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Th e paper evaluates language policies of the ethnic republics of Russia titled aft er the 
ethnic groups speaking Finno-Ugric languages in order to understand why the policies 
had limited impact on their sociolinguistic situations. Th is is an empirical-analytical 
study based on quantitative research that investigates within the framework of policy 
analysis the link between policy outputs and outcomes in order to test the hypothesis 
that changes in behaviour and attitudes can be traced back to the patterns of language 
management. Th e study produces a systematized set of data on measures taken to create 
the conditions for language knowledge, use and attitudes in the republics and searches 
for correlations among variables. Th e sources of quantitative data include legal and oth-
er offi  cial documents, accessible offi  cial statistics and available sociological and sociolin-
guistic surveys. Such a policy evaluation contributes to the theoretical understanding of 
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1. Introduction

In the early 1990s, Russia’s ethnic republics posited “revival” of their tit-
ular languages as their language policy goal. While some republics took 
more practical eff orts than others, it is generally recognized that the reviv-
alist policies have neither reversed the language shift  nor prevented further 
linguistic assimilation. Th e failure is true even for the far better protected 
Tatar language in Tatarstan, inter alia, because its prestige has not sig-
nifi cantly increased in relation to Russian (see Gorenburg 2005). What was 
wrong with the policy? Was it not up to the task? Where and why did re-
vivalist policies fail?

Th e purpose of the paper is to evaluate the eff ects of language policy in 
the Finno-Ugric republics of Russia in order to understand why revivalist 
policies with regard to the titular groups had such limited impact on their 
sociolinguistic situations. Th e cases of language policies of the Finno-Ugric 
republics are suitable for a comparative study because they cover a range 
of variables, while providing a suffi  ciently similar policy environment. Th e 
cases of language policies of Tatarstan and certain other Turkic republics, 
such as Bashkortostan or Sakha, are better known (and have also been 
studied comparatively; see, for example, Gorenburg 2003, 2005) and each 
is unique in its own way. Th is study takes the most illustrative data from 
Tatarstan to draw a baseline of what could have potentially been possible. 

State language policy is a complex phenomenon. In studying it, Bern-
hard Spolsky (2004, 2009) used the stages approach and drew the distinc-
tion between language practices, language ideology and language planning 
(language management). Based on this distinction, in my research on lan-
guage policy in the Finno-Ugric republics, I subsequently investigated, fi rst, 
how practices and ideologies infl uenced language planning (Zamyatin 2015) 
and, second, why status planning became the main policy tool and what it 
implied (2013a, 2013b, 2013c), how the policy was institutionalized in lan-
guage laws (2014b), and how it was implemented (2014c).  In the last article 
mentioned, I evaluated how executive programs were implemented against 
their own goals and showed that, while the content of the state support was 
adequate vis-à-vis the revivalist goal, the extent of the support was insuffi  -
cient. A general evaluation of policy implementation is still lacking. 

Th e republics’ ministries on nationalities aff airs typically evaluated 
and reported annually on the implementation of their policies. However, 
these reports remained largely descriptive and present the data in absolute 
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terms of the numbers of books published, language courses organized or 
events arranged (see Zamyatin 2014c). In addition, from time to time, the 
ministries commissioned some sociological and sociolinguistic research 
into diff erent aspects of the ethnic and linguistic situation (1993–4, 1996, 
2002, 2007 in Karelia; 1996, 2004, 2008–9 in Komi; 1994, 2001, 2003, 2011, 
2012 in Mari El; 1991, 1994, 2010 in Mordovia; and 1994, 2000, 2003, 2007 in 
Udmurtia). However, the data were typically not interpreted in the context 
of the impact of language policy, probably because its accumulating lasting 
eff ects oft en remain indistinguishable over the short-term periods used for 
reporting. Similarly, individual studies conducted on language processes 
in republics remain descriptive and superfi cial with regard to the impact 
(see Klementiev 2013, Kondrashkina 2008, Williams et al. 2008, Vlasova 
2016). Th erefore, the actual impact of revivalist eff orts on language prac-
tices and ideologies remains largely unknown.

Th e empirical rationale is based on my work done hitherto to fi nalize 
the study of the policy cycle in the Finno-Ugric republics of Russia. Evalu-
ation is the last stage of the policy cycle and oft en concentrates on study-
ing policy outcomes and impact. However, a complete evaluation should 
also assess the stages of policy formation and implementation. Policy for-
mation determines which policy inputs and resources are raised. Policy 
implementation results in measures undertaken by agencies, policy out-
puts, and consequences for society in general, or policy outcomes. Impact 
is then the degree to which the outcomes observed are attributable to the 
outputs. A low impact is observed when the outcomes are rather attribut-
able to social factors.

While it is oft en possible to study outputs using quantitative meth-
ods, it is more diffi  cult to study outcomes, because these may be caused 
by factors other than outputs. Accordingly, I will apply François Grin’s 
distinction of internal and external eff ectiveness evaluation to the study of 
outputs and outcomes, answering, respectively, the questions of whether 
the objectives were achieved and how they aff ected actual language use 
and attitudes (Grin 2003: 171–178). Grin suggested three principles of good 
policy: eff ectiveness, cost-eff ectiveness and democracy (Grin 2003: 91–96). 
In my evaluation, I will apply only the fi rst principle of eff ectiveness as 
the most relevant to the given context, because the cost consideration was 
secondary in the top-down policy of the state that had not become a de-
mocracy. Impact reveals the policy eff ectiveness as the degree to which the 
goal was achieved.

FUF64_varmuuskopio_12_12.indd   257FUF64_varmuuskopio_12_12.indd   257 19.12.2018   14:55:1719.12.2018   14:55:17



 

258

Konstantin Zamyatin

As part of the public policy analysis, I will conduct a systematic expert 
evaluation based on the quasi-experiment design when the policy eff ects 
on the target populations are measured comparatively across regions that 
are similar in many respects (Anderson 2010). What eff ects did the policies 
have? Policy is an independent variable that is controlled to test its eff ects 
on outcomes as the dependent variable. If the changes in inputs and out-
puts are refl ected in the changes in outcomes, then the outcomes are to be 
attributed to the policies. I will compare the policy eff ects synchronically 
across the republics and diachronically across time periods along selected 
quantitative indicators based on the available statistical and survey data. 
Th e comparison across the republics is useful because, on the one hand, it 
makes it possible to test whether there is a link from the eff ects to policies 
based on the dissimilarity of cases and, on the other hand, to control for 
other variables based on the similarity of cases. 

If the comparison reveals that the dissimilar patterns in inputs and 
outputs across republics in otherwise similar settings correspond to dis-
similar patterns in outcomes, then the outcomes are to be attributed to 
the policies. Alternatively, if the pattern in outcomes across republics 
remain similar despite dissimilar policy inputs and outputs, then the 
outcomes are to be attributed to social factors external to policy. Policy 
inputs diff ered not only in the amount of the institutional and fi nancial 
support for the revivalist policy but also in the level of political support. 
Inputs depended on the level of ethnic political representation (see Za-
myatin 2013c: 142–144). At the same time, the ethnic and socioeconomic 
situation of the republics is similar in most respects. Moreover, in the 
early 1990s the republics adopted similar policies because titular elites 
borrowed from each other and advocated for the same ideas about lan-
guage revival. 

Timing provides another possibility to control for inputs and outputs. 
If in the early 1990s some republics were determined in pursuing their re-
vivalist policies, then fi rst the decline in activities of national movements 
and later the change of the political regime in Moscow in the early 2000s 
resulted in a narrowing of the scope of policy until the policies were de fac-
to terminated in the early 2010s (on the periodisation see Zamyatin 2016a). 
Th e development in individual republics was not as linear and depended 
on constellations of regional power. Th us, one could hypothesize that poli-
cy implementation in the 1990s and 2000s should have had diff erent policy 
eff ects (see Zamyatin 2014c: 231–232).
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In the fi rst part of the paper, I will provide a historical overview of the 
developments of Soviet language policy and discuss the scope of measures 
in education and mass media provided for the titular groups of republics 
in its later period. Th en, I will discuss the Soviet policy impact on some as-
pects of the sociolinguistic situation along such macrosociological indica-
tors as demography and language retention rates and will further overview 
language knowledge and language use among the titular groups, based on 
data and evidence primarily from Lallukka (1990). I will further explore 
policy formation: how the accumulated trends in the sociolinguistic situa-
tion were identifi ed in the post-Soviet times as policy problems, how these 
became the issues in the governmental agenda, what solutions were pro-
posed, how the policy was formulated and what options passed in legisla-
tion, thereby determining the scope of the policy. 

In the second part, I will fi rst discuss the methods of evaluation of pol-
icy institutionalization and implementation. Aft er that, I will study how 
policy outputs in the Finno-Ugric republics contributed to the creation of 
three conditions for language use: capacity, opportunity and desire to use 
the minority language in the spheres of public services and work environ-
ment, education and mass media, respectively. Based on the offi  cial data, I 
will assess such indicators as the numbers of bilingual road signs provided, 
pupils having access to native language learning, the numbers of printed 
matters published or the amount of time a language is used in TV and 
radio broadcasting. 

In the third part, I will return to the discussion of the methods of eval-
uation focusing on policy outcomes. It would be most revealing to explore 
the diachronic changes in language knowledge and use in the private and 
public sphere, but consistent data is unavailable. Instead, I will present the 
data on the development in the sociolinguistic situation of the republics in 
post-Soviet times and the policy eff ects on their titular communities along 
the same indicators as for the Soviet period. In addition, I will separately 
discuss language attitudes. While it may take a generation to see a change 
in patterns of language knowledge and some years for those of language 
use, language attitudes can change very quickly, especially in times of rap-
id social transformations, and can thus serve as a more sensitive indicator 
of policy impact. 

I will mostly use semi-offi  cial surveys regularly conducted by the repub-
lics’ research institutes in the system of the Russian Academy of Sciences. 
Th ese representative surveys are typically uniformly conducted over time 
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periods and relatively reliable in methodological terms. To spare space, I 
will not provide the details on their methodologies, which are described in 
the sources I quote. I will also use the only existing cross-regional survey 
conducted across the Finno-Ugric regions of Russia in 2007 (see Finno-
ugorskie narody 2008). At the end of each subsection, I will focus on young 
people as the most important policy target group.

In the fourth part, I will discuss the methods of impact evaluation and 
assess what impact the policies had in the Finno-Ugric republics of Russia. 
Suzanne Romaine has emphasized that the evaluating the impact of lan-
guage policy is complicated by a lack of straightforward casual connection 
between types of policy and language maintenance and shift , because lan-
guage policy is not an autonomous factor and much depends on the cul-
tural context (Romaine 2002). I will show how the outputs and outcomes 
correlate along selected indicators. Th is does not reveal causation but 
makes it possible to put forth only probabilistic arguments about impact.

In the conclusion, I will hypothesize as to why the policy might have 
had a limited impact. Bernhard Spolsky’s “top-down” perspective on lan-
guage policy as that pursued by the state was criticized for not taking into 
account a “bottom-up” grass-roots perspective (Johnson 2013). Earlier, I 
have argued elsewhere that studying language policy of Russia with its 
central role of the state from the top-down perspective provides an ad-
equate descriptive account because this is exactly the way it was pursued 
(see Zamyatin 2014a: 43–47). However, the current study of the impact 
also reveals the limits of such a policy that could not reverse the processes 
it was designed to overcome. Th erefore, the study results also have some 
normative implications and provide new evidence for the importance of a 
bottom-up grass-roots perspective. 

2. Policy environment and policy scope

2.1. Development of the Soviet language policy: historical context

It was the affi  rmative action of the Soviet central government towards 
minority nationalities that ensured their national development through 
the national delimitation and the creation of national territorial units. 
Th e Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) became nominally a fed-
eration composed of union republics (SSRs), the state’s fi rst-layer units, 
named aft er their majority ethnic groups (“titular peoples”). Th e largest 
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among them was the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic (RSFSR). 
Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republics (ASSRs) became the second-layer 
units in the federation, territorially within and administratively subordi-
nate to the RSFSR. Due to the mixed character of ethnic settlement, the 
national delimitation faced diffi  culties also within the RSFSR. In the Volga 
region, the Bashkir ASSR was the fi rst to be created, in 1919, followed by 
the Tatar ASSR in 1920. Th e Tatars were by the far largest group concen-
trated within Russia and even aspired for the status of SSR for their repub-
lic, although they did not succeed in achieving this (see Zamyatin 2013a: 
126–127). 

