historically, the number of Russians was not so much determined by birth rate or migration rate. Rather it was determined by a mutating concept of ‘being Russian’ (be that   ‘belonging to the Russian Orthodox Church’ or ‘participating the Russian culture’) and the assimilation of representatives of other ethnic communities into the Russian-language culture. The same factor that induce many non-Russians, including immigrants, to opt for ‘being Russian’ will retain its role as one of the key factors in determining the number of the given ethnic community.

It is important to extend the comprehension of what to be and to be considered Russian in Russia means and not to please racist and jingoistic concepts by limiting this comprehension with a phenotypic appearance, a spelling of the name or ‘purity of blood’. Should a more inclusive, rather than exclusive approach dominate in Russia, millions of its citizens would declare their Russian identity, because today they are constrained by the currently dominating stereotypes, which dictate that a person with the Asian appearance or an Armenian surname cannot be considered Russian. Being Russians by their culture and self-consciousness, many our co-citizens are not considered such, for the existing set of identities refuses to recognize ‘a Russian Jew’ or ‘a Russian Armenian’.

Likewise, one should also change the comprehension of such a category as ‘native language’, which is often conceived as a language of one’s ethnic group. This leads to a distorted language reality and induces tension in the society. According to the international practice, native language is understood as a main language an individual has learned and primarily uses in his everyday life. In this case, the Russian language does not constitute an exclusive property of ethnic Russians, for it is equally a native language for the Russian citizens who have learned it and use as a main language both at home and in public. The Russian language was declared the official language of the Russian Federation not because it is the native language of ‘the main ethnic group’.  Rather because most of the country’s population, regardless of their ethnic origin, speak Russian.

Should the problems of a more liberal formation of Russian citizens’ identities be included into the political agenda, it will inevitably affect the country’s ethnodemographic profile by freeing the society from apocalyptic predictions and ethnic, anti-immigrant phobias. 

4.3. Assessment of Threats and Counteraction Strategies

Nonetheless, it does not mean that one can underestimate the current demographic asymmetry between the Russian and the non-Russian regions. Theoretically, the power of the ‘demographic explosion’ of the rural population in a relatively small number of the non-Russian regions can be absorbed by their own urbanization. That necessitates the existence of the respective economic and social prerequisites, which are not present everywhere. For example, an inflow into the Russian territories of, say, rural residents from the North Caucasus so far has been blocked by their low mobility against the background of high birth rates there, as well as the current ‘anti-Caucasian’ sentiments in Russia. Hence, numerous challenges facing overpopulated and resource-scarce areas, while high social expectations and poverty aversion fuel tension, conflicts, and  they compel citizens to abandon the legal field, and it is not at all comforting  that such areas are relatively small: even accounting for 1% of Russia’s population and territory, the Chechens and Chechnya can form a base for a armed secession and  full-fledge military conflict.

Would a mass inflow of ethnic immigrants from overseas and a consequent change in the ethnic composition of Russia’s population cause yet greater problems that could destroy Russia from within?

This depends on numerous factors, particularly on external ones, which cannot be directly influenced and controlled by Russia’s political establishment (however, in such cases there always is a possibility to influence the situation by adequate political means).

Whilst considering acceptability or unacceptability of the change in the ethnic composition of Russia’s population, one cannot help understanding that similar to other countries, in the 21st century Russia will exist (and already does) in the conditions of a drastically changed and already rapidly changing ethnic composition of the world population. This factor makes prospects for pursuance an ethnic isolationism strategy very unlikely.

There are enough multiethnic national communities in the world that have emerged resulting from large migration waves induced by flows that originated from different ethnic pools rather than by means of conquest or integration of the already existed state and tribal entities (which formed the historical way of creation of the Russian Empire-USSR, and the Russian Federation itself). Even acknowledging the existence of fairly serious challenges caused by this particular kind of multi-ethnic entities, one cannot help seeing that the migration openness is far greater compatible to the current situation in the world than the Soviet-Russian type of isolationism.