Th e industrialization and collectivization of the early Soviet period 
destroyed traditional lifestyles and embroiled also the peoples speaking 
Finno-Ugric languages in the wave of modernization and urbanization. In 
1920, autonomous regions were for the fi rst time created for various smaller 
ethnic groups, including the Finno-Ugric peoples in Northwestern Russia 
and in the Volga region on the territories adjacent to the Tatar ASSR. In 
1934–1936, these regions were upgraded to ASSRs. Th e national state-build-
ing process was conjoined with the early Soviet policy of “nativization”, ac-
cording to which the presence of non-Russians in the communist party and 
the state apparatus was to be strengthened. Th is resulted in the emergence 
of the fi rst generation of national intellectuals (Zamyatin, forthcoming).

Th ese processes were accompanied by unprecedented language plan-
ning eff orts that encouraged the expansion of the offi  cial use of autochtho-
nous languages in the public sphere of the newly created autonomies. Th e 
dissemination of these languages throughout the state apparatus in the 
Finno-Ugric ASSRs was never achieved due to some objective diffi  culties 
in corpus planning but also due to the short period until the subsequent 
policy change and the negative attitudes of the local Russians. At the same 
time, the accomplishments of early Soviet language planning were remark-
able in terms of the spread of literacy and printed matters, as well as the 
creation of mass media and national schools operating in those languages. 

Th e titular language was the language of instruction for 16.5% of school-
children in Karelia (along with 10.6%, who were instructed in the titular 
“Karelian and another” language, presumably Russian), 58.8% in Komi 
(and 24.6% in two languages), 29% in Mari (and 21.7% in two languages), 
34.3% in Mordovia, 19.3% in Udmurt (and 20.7% in two languages) in Ud-
murtia and 46.8% in Tatarstan, the rest having Russian as their language of 
instruction in all republics. Th e data are for the academic year 1938–1939, 
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when the peak in opening national schools has already passed (Kultur-
noe stroitelstvo 1940: 76–77). Th e immersion model was in use when more 
titular children received native language instruction in primary school, 
but their share dropped in secondary school, except in Mordovia, with its 
stable provision. Th us, when compared with the data of the 1939 popula-
tion census, practically all titular schoolchildren had instruction in their 
native language; however, Russian started to supplant the native language 
of instruction aft er the introduction of its compulsory study since 1938. 

In 1938, 30,300 book titles were published in Russian with an annual 
edition of 545,730 thousand exemplars. Th e corresponding fi gures were 89 
titles and 546 thousand in Karelian, 156 titles and 723 thousand in Komi, 
112 and 524 thousand in Mari, 161 and 1,435 thousand in Mordvin, 66 and 
878 thousand in Udmurt, and 403 and 5,900 thousand in Tatar. Altogeth-
er 6,360 newspapers were published in Russian with an annual edition 
of about 5,878,500 thousand exemplars. Th e corresponding fi gures were 
six for Karelian and four for Finnish, with about 2,700 thousand exem-
plars together, 17 newspapers and 4,000 thousand in Komi, 16 newspapers 
and 4,500 thousand in Mari, ten and 5,000 thousand in Mordvin, 21 and 
8,400 thousand in Udmurt, and 124 and 52,000 thousand in Tatar. A to-
tal of 1,406 journals were published in Russian with the annual edition of 
238,200 thousand exemplars. Th e corresponding fi gures were one journal 
and 25 thousand in Karelian, one journal and 13 thousand in Komi, one 
and two thousand in Mari, four and 18 thousand in Mordvin, one and six 
thousand in Udmurt, and 11 and 662 thousand in Tatar (Kulturnoe stroit-
elstvo 1940: 214–215, 221).

Since the mid-1930s, the Russian language started to be promoted 
among non-Russians, initially justifi ed by practical considerations such as 
the need for a common language. Starting in the late 1930s, the authorities 
began to emphasize the dominant position of ethnic Russians as well as 
the Russian culture and language. Th e repression of national intelligentsia 
followed as part of the Stalinist purges. In the following decades, the goal 
of Soviet nationalities policy shift ed from the promotion of non-Russian na-
tionalities towards the creation of a unifi ed Soviet people, which implied the 
incremental assimilation of minorities. 

As a result of population mixing and assimilation, ethnic Russians 
started to outnumber the titular groups in the Finno-Ugric ASSRs, while 
signifi cant portions of titular populations were encouraged by Soviet mi-
gration policy to out-migrate to other regions. By 1989, about two thirds of 
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Mordvins (and also Tatars), half of Mari, a third of Udmurts and Karelians 
and up to a sixth of Komi lived outside their titular ASSRs. Notably, lan-
guage teaching and printed matters were typically provided only in titular 
regions. Th eir volumes depended de facto on the status of ethnic groups in 
the Soviet hierarchy, where languages were classifi ed as those of the SSRs, 
ASSRs, etc. Since the 1960s, the Soviet state, under a laissez-faire policy, be-
gan to withhold support for smaller languages, and the positions of the 
titular languages of the ASSRs deteriorated. 

Th e major vehicle of assimilation of non-Russians in the RSFSR was 
the gradual substitution of instruction in the native languages with in-
struction in Russian aft er enforcement by the 1958 education reform of free 
choice in language learning (see Zamyatin 2012b). In Karelia, Karelian was 
never introduced as the medium of instruction, inter alia, due to “Finnici-
zation” (see Klementiev 2013: 15–16). In the aft ermath of the reform, native 
instruction in the republics was stopped in Komi and Udmurt and was re-
tained in Mari and the Mordvin languages only in some rural schools. 

Children’s access to the learning of their native language as a subject 
also signifi cantly decreased. From the mid-1970s to the mid-1980s, the 
number of children learning the Komi language as a subject declined from 
about 25,000 to 15,000, the latter fi gure representing only about a quarter 
of the Komi pupils in the republic. From the early 1970s to the late 1980s, the 
number of children learning the Mordvin languages dropped from 77,000 
to 24,000, the latter fi gure being perhaps less than 15% of all Mordvin pu-
pils. From the late 1950s to the mid-1980s, the number of children learning 
the Udmurt language as a subject declined from about 32,000 to 29,000, 
the latter fi gure being about a third of Udmurts of school age (see Lallukka 
1990: 183–191.) With the shift  in languages of instruction from the native 
language to Russian, which reached its fullest extent in the 1970s, an entire 
generation of parents emerged who had never had native language instruc-
tion and were fl uent in Russian (Zamyatin 2012c: 89–90). 

Th e production of printed matters in the Finno-Ugric languages has 
been carried out almost exclusively by publishing houses of the titular 
ASSRs. Th e use of these languages in publishing also signifi cantly de-
creased especially in the post-war decades. Karelian remained a lan-
guage without a written form. In 1946–1955, average annual numbers of 
titles of books and brochures published in Komi was 61.1, in Mari 88.2, 
in the Mordvin languages 81.4 and in Udmurt 59.1. In 1976–1985, the cor-
responding fi gures were 21.9 in Komi, 42.6 in Mari, 46.6 in the Mordvin 
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languages and 27.9 in Udmurt. According to a rough estimation, the av-
erage annual numbers of titles of books and brochures dropped by half 
during this period. At the same time, the numbers and circulations of 
journals and newspapers remained relatively stable, albeit quite low in 
absolute terms (see Lallukka 1990: 191–194). By the time of the USSR’s 
collapse, the titular languages had become stigmatized de facto minority 
languages that were practically not used at all in offi  cial contexts except 
for symbolic purposes. 

2.2. Sociolinguistic condition of the titular groups of the Finno-Ugric ASSRs 

Th e policy developments had their impact on the sociolinguistic situation 
and contributed to ethnic assimilation and extensive language shift  from 
non-Russian languages to Russian in the titular republics but especially else-
where, because many members of the titular groups out-migrated to other 
regions. Ethnic assimilation during the Soviet times is well documented and 
could be followed, for example, based on the data of Soviet population cen-
suses. Language shift , however, remained less discernible (see Table 1 on the 
following page).

Th ere are some problems with the Soviet census data on ethnicity and 
language. In particular, the data on language retention rates are not very 
informative because they were based on the subjective interpretation of 
the respondents and likely underestimate the extent of linguistic assimila-
tion. Th e term “Native language” began to be interpreted in the later So-
viet population censuses not as one’s mother tongue but as the language of 
one’s ethnic affi  nity, thereby avoiding tension between one’s identity and a 
lack of language knowledge. For that reason, the data on the command of 
a language and on actual language use are more illustrative of the sociolin-
guistic processes (see Lallukka 1990: 71–82).

First of all, during the late Soviet decades, titular groups reached a high 
level of national language-Russian bilingualism patterns, while local Rus-
sians remained practically monolingual. Seppo Lallukka has demonstrated 
how diff erent patterns of bilingualism contributed to the language shift  
as the numbers of “native monolinguals” and “unassimilated bilinguals” 
dropped and the numbers of “assimilated bilinguals” and “assimilated 
monolinguals” grew steadily (see Lallukka 1990: 194–207). Lallukka found 
a correlation between urbanization and the processes of language shift  and 
assimilation. 
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According to the data obtained by Lallukka, the knowledge of Russian 
improved to the point that it generally started to be better than the know-
ledge of one’s native language. His data on oral and literary competence 
and language preferences suggested that such competence was more de-
veloped in Russian and people were yielding to preferring this language 
when it was necessary to use their literary skills. People’s skills in Russian 

Republic Komi Mari Mordovia Udmurtia Karelia Tataria
1. Total population of the republic (thousands)
Census 1939 319 579 1,188 1,219 486 2,915
Census 1959 816 648 1,002 1,337 651 2,850
Census 1970 965 685 1,030 1,418 713 3,131
Census 1979 1,118 703 990 1,494 736 3,435
2. Titular group (thousands)
Census 1939 231 273 405 480 109 1,422
Census 1959 245 279 358 476 85 1,345
Census 1970 276 299 365 484 84 1,536
Census 1979 280 307 339 480 81 1,641
3. Share of the titular group in the total population of the republic (%)
Census 1939 72.5% 47.2% 34.1% 39.4% 23.2% 48.8%
Census 1959 30.1% 43.1% 35.7% 35.6% 13.1% 47.2%
Census 1970 28.6% 43.7% 35.4% 34.2% 11.8% 49.1%
Census 1979 25.3% 43.5% 34.3% 32.1% 11.1% 47.6%
4. Report knowledge of their titular native language in the republic (%)
Census 1959 93.8% 97.8% 97.3% 93.2% 80.9% 98.9%
Census 1970 86.7% 95.8% 96.2% 87.7% 71.7% 98.5%
Census 1979 80% 93.7% 94.3% 82.3% 61.2% 97.7%
5. Report knowledge of their native language in the RSFSR as a whole (%)
Census 1939 95.3% 98.7% 88.6% 97.3% 90.6% 97.7%
Census 1970 83.4% 91.9% 79.7% 83.5% 63.9% 90.5%
Census 1979 76.9% 87.7% 74.6% 77.6% 56.5% 88.1%

Table 1: Dynamics in absolute numbers and shares of the titular groups 
in relation to the total population of the Finno-Ugric Republics and their 
language retention rates (census data)
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improved when it came to speech, reading and writing, while reading and 
writing in one’s native language had notably worsened, partly due to the 
workings of the school system and the availability of printed materials. Th e 
data on the Komi demonstrate that by the early 1980s, they knew Russian 
better than their native language (see Table 2). 

Speech Reading Writing Speech Reading Writing
Have a free command of the 
language in the designated 
component

Language preferences in 
regard to the components

Komi 96.8 67.7 64.4 61 10.1 13.5
Russian 85.3 83.8 82.7 19.3 62.8 60.7
Both equally n/a n/a n/a 19.7 27.1 25.8

Table 2: Command and preferential use of the Komi language and Russian 
by components of the language: rural Komi in 1981 (%, adapted from Lal-
lukka 1990: 214)

In the data, over 80% of respondents claimed to command Russian freely 
in the three components, while for Komi, the reading and writing skills 
were less developed. Accordingly, most Komi preferred to read and write 
in Russian, which turned their native language into a spoken vernacular. 
Th is also corresponded to the data on the patterns of reading books and 
periodicals. Adult Komi showed the best competency in their native lan-
guage, while the young and old generations lagged far behind. Lallukka 
attributes this outcome to the rise and fall of native-language education in 
the ASSRs. His conclusion is that Russian had become the language of the 
written word for the broad masses of titular groups (Lallukka 1990: 214–
216). Th e data on reading habits are illustrative of this fact (see Table 3).

Regarding language use in one’s family, Russian had penetrated family 
life in such a way that, while the bulk of adult Mari still used their native 
language in communication with parents and spouses, only a portion did 
so in communication with their children (see Table 4).

Further, a strong swing to Russian occurred during the decade across 
generations but especially among children. Language use strongly corre-
lates with a person’s place of residence: in 1985, about 80% of parents in 
the capital city of Yoshkar-Ola spoke Russian to their children, while in 
the villages only 5–6% did so. Th erefore, the data show that a considerable 
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portion of families failed to transmit their language to the next generation 
(Lallukka 1990: 211–213). 

Moreover, the native languages were much less oft en used at work or at 
public meetings than at home, and over the decades, this gap widened. Th e 
data show that most rural dwellers spoke their native language at home 
and more than half also spoke it at work, which Seppo Lallukka attributed 
to the relative ethnic homogeneity of the villages. Th e relevance of the lat-
ter factor could be seen, for example, in patterns of native language use at 
work among Komi lumberers, which depended on whether their share of 

Rural Urban Urban: 
Creative 
Intelligentsia

Rural Urban

Reading of periodical publications Reading of books
Only Russian 70.8 88.2 18.5 36.3 45.9
Russian and Erzia/
Moksha

26.3 11.3 81.5 46.5 42.2

Only Erzia/Moksha 2.9 0.5 0 17.2 8.9

Table 3: Reading of periodical publications and books by Mordvins in the 
Mordvin ASSR in 1973–74 (%, adapted from Lallukka 1990: 215–216).

With One’s 
Parents

With One’s 
Spouse

With One’s 
Children

of School 
Age

of Preschool 
Age

1973: 
Russian 4.6 8.1 14.8 n/a n/a

1973: 
both 15.2 20.9 19.3 n/a n/a

1973: 
Mari 80 70.8 65.6 n/a n/a

1985: 
Russian 8.2 16.4 33.4 31.5 35.1

1985: 
both 17.2 22 23.2 23.7 22.5

1985: 
Mari 74.1 60.4 42.3 43.4 41.4

Table 4: Language used in communication by adult Mari with members of 
their family (%, adapted from Lallukka 1990: 212)
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the workers was less than a quarter (lumberers A) or almost a half (lum-
berers B, see Table 5). 

However, the dynamics of native language use at work during the de-
cade in Udmurtia was that the number dropped to less than half even in 
rural areas. Moreover, Russian became the dominant language of socio-
political life in villages and was most oft en used at public meetings. In 
urban areas, Russian had become the sole medium of communication in 
all three domains for the majority of Mordvins and Udmurts. Lallukka 
demonstrated that ethnic intermarriage was a factor that strongly aff ec-
ted domestic language behaviour (see Lallukka 1990: 207–211). Further, 
the use of Russian increased in correlation with the level of education: 
white-collar and highly skilled workers showed an increased use and 
competency in Russian, while unskilled laborers were more likely to use 
native language. 

Republic Mordvins Udmurts Komi

Rural Urban Rural Urban Rural lumber A lumber B village lumber

1973–4 1973–4 1968 1968 1979 1970–1 1970–1 1981 1981

Native language

At home 91.6 21.7 78 15 73 27.6 70 71.2 19.3

At work 61.8 1.8 62.7 5.3 48.4 4.7 13.6 36.3 0.5

At public 
meetings

31.9 1.1 47.1 6.9 25.2 n/a n/a n/a n/a

Russian and native language

At home 5.3 26.5 9.2 24.5 17.6 20.9 12.7 21.4 38.2

At work 32.2 26.5 22.8 16.8 36.1 22.6 26.6 54.1 48.2

At public 
meetings

26.1 3.8 22.3 3.6 21.3 n/a n/a n/a n/a

Russian

At home 3.1 51.8 12.8 59.6 9.1 48.6 16 7.4 42.5

At work 5.9 71.7 14.5 77.9 15.1 72.5 59.5 9.3 51.3

At public 
meetings

42 95.1 30.6 89.5 52.6 n/a n/a n/a n/a

Table 5: Use of native languages and Russian by Mordvins, Udmurts and 
Komi in the titular republics in various domains of daily life (%, adapted 
from Lallukka 1990: 208)
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Th e language shift  was much more advanced among the young cohorts, 
which can be seen very well in the data on rural Karelians (see Table 6). 

Age group 16–19 20–24 25–29 30–34 35–39 40–49 >50
Knowledge 
of Karelian

Fluent 83.5 72.7 87.4 96.2 95.1 96.9 96.6
Understand, 
express 8.9 17.2 9.6 2.1 1.8 2.9 2.4

Understand, 
do not 
speak

7.6 10.1 3 1.7 3.1 0.2 1

Fluent Karelian 39.1 31.7 57.3 58.8 55.9 75.3 75
Russian 40 39.5 20.9 18.9 12.8 7.4 13.7
Both 20.9 28.8 21.8 22.3 21.3 17.3 11.3

Native 
language

Karelian 64.2 68.6 84.9 85.9 90.3 94.1 96.5
Russian 25.4 26.4 12.9 10.2 9 4.3 3.2
Both 4.4 4.2 2.2 3.9 0 0.6 0

Speak at 
home

Karelian 
only 45.3 31.3 46.9 37.3 32.3 44.2 56.8

Russian 
only 31.9 36.1 23.2 27.2 25.2 19.6 14.3

Both 22.8 33.5 29.9 34.9 42.5 34.4 25.6
Speak at 
work

Karelian 
only 8.8 4.5 17.3 12.8 11.2 22 26.5

Russian 
only 58.3 67.5 45.2 47.1 46.8 34.5 25

Both 32.9 26.9 32.8 39.3 41.3 42.8 45.9

Table 6: Language knowledge and use by the age cohorts of Karelians in 
rural areas (%, adapted from Klementiev 2013: 18)

In the case of the Karelians, an important factor at play was the absence of 
schools off ering the native language as the language of instruction. Lan-
guage shift  among the Karelians was more advanced than in other repub-
lics, but the same processes were also characteristic of the other titular 
groups, for example, among rural Mordvins (see Vavilin 1989). Based on 
the observed processes, Lallukka concludes that Russian became the lan-
guage used in all domains, while the prestige and the scope of the social 
functions of the titular languages narrowed considerable especially during 
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the last Soviet decades, leaving them mostly in the private sphere (see Lal-
lukka 1990: 216). 

Th e mechanism of how the ethnic groups and their languages became 
stigmatized lies in the social structure that is the system of socioeco-
nomic stratifi cation. Scholars typically distinguish between the vertical 
and horizontal types of ethnic and social stratifi cation, where either one 
group is subordinated to another or the groups form segments across 
social divisions (see Horowitz 1985). Subordination manifests itself in 
varying access to higher education and white-collar jobs, as well as in 
socioeconomic inequality. In segmented societies, the ethnic identity of 
an individual does not correspond with his or her social status. In real-
ity, both stratifi cation and segmentation typically co-exist. In Russia, the 
populations of ethnic regions represent a variety of patterns of stratifi ca-
tion. In some republics, for example, in Tatarstan or Sakha, the titular 
group and local Russians had roughly similar employment structures 
and competed for jobs. In other republics, either the titular groups or 
ethnic Russians were overrepresented in high-status jobs (see Zamyatin 
2016c: 223). 

By the start of the new era, the ethnic and socioeconomic situation in 
the Finno-Ugric Republics had become characterized by the vertical type 
of stratifi cation, as social diff erentiation between urban and rural dwell-
ers largely overlapped with the ethnic cleavage between ethnic Russians 
and the titular groups. Th is type of ethnic stratifi cation gives ground for 
instances of prejudice and discrimination typically expressed through ver-
bal abuse and denial of certain social resources, such as equal access to 
education. Despite the massive migration of titular populations to the cit-
ies during the Soviet times, no signifi cant urban segments of titular groups 
emerged, due to their steady but gradual arrival. Th eir adaptation and ac-
culturation strategies in the predominantly Russian urban surroundings 
have undermined ethnic solidarity among them and contributed to the 
blurring of ethnic boundaries on the way to assimilation and the spread of 
the perception of Russian as the language of socioeconomic advancement 
(see Zamyatin 2016c: 222–224). 

2.3. Post-Soviet policy formation and adoption

I study language planning based on the stages approach, which distin-
guishes a series of stages from policy formation and policy adoption to 
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implementation and evaluation (see Anderson 2010). Policy formation in-
cludes the stages of problem identifi cation, agenda-setting and policy for-
mulation that structure this section. Policy formation takes place within 
a certain policy environment. To characterize the environment, I bor-
row from the concepts of the advocacy coalition framework, the multiple 
streams framework and the punctuated equilibrium framework (see Saba-
tier 2007). 

A policy venue is characterized by some set of actors (see chapter 6 in 
Sabatier 2007). Policy actors are not only offi  cial policymakers, the central 
and republics’ authorities, but also non-governmental participants. Dur-
ing the political transition in the USSR, the policy venue changed, bring-
ing in new political participants. Both the masses and elites participated 
in shaping the policies. Mass national movements emerged as organized 
eff orts to achieve the attributes of a fully-fl edged nation. Newly created 
political parties and interest groups formed as national organizations pur-
sued their visions on the issue. Pressure groups within the elites formed 
into what I conceptualize as titular and Russian elite segments. Within 
the segments, advocacy coalitions (see chapter 7 in Sabatier 2007) of cul-
tural and political elites emerged, the former typically being in creative 
professions such as writers, scholars and teachers, and the latter “national 
cadres” of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) and the state 
apparatus or nomenklatura (Zamyatin 2014a: 60–64). 

Demands for policy actions stem from the identifi cation of problems in 
the environment. Th e policy image is the way to conceptualize the set of 
problems and solutions. Th e Soviet industrialization policy was conjoined 
with mass population transfers between republics and resulted in major 
demographic change, particularly in the Soviet Baltic Republics, where the 
shares of newcomers rapidly increased. One eff ect of the change was that 
the Russian language began to supplant the local languages in the public 
sphere and power corridors. With the progression of perestroika from the 
mid-1980s, intellectuals in the SSRs and ASSRs identifi ed this condition 
as the problem and, with the introduction of publicity (glasnost), dared 
to spread their concerns in the mass media. Th e intellectuals initiated the 
creation of national organizations to lead the emerging popular movements 
in the SSRs and ASSRs. Under pressure from the national movements, the 
CPSU republics’ central committees, headed by national cadres, advocated 
for the inclusion of the problem as an issue in the policy agenda and urged 
the central government to act. 
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In 1988, the Estonian Communist Party Central Committee presented 
to the CPSU the demand to guarantee the sovereign rights of the SSRs, 
including a guarantee of the designation of their state languages. Th e de-
mand ignored, the Estonian SSR fi rst unilaterally passed in November 
1988 its declaration of state sovereignty and then amended its constitution 
in December 1988 and passed the 1989 language law, with both, among 
other things, designating its titular language as its sole state language. Th e 
Latvian and Lithuanian ASSRs followed suit. Th ese SSRs designated the 
titular languages as their sole state languages, offi  cially because it was as-
sumed that Russian would be the offi  cial language of the USSR. Th e status 
of state language combines two functions: the symbolic function of na-
tional language and the practical function of offi  cial language (Zamyatin 
2014a: 16–18). During 1989 and by the spring of 1990, all SSRs except the 
RSFSR had passed their language laws. Among the actual reasons might 
have been concerns that a co-offi  cial status of Russian and the republic’s 
language would not prevent the shrinking in offi  cial use of the latter and 
the conviction that only sole state language status would enhance its prac-
tical promotion (Zamyatin 2013a: 127–128).