It is not easy to overcome such isolationism; it is not our fault, but our problem, and it constitutes a part of our political legacy, which we cannot reject easily, though it can put Russia on the verge of disaster.

The contemporary world does not witness a single state with a rigid hierarchy of ethnic communities, and in each state assimilation processes usually take place in favor of a dominating culture. In Russia, that is the Russian culture and language, or, more precisely, the Rossian (Rossiiskaya) culture that is based upon the Russian language.

Meanwhile, the nation still preserves the old, Soviet attitude to the so-called ‘national problem’. It suggests essentially a strict governmental institutionalization of citizens’ ethnicity and an unjustified exaggeration of the role ethnic communities play, that is, as some basic social groupings (‘peoples’, or ‘ethnoses’) the sum of which forms the Rossian civic and socio-cultural community. Accordingly, the nation retains an old practice of the official division of its citizens into ‘peoples’, or ‘nationalities’, while the ethnic statistics plays political role. The fundamentalist division of the population into collective bodies,  ‘ethnoses’ is persistent, and it is conducted by means of both research and mass media, censuses, and corporate personnel and local housing management agencies’ questionnaires. The so-called ‘national structure’ (meaning, the ethnic composition of the population) often constitutes a single vehicle of justification an ethnocratic governance and political mobilization of the citizenry.

There are countless cultural identities, such identities are multi-level and are not mutually exclusive. These are not different communities in terms of membership (which is a grave error of the domestic experts), but coalitions formed by individuals, across which their individual self-consciousness carries out a drift of loyalty or can find itself in all the mental manifestations at the same time.

While cementing rigid ethnic borders with its authority, the state follows ethnic elites’ intentions and just contributes to the reinforcement of the basis for ethnic nationalism, the ‘Great-Russian’ and periphery (the one of non-Russian ethnic groups) one, which sometimes tends to take an extreme form, including armed separatism, thus eventually being destructive for the state itself.

The ideological core of the ethnic nationalism is unification of ‘ethnic nations’ that are understood as communities united by the common past, be that an actual or, more often, a mythological or strongly mythologized one, and in some extreme cases even by common biological roots (racism).

The ideologically ethnic nationalism finds its opposition in the civil patriotism. The latter is based upon understanding the national attribution as citizenship, while nation is understood as an aggregate of individuals united by the common future and sharing the vision of a common ‘projection’ of the future. This particular type of ideology unfolds in the course of development of civil society, and it also finds its bearers and advocates who are keen to sweep out a historical mess and to create a ‘fair play’ environment that would not appreciate any historic merits and privileges.

Though civil patriotism has had an impressive record in Russia (particularly even because it was a perfect match to the ‘imperial’ interests and the concept of indivisibility of an integral whole), the contemporary Russia has inherited to a greater extent from the ‘distempered times’ of the early 20th century and the Soviet national policy the idea of an ethnic nation, flirting with the ethnic nationalism, ‘national liberation movements’, among others. At present, this legacy manifests itself in the rise of both the Russian and other ethnic nationalisms.

The current rise in the Russian nationalism and the nationwide xenophobia, especially against migrants from the Caucasus and the Middle Asia blocks development of the all-Russia (civil) patriotism and the consolidation of the population for the sake of social prosperity and democratic transformation of the country. Though false doctrines of some ‘state-core nation’ coupled with debates on ‘the Russians’ destiny’ (extinction, uniqueness, grandeur, etc.) may contribute to the rise in the ethnic consolidation of some part of the population that consider themselves ‘ethnic Russians’, but they can result in the country’s disintegration, even given its current relatively high rate of socio-cultural homogeneity.

While the Khans as a major ethnic group in China stand down in favor of the multi-ethnic Chinese nation, the Castilians – in favor of  multi-ethnic Spanish nations, and the English – in favor of the British nation, the ethnic Russian likewise will have to to give preference to the Rossian community and the Rossian patriotism in which the Russian language and culture dominate, nonetheless. This critically important doctrinal re-valuation appears clearly protracted and even witnesses some backtrack recurrences, but it must be urgently accomplished within a decade, providing it is based on the ‘many-nations’ formula and rejection of ‘the Russian nature’ as a high collective value.