To head the process, the CPSU in its September 1989 Platform on the 
Nationalities Policy suggested “advisability of the recognition of the state 
languages of the nationalities that gave names to the SSRs and ASSRs”. It 
also recommended that the status of Russian as the nation-wide state lan-
guage should be enshrined in law and that it should function on equal-in-
rights footing with the state languages of the republics. Th e USSR language 
law of April 1990 provided the legal basis for this and designated Russian 
as the USSR’s offi  cial language. Th e RSFSR was the last among the SSRs to 
pass its sovereignty declaration in June 1990, albeit without designating 
state languages. Aft er this, the sovereignization and the offi  cial recogni-
tion of languages proliferated in a “cascade eff ect”, which also extended 
to the level of ASSRs. Th us, the “parade of sovereignties” of 1990 opened 
the “occasions window” for the offi  cial designation of languages also in 
autonomies of the RSFSR (Zamyatin 2013a: 129–136). Th is way, the streams 
of problem, policy and politics met in a nexus linking a range of policy al-
ternatives to address the problems raised under the conditions of political 
transition (for the multiple-stream theory, see chapter 2 in Sabatier 2007). 
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2.3.1. The interpretation of sociolinguistic trends as problems

Th e policy environment encompasses both the political culture and so-
cioeconomic conditions. Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba (1963) distin-
guish between parochial, subject and participant types of political culture. 
In a parochial political culture, citizen participation in policy formation is 
essentially non-existent. In a subject political culture, citizens may believe 
that they can do a little to infl uence public policy. In a participant political 
culture, citizens actively take part in politics. 

In Russia’s republics, there was a mix of a parochial and a subject politi-
cal culture with small fragments of participant culture. Truly mass nation-
al movements typically emerged in the republics with signifi cant urban-
ized titular populations in large capital cities. In the late 1980s, national 
organizations were also created in the Finno-Ugric ASSRs, but these were 
relatively weak and were never able to initiate mass ethnic mobilization, 
except for a short time in the Mari Republic (see Zamyatin 2016c: 224). 
It was arguably the combination of the political culture with the vertical 
type of stratifi cation that predetermined a low level of popular support 
for nationalism in the Finno-Ugric republics (on measuring support, see 
Gorenburg 2003: 118–119, also subsection 4.3.3 below). 

In the view of Th omas Dye (2001), public policy refl ects the values, in-
terests and preferences of the governing elite. He argues that even in a de-
mocracy like the United States, public policy is made from the top down, 
not from the bottom up. It was elite politics that mattered more than mass 
politics also in the latter category of ASSRs. Th e creation of national move-
ments themselves in these republics was typically inspired “from above” 
because the republics’ elites needed their existence to justify their claims 
for the republics’ self-governance vis-à-vis the Kremlin (Zamyatin 2013a). 

In the name of the titular peoples, national organizations expressed 
their dissatisfaction with the current condition when the data were publi-
cised about the shift  from the titular languages to Russian and the ethnic 
assimilation of non-Russians as well. Th e publication of the data of the 
1989 population census added to public awareness of the problems. Th e or-
ganizations defi ned this condition as a problem, publicly articulated it and 
raised linguistic and cultural demands from the republics’ governments to 
address the problem. 

For a condition to be converted into a problem, people must have some 
criterion or standard by which the troubling condition is judged to be 
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unacceptable (Anderson 2010: 81). Th e Kremlin launched perestroika as an 
attempt to return to the genuine Leninist course. In this context, the con-
ditions of language loss and ethnic assimilation were perceived as unjust 
and unacceptable by the standards of the early Soviet nationalities policy 
with its affi  rmative action approach. Th e organizations were quasi-repre-
sentative bodies that since 1991 arranged the titular “people’s congresses”. 
Th e congresses claimed to represent the titular peoples and also raised po-
litical demands. Enjoying support of the republics’ authorities, they had 
enough legitimacy and leverage to focus public attention on the problem.

2.3.2. Raising the issue on the policy agenda

Th e economic crisis of the early 1990s exposed social problems connected 
to unequal economic and educational opportunities across ethnic groups. 
However, national organizations in the Finno-Ugric ASSRs failed to 
link the problem of a disadvantaged socioeconomic situation of the titu-
lar groups with political demands and to gain public support (Zamyatin 
2016c: 226). With a low level of popular mobilization, the masses remained 
largely indiff erent to the problems raised. Yet, agenda setting in the ASSRs 
was also a top-down process. Th ere was a vocal public discussion in mass 
media, because the rise of nationalism and separatism in the SSRs and 
ASSRs questioned the very existence of the state and, thus, the position 
of the elites. Th e public debates about language were embedded in these 
processes, as could be seen in the discourse analysis of mass media (see 
Zamyatin 2018b). 

Agenda setting involves both a confl ict and collaboration. As the So-
viet ideology was in crisis, the regional elites with their common origin 
in the nomenklatura were transforming themselves from ideologically to 
consensually unifi ed elites. Th ey realized the necessity of cooperation in 
order to maintain and increase power but were now divided by ideas and 
interests, including those related to ethnic and linguistic issues. Language 
ideologies connect beliefs about languages and their place in society. Lan-
guage practices reproduce ideologies, hierarchizing languages and nor-
malizing this hierarchization. Th e titular and Russian discourses on these 
issues diverged in terms of problem identifi cation, envisaged policy goals 
and proposed solutions (see Zamyatin 2018b). 

Titular intellectuals explained that the low prestige of titular languag-
es and their narrowed use in the public sphere caused language shift  and 
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believed that this was a result of deliberate discriminatory Soviet policy. 
Th ey felt psychologically insecure, used the rhetoric of victimization and 
doubted the values of their languages and cultures. At the same time, they 
shared an ideology of linguistic pluralism and believed multilingualism to 
be a normal condition. Another ideology they shared without ever explic-
itly saying so aloud was linguistic nationalism with its belief in the central 
role of language for a nation. Both ideologies were rooted in the early So-
viet ideology with its “equality of peoples and their languages”, and the 
titular intellectuals now sought to return to these standards. 

In the view of the titular activists, language revival as an aspect of na-
tional revival had to become the policy goal, with the intended eff ect of 
preventing and reversing the shift  from the titular languages to Russian 
and, thus, changing the existing equilibrium. In Soviet times, many as-
pects of people’s lives depended on the state and they were used to state 
paternalism. Due to the prevailing political culture, the activists believed 
that the state should act on the issue. Th is belief was also rooted in the 
rhetoric of entitlement and the claim of possession of the titular republic. 

Th e local Russians also saw the condition of inter-ethnic relations as 
problematic and thus worthy of being raised on the governmental agenda. 
Th ey pointed to ethnic tensions, confl icts and wars in some SSRs and also 
alleged discrimination of the Russian speakers, primarily in the Baltic re-
publics. Th ey also used the rhetoric of victimization and felt like a psy-
chologically insecure majority because they had, unexpectedly for them, 
become minorities in the former SSRs and now also felt their majority po-
sition threatened in the former ASSRs and were prepared to discriminate 
reciprocally in order to protect their position. Th e ideology of the Rus-
sian elite segments was that of linguistic assimilation, and they envisaged 
monolingualism as the norm. Another implicit ideology was Russian lin-
guistic nationalism, according to which Russian had to become the state 
language of Russia. 

Th e implicit goal of the one-language-only policy was to sustain the 
shift  from non-Russian languages to Russian, but it had to remain covert, 
because this idea contradicted the offi  cial Soviet discourse of internation-
alism. Assimilation and language shift  were already ongoing practices. 
Th us, the explicit goal became the preservation of the status quo based on 
rhetoric about the need to prevent tensions and confl icts and to maintain 
inter-ethnic harmony. A further rationalization for monolingualism was 
based on the effi  ciency assumption, that the offi  cial use of two or more 
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languages was impractical, and on the integration assumption, according 
to which Russian should be promoted because it would ensure a unifi ed 
informational and cultural space in the country (Zamyatin 2014a). 

Th erefore, the elites shared the view that there were language-related 
problems that had to be addressed. Th e ideological tensions in republics 
were between pluralist and assimilationist discourses. But there was also 
a level of consensus, because both visions shared the ideology of linguistic 
nationalism and, thus, although for diff erent reasons, also shared the view 
that the idea of state languages could be an appropriate solution. Another 
point of consensus was the idea about the equality of languages. Equality 
was perceived in the public discourse as the just way to solve the inter-eth-
nic tensions. Th e equality idea in conjunction with linguistic nationalism 
had such an eff ect that most people supported the offi  cial designation of 
two state languages. Th e confl ict was over whether the offi  cial status of the 
titular languages implied only voluntary or also compulsory language use.

2.3.3. Policy formulation 

Th e designation of state languages was a new approach not previously used 
in the Soviet times. Policymakers were compelled to act, but when the is-
sue was discussed beyond symbolic recognition, the interests of elite seg-
ments diverged, and a public disagreement emerged about the meaning of 
the offi  cial designation of languages as the solution to the problems. Rus-
sian and titular elite segments referred to diff erent standards to adapt this 
new approach: the Russian elites supported only the symbolic recognition 
the titular languages, whereas the titular elites insisted in addition on the 
practical use of these language as the offi  cial languages.

Th ree central questions emerged in public discussions that embodied 
policy alternatives: how many state languages there should be, whether they 
should be compulsory for study in all school of a republic and whether all 
inhabitants of a republic must know them. Th e solution to the fi rst question 
came earlier “from above”, and all republics except Karelia addressed the is-
sue in their sovereignty declarations (for a discussion of the options, see Zam-
yatin 2013a: 126–139). In Karelia, the problems mounted, starting with the very 
basic issue that due to the lack of a standardized written form, the Karelian 
writers themselves were against the offi  cial designation of Karelian, as they 
could not agree on which variety should be chosen and perceived Finnish as 
a language with a higher prestige for that role (Zamyatin 2013a: 139–141).
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Most ASSRs fi rst declared the offi  cial status of their state languages in 
their sovereignty declarations in autumn 1990 without having yet passed 
language laws, which amounted to symbolic recognition. Although the 
public was against soveregnization, it did not have a say, because the sov-
ereignty declarations were draft ed in parliamentarian commissions and 
adopted in parliaments with overwhelming majorities (see Zamyatin 
2013a: 137–138). National organizations prepared their own draft s that were 
rejected, for example, in Komi. Th e general atmosphere of the processes 
of disintegration of the USSR made possible the sovereignization of these 
ASSRs as well. It was explicitly stated in the sovereignty declarations of 
some republics, e.g. Tatarstan, Komi and Mari, that the titular language 
and Russian as two state languages would function on equal footing (Zam-
yatin 2015: 297).

Titular pressure groups wanted to designate the titular languages with 
an offi  cial status not only because the symbolic recognition would increase 
the prestige of the language but also because it would enable their desig-
nation as compulsory as the mechanism for their expansion in the public 
sphere. Some politicians of titular nationality insisted that the titular lan-
guages should become the sole state languages of the republics, because 
in their opinion the co-offi  cial status of Russian would prevent or at least 
complicate the compulsory use of titular languages. However, this view 
was considered radical even by the titular elites themselves, most of whom 
could not imagine such a situation. For example, in the early 1990s, the 
chair of the national organization Udmurt Kenesh was himself against the 
introduction of Udmurt as the medium of instruction, because “it was not 
needed”. Furthermore, there was a split in the national movements be-
cause a signifi cant portion of the titular elites were themselves Russian 
speakers and oft en did not support the compulsoriness of the titular lan-
guages. As a result, the national organization in Tatarstan also supported 
the two-state-language solution (Zamyatin 2013a: 134–136).

Th e titular groups were to be the target community of the revivalist 
policy. Yet, the compulsoriness also had broad eff ects and directly touched 
upon the language behaviour of ethnic Russians and Russian speakers in 
the republics. Th ey did not know or use the titular languages and their 
prevailing attitude towards them was that they had a low prestige and 
were not useful. Th us, the regional Russian elite segments were strongly 
predisposed against the compulsoriness of the titular languages. Further-
more, they suspected that the revivalist rhetoric was just a pretext while 

FUF64_varmuuskopio_12_12.indd   277FUF64_varmuuskopio_12_12.indd   277 19.12.2018   14:55:1819.12.2018   14:55:18



 

278

Konstantin Zamyatin

the actual goal of titular elites was to use the language requirement of fi rst-
rank offi  cials to ensure preferential access of their representatives to power. 
At the same time, the prevailing discourse of “inter-ethnic accord” also 
restricted them from expressing their negative attitudes publicly so as not 
to undermine the existing level of consensus. Instead, the Russian politi-
cians preferred not to voice their ideology explicitly but thumbed their 
noses behind the back of the proponents of compulsoriness of the titular 
languages. 

As the aspirations contradicted one another, a compromise was need-
ed. Th ere was a need to reconcile and balance the confl icting interests of 
elite segments advocating for their ethnic groups. Th is compromise be-
came possible, inter alia, because of the common origin of the elite seg-
ments in the nomenklatura. Th e position of the fi rst fi gure on the issue and 
the leadership style, confl ictual or consensual, was crucial. Furthermore, 
there was a joint interest among regional elites in increasing the republic’s 
self-governance vis-à-vis the center (Zamyatin 2013a: 151–153). 

Th e scope of the compromise regarding the second and third questions 
about compulsoriness was set in the RSFSR language law of 1991. Th e law 
introduced Russian as the state language of the whole country and permit-
ted the compulsoriness of titular languages in certain domains, including 
education and at work. Th erefore, the introduction of some elements of 
the compulsoriness depended on the political situation in each individual 
republic. In the early 1990s, there were still no agencies of the republics 
on nationalities aff airs that were generally tasked with developing policy 
proposals. Language laws were draft ed by regional parliamentarians or of-
fi cials, as in Tatarstan, Komi and Mari El. By the mid-1990s, ministries 
or state committees on nationalities aff airs were created everywhere and 
began draft ing the laws in those republics that still lacked them: Mordovia, 
Udmurtia and Karelia. Sometimes, law draft s were prepared by national 
organizations or research institutes (Zamyatin 2014b).

2.3.4. Policy adoption 

Th erefore, policy adoption consisted of not one but three steps: symbol-
ic designation in the sovereignty declarations, formal designation in the 
constitution and legal designation in languages laws (see Zamyatin 2014a: 
97–103). By form, symbolic designation actually did not amount to poli-
cy adoption because the sovereignty declarations were policy documents 
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that expressed intention rather than action (see Zamyatin 2013a). By con-
tent, however, the policy option of the designation of the co-offi  cial state 
languages of republics remained the same as it had already been in the 
declarations. 

Th e constitutional designation amounted to policy adoption, although 
it resolved only the most general issues: those about the co-offi  cial status 
and, in some republics, about language requirements of presidential candi-
dates. Th e constitutions were adopted in the period between 1992 and 1995 
in constitutional assemblies, which meant that the people were once again 
to a large extent sidelined from the discussion (for a detailed discussion on 
the adoption of the constitutions, see Zamyatin 2013b). Yet, according to 
the data of the 1993–1994 public opinion surveys, by that time, the co-of-
fi cial status of the languages refl ected the prevailing public attitudes. Th is 
option was supported primarily by the titular groups but also by a suffi  -
ciently large share of the Russian-speakers to have overall majority support 
not only in the Finno-Ugric republics but also in Tatarstan (see subsection 
4.3.3 below). Th e constitutions of the republics formalized their upgrade 
in political status to that of constituent republics of Russia with their own 
constitutions and state languages as symbols of their national statehood.

Tatarstan was the fi rst to pass its constitution in 1992, before the Rus-
sian constitution of 1993 and the designation of Tatar and Russian as 
equal-in-rights state languages. Th e 1994 constitution of the Komi Repub-
lic designated Komi and Russian as the republic’s state languages. Th e 1994 
constitution of the Udmurt Republic designated Russian and Udmurt as 
its state languages. Th e 1995 constitution of Mari El designated two varie-
ties of Mari (Hill, Meadow) and Russian as its state languages. Th e 1995 
constitution of Mordovia designated Russian and two Mordvin languages 
(Moksha and Erzia) as its state languages. Th e Republic of Karelia did not 
designate its state languages at the time and designated only Russian in its 
2001 constitutional amendment (see Zamyatin 2013b). 

Most issues were left  for legal designation in language laws. In public 
debate, the rhetoric of “language revival” was widespread but the policy 
goal was formulated and adopted in the laws as a more moderate “main-
tenance and development of languages”, which implied the process but 
not necessarily the result (for a detailed discussion on the adoption of the 
constitutions, see Zamyatin 2013c). Th is became not an absolute goal but 
one balanced by the goal of maintaining the position of Russian as “the 
language of inter-ethnic communication” (literally, “inter-nationality 
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communication”) and enabling its further spread. In the next section, I 
will explore the specifi cation in legislation of only the fi rst goal.

3.  Policy inputs and outputs

3.1. Evaluation of policy institutionalization and implementation 

Legislators typically defi ne policy inputs by not only formulating the goal 
of the language spread but also providing an itemized list of instituted ele-
ments of domains through the adoption of language laws and the allocation 
of budgetary funds, which I refer to as institutionalization. Accordingly, the 
indicators for measuring policy inputs are the share of instituted provisions 
and the amount of allocated funds. Executive authorities should then act 
as policy implementers and are responsible for producing policy outputs. 
Th us, the indicators for measuring policy outputs are of two types, the fi rst 
depicting the share of institutionalized elements where the use of titular 
languages was actually introduced and the second depicting the share of 
measures that were actually implemented under executive programs, as sets 
of rules, routines and resources, or through everyday activities of executive 
agencies. Focusing on studying the relative shares makes it possible to see 
beyond the absolute numbers typical of offi  cial reporting.

Th e gap between policy goals and implementation is also typical for 
other countries and is well-studied (see Hill & Hupe 2002). A specifi c 
feature of the situation in Russia was that it was the co-offi  cial status of 
languages that predetermined the problems of implementation. Th e re-
publics’ authorities took on the formal commitment to promote the titu-
lar languages but instituted only few obligations to actually use them. In 
order to reach a compromise, the revivalist goal was too broadly formu-
lated and had to be pursued under the conditions of offi  cial bilingualism, 
when Russian was already used in all domains. Furthermore, the 1990s 
revivalist projects were pursued mostly as a top-down policy narrow in 
scope because they mainly sought to increase language use within the ele-
ments of domains where titular languages already functioned and their 
expansion to new elements of domains was generally not planned. Th us, 
the patterns of covered elements of domains were also a Soviet legacy, and 
in post-Soviet times, there was no expansion of the titular languages to 
new domains, with some exceptions, notably information technology (see 
Zamyatin 2014b and Table 7 in the next section). 
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In Russia’s republics, the policy institutionalization through language 
laws was done in vague terms and contained such contradicting ideas as 
the proclaimed equality of languages and the hierarchy of language statuses 
(see Zamyatin 2015). Th is shift ed the task of fi lling in the details to the ex-
ecutive agencies to be created. In the early 1990s, the regional ministries 
were typically assigned a non-itemized budget line with the proxy of devel-
oping governmental executive programs (especially those in the fi rst stage, 
see Zamyatin 2014c). In other words, implementers enjoyed a discretion on 
implementation matters, in particular in allocating funds to concrete meas-
ures. Th is was the case partly because the institutionalization of the offi  -
cial language status in laws and implementation were disconnected, as the 
structure of laws and executive programs did not match (Zamyatin 2014c). 
In my earlier study, I demonstrated that the broad discretion given to the 
government offi  cials over the issues of implementation coupled with the of-
fi cials’ attitudes of “benign neglect” and lack of commitment to the task was 
a signifi cant reason for the poor implementation or non-implementation of 
policy measures (Zamyatin 2014a: 104–108).

However, there were also technical obstacles that led to poor imple-
mentation. Th e defi nition of societal problems in relative rather than abso-
lute terms determines the limitation of policy in aff ecting conditions (Dye 
2013: 78). Th e institutionalization was oft en not specifi ed into objectives 
and, thus, was diffi  cult to operationalize for the purpose of implementa-
tion and evaluation. No specifi c targets or measurement units were set in 
the fi elds of activities such as the number and nature of public services to 
be made available. Another problem was that the agencies were in charge 
of both implementation and the evaluation of implementation. As a result, 
their reports tended to consist of lists of activities that focused on progress 
rather than on shortcomings. Further, a crucial weakness was the lack of 
consideration for the role of titular community organizations, although 
in practice pressure groups oft en had much leverage on the agencies, for 
example, through participation in advisory bodies or other forms of con-
sultations or as contractors for the activities undertaken in order to imple-
ment the policy measures (for a similar situation, see De Korne 2012). 

How is it possible to evaluate policy institutionalization and implemen-
tation? Based on the policy analysis approach, François Grin (2003) devel-
oped a model of policy evaluation in the context of the European Charter 
on Regional or Minority Languages. He pointed out that “the desired out-
comes of the policy measures to be adopted under the Charter ought to be 
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the continued vitality of those languages, meaning that they ought to be 
known – and used”. To specify the content of the vitality, Grin used Joshua 
Fishman’s graded intergenerational disruption scale (GIDS), which contains 
eight stages on the scale of “threatenedness” of languages, with stages 8 to 5 
amounting to minority language use in private and stages 4 to 1 in the public 
sphere (Fishman 1991). Grin further noted that one way to defi ne the desired 
outcome is a general movement towards stage 1 of the GIDS. He sums up 
that the improvement of the position of languages on the GIDS scale should 
achieve some minimum results of “restoring and maintaining self-priming 
mechanisms of language reproduction”, which coincides with stage 5 (see 
Grin 2003: 40–42). 

In Russia, the titular Finno-Ugric languages also found their way into 
the public sphere as offi  cially recognized state languages of republics (ex-
cept in Karelia). Moreover, the revivalist goal itself was to be achieved 
through the expansion of the use of the languages in offi  cial contexts 
through its institutionalization in law. Tatarstan and Komi started to pur-
sue revivalist policies quite assertively in terms of inputs, passing their lan-
guage laws already in 1992. Mari El was also assertive and passed a strong 
law in 1995, but the policy underwent to an abrupt change at the turn of the 
millennium. In contrast, Mordovia and Udmurtia were slow in launching 
the policies through the adoption of their language laws in 1998 and 2001, 
respectively (see Zamyatin 2014b). Th erefore, to evaluate whether the pol-
icy achieved its goal is to study the expansion of languages into domains 
of the public sphere. 

Based on the GIDS, I developed a model for classifying language use in 
the public sphere depending on public institutions. I distinguish language 
use (1) by the bodies of state authorities, (2) in the work environment of 
public institutions, (3) in state-funded mass media and cultural institu-
tions (4) in public schools. Further, depending on its functions, I distin-
guish language use (1) in the offi  ce, (2) in communication with citizens, 
and (3) in the provision of public services (see Zamyatin 2014a). Essential-
ly, the republics’ language laws prescribed the use of the titular languages 
across some elements of three domains of the public sphere: languages in 
the bodies of state authorities, offi  cial mass media and education. Th eir use 
in the work environment was not instituted, but sometimes some imple-
mentation measures were taken. 