Russia also faces an equal threat to its integrity posed by non-Russian nationalists that capitalize on the idea of ‘oppression’, loosing ‘national roots’, ‘the glorious past’, etc. One should not of course deny or conceal dark moments of the past, both pre- and past-Revolution, but it is impossible to live only in memories, trying to turn the values of the past into the base of the projected future.

Like in many other countries, ethnic nationalism in Russia is advocated mainly by numerous, especially with the humanitarian background, intellectuals. They forge its intellectual and emotional components by mixing ethnic mythological background, excerpts from political and religious doctrines, etc., thus putting out the flames of dissatisfaction. The main consumers of their prescriptions are ethnic elites, and their most active representatives conduct a successful mass mobilization and are capable to create extremist groups. At the same time, a part of representatives of the liberal democratic camp have confused the minorities’ radical nationalism with a form of human rights movement and often advocate that.

So, even under the present level of multiethnicity in Russia, it generates numerous challenges that sometimes gain a greater significance. Today, both the country and the society are challenged by the need to resist ethnic nationalism, unmask the myths of ‘national movements’ and ‘national revival’ that comprises a conflict mythology and de-facto appears a way of mobilization of the ethnic factor in the situation of struggle for power and privatized resources. It is necessary to implement new strategies of resisting extremism, which, apart from legal prosecution, would provide refusal of access for extremists to mass media, incorporation of their out-of-system activists in the civilized environment, educational and enlightenment measures and a special training of the law enforcement corps, especially investigators and judges on the issue. 

Another important area is the incorporation of non-Russian elites in the Center and making the center of the state (all the institutions – from the authorities to mass media) multicultural. That would allow to partly bridge the gap between the ethnic periphery and the rest of the state and the bulk of Russia’s population. This is a huge area of action, which ranges from textbooks to visual images and languages used in broadcasting.

All the above tasks cannot be addressed without a fundamental doctrinal turn from the ethnic to the civil concept of nation, from the unification on the basis of the common past to the one based on the common future, for without such a turn the country will be swamped  in continuous ethnic conflicts, and it will of course be incapable of receiving millions of immigrants of other cultural backgrounds.

Even such ideological and political upturn does not guarantee a painless integration of immigrants into the Russian society. There are enough social and cultural factors that make such an integration a hard mission. However, once specific and rationally appreciated challenges are identified, they can be tackled using a rational, well thought-over strategy, policy, law, etc. By contrast, dealing with paradigmal taboo makes any rational policy impossible.

At present one is unlikely to predict when and how many of immigrants start to arrive in Russia. But, whatever the situation will be, it can be argued with confidence that the ethnic and cultural diversity of Rossians will be expanding both thanks to non-Russia immigrants from other countries and due to higher birth rates among the non-Russian population in the country (in the North Caucasus, migrants from the Middle Asia and China, among others). That is why in practical terms in the coming decades major efforts should be focused on supporting the population’s cultural diversity coupled with maintenance of a proper level of their integration in the nationwide socio-cultural community basing on the Russian language. The development of the bilingual and, at the same time, culturally diverse population constitutes the most optimal strategy for the non-Russian population and for the part of the ethnic Russians residing in ethnoterritorial autonomies.

An optimal strategy is to avoid drastic changes in proportions of population at the local community level and large urban centers. Equally, one should also avoid the spatial ethnic segregation (ethnic quarters). It is also important to pursue the policy of cultural and socio-political integration, to lower the significance of ethnicity, to recognize the existence of plural identity (‘multinationality’ at the level of individuality), to refuse the government interference with problems of ethnic identification of, and fixing a ‘national identity’ in official documents and even more so – by local housing management and registration bodies.
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