In other words, the titular languages were granted only “limited offi  cial-
ity” both in the scope and extent of institutionalization, as Russian already 
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performed all functions. For example, courts and law-enforcement agencies 
fall under the federal competence and are thus monolingual Russian, with 
the exception of the right to translation. Th us, the scope of the use titular 
languages was restricted to certain regional authorities (see Zamyatin 2015). 
In my study on institutionalization, I demonstrated that the use of titular 
languages in offi  cial contexts, in addition to Russian, was either (1) not in-
stituted in the language laws, (2) instituted but never implemented or (3) 
instituted and at least partially implemented. In the second case, one can 
only speak about indirect eff ects on language prestige. Th us, it is only in the 
third case, when legal provisions were at least partially implemented, that 
it is possible to evaluate the extent to which policy outputs were achieved 
(Zamyatin 2014b). 

According to François Grin’s policy-to-outcome path, implementation 
measures are taken to create of the conditions for language use: the ca-
pacity, opportunity and desire to use the minority language (Grin 2003: 
43–48). As a result of cross-fertilization, measures of status planning, ac-
quisition planning or prestige planning typically aff ect diff erent aspects 
of language behaviour simultaneously, but the diff erent types of language 
planning mainly aff ect one condition for language use. In Russia’s repub-
lics, at the core of status planning was the creation of opportunities to 
use the languages, in particular attempts to spread the use of the titular 
languages in the bodies of state authorities. Acquisition planning and ca-
pacity development were central in the sphere of education. Mass media 
was illustrative of the desire to use the languages. In the next section, I will 
explore policy the volumes of inputs and outputs directed at creating the 
conditions for language use accordingly in  each of four domains.

3.2. Creation of conditions in the domains of language use 

3.2.1. Authorities’ offi ces and the work environment: opportunity

Status planning included the designation of the titular languages with 
an offi  cial status of state languages of republics and relied on their com-
pulsory use as the means of their promotion. Th e offi  cial recognition has 
not resulted in the introduction of titular languages as the working lan-
guages of state authorities. Th e use of titular language in parliamentary 
debates was permitted in such activities as draft ing laws and discussions, 
including work in committees, the publication of laws as well as in offi  cial 
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documentation and correspondence. Th e republics typically instituted the 
right to speak in both languages at parliamentary sessions. However, the 
prevailing attitude was that the titular languages were considered insuf-
fi ciently linguistically developed, although they had literary traditions 
and standardized written forms, with the exception of Karelian, which 
acquired a written form in 1989. To address the latter problem, language 
boards were created in every republic with the mission of corpus planning. 

Compulsory knowledge of the offi  cial language by (a candidate for the 
post of) the head of a state or territory is an important element of language 
status. Th is requirement can have dual justifi cation within the language 
status: as a part of the working language of the state authorities and as a 
language preference. Language preferences and the requirement to know 
both state languages were justifi ed in the republics by the multinational 
character of their statehood. Among the Finno-Ugric republics, the re-
quirement of knowledge of both state languages of the republic for the 
head of state were introduced only in Mari El. However, when an incum-
bent head attempted to apply the provision, this provoked a confl ict, so the 
provision was never enforced (Zamyatin 2013b). 

Language requirements for offi  cials and civil servants were justifi ed as 
the way to ensure the right of citizens to address authorities in the state 
languages. Despite the plans, almost nowhere were language requirements 
instituted and also implemented. In Mari El, in addition to the general 
provision of language requirements, there was a provision on language re-
quirements from heads and employees of educational institutions, while 
language requirements for some professions did not pass in the language 
law. In Tatarstan and in Karelia, fi nancial bonuses for the knowledge and 
use of languages in professional activities were introduced (see Zamyatin 
2014b). Some offi  cial data is available on measures for the promotion of 
titular languages in the work environment. For example, annual language 
courses for public offi  cials and citizens were organized in Komi and Ud-
murtia. In Komi, language requirements for some professions did pass 
into the original law, but the list of professions was never approved (see 
Zamyatin 2013c: 137). A total of 150 public offi  cials attended such courses 
during the six years between 2006 and 2012 (Gabusheva 2013). All in all, 
the attempts to expand the use of titular languages did not reach the objec-
tives of creating new opportunities for language use in offi  cial contexts.
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3.2.2. Communications with citizens, public services: opportunity

Language laws not only regulated language use by authorities and their 
offi  cials but also in the authorities’ communication with citizens and in 
the provision of public services. In my study of these two latter contexts, I 
found that the elements of domains in which titular languages had to func-
tion as the medium of the interaction of authorities with citizens were part-
ly instituted. In some republics, the right to choose the language of com-
munication in requests from authorities and the obligation of authorities to 
respond were instituted. Both state languages could be used in the text of 
documents (forms, seals, stamps or signboards with the names of authori-
ties), as well as in offi  cial documents verifying identity and other informa-
tion (passports; birth, marriage and death certifi cates; diplomas; military 
cards; etc.). In addition, the right to have traditional personal names, the 
right to have access to information and the obligation of authorities to pro-
vide such information were included in the Mari El language law.

Th e elements of domains of public services were also partly but some-
what better instituted. Th e language laws allow, but do not require, both 
state languages to be used in consumer services and commercial activities, 
industry, agriculture, communications, transport, power engineering, 
marking of goods and instructions for goods, labels, standards, nomen-
clature, texts of offi  cial announcements, visual and audible advertisements 
and other information, timetables, audible and visual announcements in 
airports, railway stations, river ports, bus stations, road signs and geo-
graphical names. Th e institutionalization of these elements did not mean 
that they were to be used automatically, and civic initiative was oft en need-
ed to launch their implementation. Further, in the early 2000s and the 
early 2010s, the number of instituted provisions decreased (see Zamyatin 
2013c). If one compares the instituted and at least partly implemented ele-
ments across the republics in the 2000s, the following picture appears (see 
Table 7 on the following page).

For the sake of simplicity, I have presented in Table 7 the data not on 
all but only on the key elements of four domains (for the full list, see Zam-
yatin 2014b). Th is selection makes their presentation incomplete but visu-
alizes the data well and allows for a general comparison of the policies. To 
complicate the picture, the authorities used the legal language of qualifi ca-
tions like “can”, “if possible”, or “according to legislation” to weaken legal 
provisions especially in Karelia and Udmurtia, which suggests that they 
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Republic Komi Mari El Mordovia Udmurtia Karelia

1. Requirement for 
top offi  cials 0 1 0 0 0

1a. Rights to speak 
at sessions 1 1 1 1 1

1a. Languages of 
draft  laws 0 0 0 0 0

1a. Languages of 
discussions 0 0 0 0 0

1a. Languages of 
law publication 1/1 1 1 1 1

1b. Texts of docu-
ments and 
signboards

1/1 1/1 1/1 1/1 1/1

1b. Audio-visual 
information 1/1 1/1 1/1 1/1 1/1

1c. Right of citizens 
to request 1 1/1 1 1 0

1c. Obligation 
to respond 1 1 1 1 0

2. Language 
requirements 0 1 0 0 1

3. Languages in 
mass media 1/1 1/1 1/1 1/1 1/1

4a. State languages 
for all pupils 1/1 1 1/1 0 0

4b. Native language 
of instruction 0 1 1/1 0 0

4c. Native language 
as a subject 1/1 1/1 1/1 1/1 1/1

Instituted, not used / 
partly used elements 9/6 11/7 10/6 8/4 7/4

0 – not instituted
1 – instituted, not used or implemented
/1 – instituted, partly used or implemented

Table 7: Institutionalization of selected elements of the offi  cial status of the ti-
tular Finno-Ugric languages in language laws (adapted from Zamyatin 2014b)
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actually lacked the intention to implement the respective provisions. Nota-
bly, in all republics, almost exclusively those elements were instituted that 
increase the visibility of the languages: texts of documents and signboard 
were to be translated and audio-visual information provided. For example, 
the distribution of public information in the state languages of the republic 
was regulated in Mari El. I have suggested that this was due to the circum-
stance that the titular languages were used in the offi  cial contexts mostly 
in their symbolic function, and the majority made concession in this part 
but not regarding the practical function. Th is also indicated the inability 
of policymakers to change the existing interactional order (see Zamyatin 
2014a). 

It is not easy to quantitatively overview the implementation of language 
provisions in communication with citizens and public services. Th e units 
of measurement could include the number, frequency and duration of op-
portunities to use the language in dealings with authorities (see Grin 2003: 
100). However, the offi  cial data on language use in public services is scarce, 
and only circumstantial evidence is accessible. For example, the installa-
tion of bilingual signposts is the only obligation under federal legislation. 
Th e installation of bilingual signposts or the translation of documents is 
a one-time event, which makes it possible to count. Th e agencies typically 
provide numerical information on the implementation of these two ac-
tivities, but no quantitative studies have been conducted. Th ere have been 
no studies on language landscapes in the Finno-Ugric republics like those 
conducted in Tatarstan (see Gabdrahmanova et al. 2016). Th e Komi Re-
public was by far the fi rst among the Finno-Ugric republics in instituting 
and implementing the use of the Komi language in offi  cial contexts. For 
example, the republic’s laws were translated into that language. But even in 
this republic, the installation of bilingual signposts was not fully complet-
ed, except in the towns of Syktyvkar and Ukhta (Gabusheva 2013). In Ud-
murtia, offi  cials reported that some laws were also translated and provided 
the information on the absolute number of the translation of the names of 
public and commercial legal entities (see Implementation Report 2014). In 
contrast, the Republic of Tatarstan instituted the use of Tatar along Rus-
sian in all the elements listed in Table 7 (see Iskhakova 2002).
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3.2.3. Education: capacity

Th e main focus in language education is on the creation of the capacity 
to speak a language. By the end of the Soviet era, most national schools in 
the Finno-Ugric republics were situated in the countryside and had Rus-
sian as the language of instruction, while the native language was taught 
as a subject only. Th e objective of the revivalist project in education was to 
increase access to native language learning as a subject and ultimately to 
provide it to all titular pupils, including in urban areas. Native language 
of instruction was also to be expanded where it existed, that is, in rural 
schools in Mari El and Mordovia. Th e objective to introduce the native 
language of instruction was not pursued, although it was discussed in the 
early 1990s, for example, in the Komi Republic. Th e teaching of titular lan-
guages as state languages of the republic as a compulsory subject to all 
pupils irrespective of their ethnicity was introduced at diff erent times in 
Komi, Mari El and Mordovia. While units of measurement were defi ned 
to enable quantitative evaluation, no separate objective of skills develop-
ment was set to focus on increasing the level of competence, and qualita-
tive evaluation remains problematic. 

In a separate study, I systematically evaluated the implementation of 
language policy in education with the help of both qualitative and quan-
titative methods based on the offi  cial data (for the data and methodology, 
see Zamyatin 2012b, 2012c; see also Zamyatin 2016 for the evaluation in 
relation to the Charter standards). On the policy input side, there are re-
sources to invest, such as the numbers of hours in the curriculum, text-
books and supply materials, schools and trained teachers. I took access to 
native language learning in one of the three modes, the native language of 
instruction, as a subject of native language or a subject of state language, 
as an indicator of policy outputs and diachronically compared it across the 
republics. Th e combined data illustrate the processes that were ongoing 
in language education in the Finno-Ugric republics during the two post-
Soviet decades (see Table 8).

Th e data demonstrate that the access to native language learning in the 
Finno-Ugric republics was only partially provided. In general, probably up 
to a quarter of titular schoolchildren studied their native language in any 
form in Karelia, up to half in Komi, Mordovia and Udmurtia, and up to 
three quarters in Mari El. Karelia and Mari El achieved more in terms of 
outputs. In Karelia, the access to native language learning either as a native 
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or a state language increased from 3.4% in 1990 to 17.6% in 2000 and was 
about 25% in 2010. In Mari El, the access to native language learning was 
55.2% in 1990 and remained relatively stable despite the policy change in 
2001, when up to half of the Mari pupils had access, while by 2000 most of 
the rest had to learn Mari as the state language of the republic. Neither sec-
ondary professional nor higher education was available, except for train-
ing of native language teachers. 

In contrast, the share of Tatar schoolchildren having native language of 
instruction increased from 12% in 1990 to 48% by 2000, while the rest learned 
Tatar as a subject of native language. Exceptionally, some humanities courses 
in secondary professional and higher education were also provided in Tatar 
(2.5% of all students). Until 2017, when compulsory teaching was abolished, 
practically all non-Tatar schoolchildren in Tatarstan had to learn Tatar as a 
subject of state language (Zamyatin 2012c, State Program of Tatarstan 2013).

Republic Komi Mari El Mordovia Udmurtia Karelia Tatarstan
Year 1990/1991 1990/1991 1990/1991 1989/1990 1989/1990 1990/1991
Instruction 0 8,706 4,719 0 0 65,074
Native lang. 15,890 27,700 16,576 29,278 301 192,600
State lang. 3,483 - - - - n/a
Year 1999/2000 2000/2001 1999/2000 2000/2001 2000/2001 2000/2001
Instruction 0 6,316 3,597 0 0 150,632
Native lang. 16,926 25,974 16,136 33,143 2 149 313,750
State lang. 21,224 46,559 3,191 - - 99.1%
Access ~ 52.1% 81.9% ~ 41.7% 41.2% 17.6% 99.6%
Year 2009/2010 2009/2010 2009/2010 2008/2009 2009/2010 2010/2011
Instruction 0 273 1,689 0 0 85,516
Native lang. 6,200 11,616 7,670 19,315 1,581 185,392
State lang. 27,800 29,304 15,493 - - ~ 100%
Ethnic share ~ 55.6% ~ 84.3% ~ 50.2% ~ 44.8% ~ 25% ~ 100%

Table 8: Number of students of titular nationality learning the titular lan-
guages in the Finno-Ugric Republics in three modes (as the language of 
instruction or as a subject of native language or state language) and share 
of students with access to native language learning in any of these forms 
(adapted from Zamyatin 2012b, 2012c)
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It is complicated to study language competence as a policy output, ei-
ther quantitatively or qualitatively. One problem is that only about two 
thirds of those who start studying the native language in primary school 
continue to do so also in secondary school. Furthermore, an unintended 
consequence of the policy was that the introduction of the compulsory 
study of the state language actually negatively aff ected native language 
teaching, since the 2007 education reform changed the setting. Th e reform 
introduced the satisfaction of linguistic and ethnocultural demands of 
people as the criterion of language policy eff ectiveness (Zamyatin 2012a). 
Schools anticipated low parental demand and started to switch the lan-
guage teaching from that of a subject of native language, which had to 
become voluntary, to that of the compulsory subject of state language. Th e 
problem is that far fewer hours are assigned to teaching in the latter mode 
and the teaching is of lower quality (see Zamyatin 2012b). In the future, 
the criterion of satisfying the linguistic demands would make it possible to 
study also the desire to learn the language, but due to the lack of systematic 
data, this is currently not possible. 

Aft er an increase in the 1990s, access to one’s native language and the 
volume of teaching of the Finno-Ugric languages decreased in the 2000s. 
Th e 2007 education reform has further worsened the position of the Finno-
Ugric languages in the education system. Until recently, the negative trend 
in this process of decrease was due to the closure of small rural schools in 
the campaign for “optimization of the education system”. Since the reform, 
the number of schoolchildren learning their native language has been fur-
ther decreasing as a result of the absence of the declared linguistic need 
expressed by parents or their preference for other subjects in the formation 
of the school curriculum (see Zamyatin 2012a). Th e existing quantity and 
quality of language teaching does not ensure the reproduction of language 
competence of a signifi cant portion of schoolchildren of titular ethnic ori-
gin (see Zamyatin 2012b).

3.2.4. Mass media: desire

Demand for products in a language reveals the desire to use the lan-
guage. Th e level of demand also indicates the eff ectiveness of measures 
directed at prestige planning but is diffi  cult to study. Mass media is illus-
trative of the desire to use the language because people are free to order 
subscriptions. 
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Since the Soviet times, books, journals and newspapers have been print-
ed in the titular languages of the republics and TV and radio broadcasting 
have been arranged, because these were the channels of ideological indoc-
trination. With the introduction of the freedom of the press in the early 
1990s, there has been an interesting interplay between supply organized 
by the republics’ authorities and popular demand. Under the conditions of 
the drop in popular demand during the economic crisis of the 1990s, the 
objective was not to expand but only to sustain the level of supply. Policy 
outputs are infl uenced by many other variables besides popular demand, 
including economic and technological ones. However, one indirect way to 
study demand is to assess the trends in minority media in relation to the 
output in the Russian language, thus sidelining the eff ects of variables that 
infl uence all languages. 

Th erefore, when compared to the dynamics of printing in Russian, 
one can indirectly speak about regional policy outputs. In the republics, 
substantial funding was typically allocated in the executive programs 
for book-printing in the state languages of republics and other local lan-
guages. Publications for children and schoolbooks are in particular focus, 
along with their distribution to libraries and schools, including among di-
asporas. Th e republican budget fi nances periodicals, as well as the making 
of broadcasts and telecasts. In addition, the executive programs provide 
funding for dubbing and subtitles. 

I observed the dynamics of the provision of media products in the tit-
ular languages of the Finno-Ugric republics during the two post-Soviet 
decades, comparing the trends based on the offi  cial data, which are for the 
whole of Russia. When the output in 1990 is taken as constant (100%), the 
calculation shows the following trends in printing in the titular Finno-
Ugric languages (see Table 9 on the following page). 

As can be seen from the data regarding books and brochures, the re-
publics’ authorities annually commissioned up to two dozen titles, with 
the average total editions amounting to tens of thousands in the Komi, 
Mari, Mordvin and Udmurt languages. For Karelian, both the numbers of 
titles (only a few) and average editions (some thousands) have been clearly 
smaller. 

In 1991, only 3% of all books published in Russia were in non-Russian 
languages and in 1996 this share decreased to 2.3%. Most of the non-Rus-
sian books were in Tatar and Bashkir, while the share of other non-Russian 
languages was about 20% (Hudaverdian 1998). Th e data show that, over the 

FUF64_varmuuskopio_12_12.indd   291FUF64_varmuuskopio_12_12.indd   291 19.12.2018   14:55:1819.12.2018   14:55:18



 

292

Konstantin Zamyatin

1990 2000 2010
Issue of books and brochures in selected languages of the peoples of Russia (titles)

Russian 37,740 100% 56,863 151% 118,378 314%
Tatar 169 100% 210 124% 280 166%
Karelian 3 100% 4 133% 1 33%
Komi 29 100% 24 83% 35 121%
Mari 72 100% 15 21% 29 40%
Mordvin 35 100% 11 31% 30 86%
Udmurt 28 100% 9 32% 5 18%
Editions of books and brochures in selected languages of the peoples of Russia (thousands)
Russian 1,499,722 100% 445,041 30% 641,659 43%
Tatar 3,436 100% 411 12% 1,776 52%
Karelian 11 100% 6 55% 0.3 3%
Komi 106 100% 85 80% 39 37%
Mari 301 100% 16 5% 33 11%
Mordvin 135 100% 39 29% 14 10%
Udmurt 149 100% 7 4.7% 11 7%
Issue of newspapers in selected languages of the peoples of Russia (titles)
Russian 4,488 100% 5508 123% 9,166 204%
Tatar 89 100% 72 81% 172 193%
Karelian 0 3 4
Komi 4 100% 1 25% 5 125%
Mari 16 100% 11 69% 15 94%
Mordvin 2 100% 2 100% 4 200%
Udmurt 18 100% 7 39% 10 56%
Editions of newspapers in selected languages of the peoples of Russia (thousands)
Russian 37,391,289 100% 6,973,018 19% 9,391,206 25%
Tatar 192,233 100% 60,767 32% 51,835 27%
Karelian 0 275 54
Komi 2,870 100% 315 11% 1,149 40%
Mari 9,946 100% 3,573 36% 1,485 15%
Mordvin 2,106 100% 686 33% 333 16%
Udmurt 9,720 100% 3,091 32% 1,321 14%
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two post-Soviet decades, the number of books published in Russian tri-
pled, while the numbers of books published in the Finno-Ugric languages 
decreased, although remaining relatively stable, which is probably the re-
sult of eff orts on the part of the republics’ authorities. At the same time, 
while the book editions in Russian were restored to half of the 1990 level, 
the book editions in the republics signifi cantly dropped, which probably 
demonstrates diminished demand. 

As for printed mass media, within the approximately two decades, the 
number of journals and newspapers in Russian almost doubled, and the 
numbers of journals and newspapers published in the Finno-Ugric lan-
guages remained relatively stable, which is again probably the result of ef-
forts of the republics’ authorities. Th e republics’ policy was to intervene 
in order to support mass media. For example, in Udmurtia, the regional 
legislature and the government became co-founders of three offi  cial news-
papers and the State Television and Radio Broadcasting Company Udmur-
tia in 1995.

In every republic, there is at least one offi  cial newspaper and one jour-
nal in the titular language, but the volumes of their circulation have been 
low and subscription from outside of the respective republics is virtually 
impossible. According to the offi  cial data, two to three newspapers have 
been published throughout the post-Soviet period in the Karelian, Komi 
and Mordvin languages; for Mari and Udmurt, the number of newspapers 
is higher. A rapid rise in the number of periodicals and newspapers during 
the perestroika times was followed by a dramatic decrease. For example, 
the number of newspapers dropped from eighteen in Udmurt and sixteen 
in Mari in 1990 to seven and eleven, respectively, by 2000, and somewhat 
recovered to ten and fi ft een in 2008. About two to four journals with an 
average circulation of tens of thousands have appeared in the Komi, Mari, 
Mordvin and Udmurt languages (see Table 9). 

Table 9 (on the left  hand page): Average annual numbers of titles of books, 
brochures, periodicals and newspapers published in Russian and the titular 
Finno-Ugric languages (titles) and the dynamics in relation to the output 
in 1990 (%) (the data on Mari and Mordvin for both languages/varieties)

Sources: data of Goskomstat Rossii, cited for 1990 and 2000 from the Russian Statisti-
cal Yearbook 2009, cited in Yazykovoe raznoobrazie 2010; data for 2010 from Finno-
ugorskii mir 2012.
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At the same time, circulations dropped by many times and never re-
covered. Editions of journals and newspapers in Russian were restored up 
to a third and a quarter, respectively, of the 1990 level. Th e drop in editions 
of journals in the republics was higher, which is probably another indica-
tor of diminished demand, especially among blue-collar workers. In the 
case of newspapers, the decrease in editions in the Finno-Ugric languages 
is comparable to that of those written in Russian. Th e demand for newspa-
pers was relatively stable probably because the readers reside mostly in the 
countryside with no other comparable sources of information available.

Since the Soviet times, there has been regional TV and radio broad-
casting in local languages. Th ere was an idea to provide broadcasting in 
minority languages on federal channels, but it was never implemented, 
and federal channels are exclusively in Russian. In the post-Soviet period, 
state-owned TV and radio broadcasting channels in the republics have 
continued to off er some broadcasts in the titular languages, usually about 
an hour per week on television and several hours per week on radio. Pri-
vate commercial enterprises rarely issue cultural products in minority lan-
guages, as it is considered unprofi table due to the low demand, and these 
products oft en are considered to be of poorer quality than those available 
in Russian. 

In the new era, the broadcasting hours of regional TV and radio com-
panies have also been decreasing rapidly. In 2005, all regional TV and ra-
dio companies were resubordinated to the All-Russian State TV and Radio 
Company. Th is led to a further decrease in the number of broadcasting 
hours in minority languages on the waves of the Russian offi  cial state ra-
dio. Still, in Udmurtia, for example, in 2007, the volume of broadcasting 
in the Udmurt language on TV was ten hours and on the radio seventeen 
hours per week (Semionov 2008). However, the quality of news in titular 
the languages in periodicals as well as in broadcasting is not suffi  cient, 
inter alia, because subsidies make them less competitive. As a rule, news in 
Russian off ers more information and is of higher quality (Etnosotsiolog-
icheskoe issledovanie 2000). 

An extensive study has been carried out on the position of Finno-Ugric 
languages on the Internet. According to the data, there has only been a lit-
tle progress in twenty years’ time and not all languages have all the neces-
sary language resources and tools available in order to enable their use as 
languages of the information environment. Only Komi and Udmurt have 
language corpora, while Komi, Mari and Udmurt have spell-checkers, 
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purposeful corpora and native character sets. Th e websites of the respec-
tive republics’ authorities are translated into Komi and partially into Mari, 
Udmurt and the Mordvin languages (Fedina 2016).

3.2.5. Diverging inputs and outputs across the republics

In this section, I demonstrated that there was a mismatch between policy 
inputs and outputs in terms of instituted and at least partially implemented 
provisions. Another mismatch was observed between the measures only 
“formally implemented” by box-ticking and those also actually implement-
ed (see Zamyatin 2014c: 229). Th ird, the amount of inputs and outputs in 
the republics have diverged. In the early 1990s, despite the inevitable delay 
in their launch due to bureaucratic inertia, policies were relatively assertive 
in terms of the institutionalization of the compulsory use of titular lan-
guages, especially in Mari El and Komi, but this was not refl ected in equal 
inputs, if measured in the passing of executive programs and the amount of 
funds assigned to them as indicators of policy input. Th is was partly due to 
the economic crisis of the early 1990s and the 1998 default. In the 2000s, the 
funding became more stable but political will to pursue revivalist projects 
decreased due to the incremental regime change in the country. 

Since 2000, the amount of funds assigned for policy implementation 
in Mari El was reduced to a negligible amount due to the political situa-
tion. In the other republics, the amount of funds was comparable, includ-
ing Karelia. Th at said, the target group in Karelia was many times smaller 
compared to the other titular groups and, thus, the input per individual in 
the target group was more substantial. Inputs in individual republics seem 
to have correlated with outputs (see Table 1, Zamyatin 2014c: 252–253). Insuf-
fi cient inputs also resulted in inadequate outputs, which I measured by fi g-
uring out the trends in the evolution of such indicators as access to native 
language learning, volumes of printed materials and others. Outputs were 
not up to the task of creating the conditions for language use. In contrast, in 
Tatarstan, long-term planning, continuity in policy implementation and ad-
equate allocation of resources led to the achievement of signifi cant progress 
in outputs in all domains (see Zamyatin 2014c).
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4.  Policy outcomes

4.1. Evaluation of policy outcomes 

How can one evaluate whether the eff ects of policy outputs matched the 
desired outcomes? Typically, it is much more diffi  cult to conduct a quan-
titative evaluation of policy outcomes because of the scarcity of data. Ac-
cording to Grin, the best solution in this situation is to carry out surveys of 
language competence and language use, or at least on language attitudes in 
the population, at regular intervals. Alternatively, it is also possible to col-
lect statistical data on a range of language skills and patterns of language 
use separately, for example about enrolment in language learning, televi-
sion audiences or sales of printed matters. Th e analysis of the evolution in 
indicators should then establish whether there is the link between policy 
measures and outcomes. Th is method produces only correlations that have 
to be substantiated in order to separate the eff ects specifi c to policy, that 
is, ones that would not have taken place without policy. A policy can then 
be evaluated as eff ective in comparison to any alternative policy, if policy 
measures incur actual positive changes through the creation of the condi-
tions for language use (Grin 2003: 102–103).

In Russia’s ethnic republics, the policy formation took a similar sce-
nario when the goal became the expansion of the use of titular languages 
in the public sphere. Th e narrow policy scope and relatively low-inten-
sive policy input and outputs into the sociolinguistic situations makes it 
problematic to discern policy eff ects from the eff ects of social, economic 
and other factors. For example, how much were the closure of newspa-
pers and the drop in their circulations due to economic competition and 
how much due to diminished support? It is hardly feasible to produce a 
projected trend line. Th e comparison of potential and actual outcomes 
is prevented by the fact that there are too many variables. Furthermore, 
the lack of consistent data presents a methodological problem. Th e task 
of conducting one’s own surveys is unrealistic because of the scale re-
quired to trace trends for entire groups. Alternative sources are offi  cial 
statistics and surveys commissioned by regional agencies. Statistical data 
are typically available but are not especially useful because they do not 
allow for distinguishing eff ects of the social structure and policy eff ects 
under the conditions of insignifi cant input. It would be more relevant to 
collect semi-offi  cial survey data on language knowledge, language use 
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and language attitudes among the titular groups, but obtaining such data 
is also more problematic.

Th us, the next diffi  culty is the signifi cantly limited accessibility of data 
under the current authoritarian regime. At the central level, the data con-
cerning the monitoring of inter-ethnic relations were made secret aft er the 
creation of a new federal agency for nationalities aff airs headed by a former 
secret service operative. At the regional level, the approach of executive 
agencies to report on policy outputs and outcomes in absolute numbers fo-
cusing on progress might be a deliberate choice in order to avoid publicity. 
For example, the recent reporting on the ongoing program on inter-ethnic 
relations in Udmurtia uses a sophisticated system of quantitative indica-
tors that enable measuring the dynamics in the citizens’ opinions about the 
state of inter-ethnic relations but only mentions the indicators in absolute 
numbers on books and their editions in Udmurt (“0” books published for 
the period, see Implementation Report 2014). Th us, offi  cial reports might 
deliberately conceal policy outcomes and prevent the use of post-program 
comparison. At the same time, one reason for a bias toward positive results 
in reporting on government-sponsored research is that the establishment 
of language revival programs had a primarily symbolic value. Even if the 
programs did not actually change the conditions of the target groups very 
much, their eff ect was to make the titular group feel that the government 
“cares” about their concerns (see Dye 2013: 75). 

Further, not only authorities but also research institutes might provide 
biased information intended to misrepresent the situation for political rea-
sons. A relevant ministry and a research institute might produce diverging 
data, because in the fi rst, the supporters of the language revival project 
might prevail, while in the second, the proponents of Russian nation-
building, who would be critical of the project, would be predominant. For 
example, the 2007 data of the Komi ministry of nationalities aff airs on 
language use and attitudes are probably overestimated (Long-term Pro-
gram 2009) but the 2004 data of the Institute of Language, Literature and 
History at the Komi Scientifi c Center of the Russian Academy of Sciences, 
seem to be underestimated (Opros 2004) when compared to similar data 
from the other republics. It must also be noted that in the background, 
there was a confl ict about the compulsory teaching of Komi to all pupils 
(see Zamyatin 2013c). Th e research institutes are dependent on the acad-
emy and not only monitor the situation but also serve to implement the 
central policy of promoting the all-Russian identity in the regions. 
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Th us, the survey data should be taken with a degree of mistrust, not only 
because there might be problems in consistency of data, such as representa-
tiveness, but also because there could be a hidden agenda aiming to con-
ceal the actual policy impact. Furthermore, consistency in the data does not 
guarantee its adequacy, because in addition to respondents possibly falsify-
ing their preferences, domestic researchers may also be politically biased or 
employ self-censorship because inter-ethnic relations are perceived under 
an authoritarian regime to be a sensitive area. Finally, it is diffi  cult to detect 
the evolution in indicators because they have rarely been consistently sur-
veyed over time periods.

What makes the study of impact simpler is that the alternative policy 
in the given case would be a mere symbolic policy and the absence of the 
instrumental policy (see subsection 2.3.3 above; Zamyatin 2018a). Th e con-
tinued situation of the provision of a low-level supply of services in titular 
languages due to inertia since the Soviet times implied the actual promo-
tion of Russian based on the laissez-faire principle. It is a less complex task 
to search for policy eff ects in a contrast between the absence and presence 
of certain measures. As the general trends of language shift  and assimila-
tion in the Finno-Ugric republics continued, any positive change as the 
policy outcome is to be attributed to policy outputs. Yet, some rare posi-
tive changes were characteristic mostly of the 1990s, notably in education. 
Since the early 2000s, policy outputs have diminished. Recently, it was 
explicitly acknowledged that the agenda was only to lower the “intensity 
of ethnic and linguistic assimilation processes” (see State Program of Ud-
murtia 2013, Zamyatin 2014c). How could one discern whether and to what 
extent the revivalist policy hindered assimilation? 

No consistent data on the dynamics in outcomes was available for all 
fi ve republics. Similar data across the periods was systematically avail-
able for Mari El and Karelia, and for the latter also a long-term analysis 
(see Klementiev 2013). For Udmurtia and Komi, only occasional data were 
available. For Mordovia, there is the problem of a lack of data. Nonetheless, 
the analysis of the available data for Mari El and Karelia arguably makes it 
possible to provide a representative account of the processes in all repub-
lics, because these are two liminary cases in terms of their sociolinguistic 
situations as well as policy inputs, outputs and outcomes. In Karelia, lan-
guage shift  exceeds the similar processes in the other republics, while in 
Mari El, the processes are the slowest. At the same time, the ethnic elite in 
Karelia was more active in initiating ethnic mobilization than in the other 
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republics (see Zamyatin 2013a). Accordingly, the two republics were more 
advanced than the other three republics in producing policy inputs and 
outputs, which can most visibly be seen in education, as discussed in the 
previous section. 

4.2. Indicators for policy outcomes 

In the framework of the policy-to-outcomes path, a change in language 
knowledge, language use and language attitudes would represent policy 
outcomes. However, general data provide only indirect evidence due to 
the complex causation of sociolinguistic processes. Th ey are formed as the 
results, on the one hand, of activities directed at the creation of capacity, 
opportunity and desire to speak a language and, on the other hand, of ef-
fects of the social structure that lie outside the scope of policy, for example, 
intergenerational language transmission in families. Th us, I will in this 
section identify specifi c indicators for each activity in order to operation-
alize its eff ects for the purpose of evaluation. 

Acquisition planning is the area in which eff ects are most accessible to 
operationalization, inter alia, because more has been done and more data 
is available. Th e policymakers in republics passed diverging measures pur-
suing the objective of increasing access to native language learning. Out-
comes in education can be measured along such indicators as the number 
and percentage of language users at diff erent levels of competence and 
in diff erent age groups. Th e 2012 federal law on education allowed pupils 
to choose the native language and literature as an optional subject in the 
Unifi ed State Exam, and the opportunity to take this exam was instituted 
in some republics (Zamyatin 2012a). Based on offi  cial data and some sec-
ondary sources, it will be possible in some years to qualitatively assess the 
level of language knowledge of pupils, inter alia, depending on the form 
of language learning. Th ere are currently some individual studies, but as-
sembling a systematic account across the republics remains a matter for 
further research. 

Instead, this study assesses mostly the dynamics in the quantitative 
data about the language knowledge of pupils in general and school gradu-
ates in particular. Exploring language use, the study assesses language be-
haviour of pupils in various domains of daily life. Th e data on opinions 
about the need for reading and writing skills are also illustrative, because 
these are developed primarily in school. Exploring attitudes, the opinion 
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about the appropriateness of compulsory teaching of titular languages and 
the need to study languages is informative of the policy outcome. Another 
indicator could be public opinion on whether schools’ capacity to maintain 
and develop languages had changed, especially among teachers, pupils and 
their parents (see Grin 2003).

Regarding the creation of new opportunities for language use, the poli-
cymakers formulated the objective very narrowly to expand the use of the 
titular language only in offi  cial contexts. Despite their institutionalization, 
the titular languages were not used as working languages of the authori-
ties in practice. At the same time, the titular languages were used to some 
extent in communication with citizens and in public services. Outcomes 
in offi  cial contexts can be measured by such indicators as the number and 
percentage of oral and written communications in requests, the percentage 
of offi  cial forms available or the percentage of civil servants who actually 
obtained language knowledge when attending language courses. However, 
no surveys have been conducted in the republics on these topics. An in-
direct way to reveal the change is to measure attitudes on the range of 
domains where people considered it appropriate to use their language, but 
no surveys have been conducted in this area, either. Insight into the change 
is provided by the data on public opinion about the measures needed to 
achieve a state of offi  cial bilingualism. 

Th e objective in mass media was to sustain the level of supply. As there 
were few commercial outlets and channels using titular languages, the out-
comes are directly attributable to policies. Outcomes in mass media can be 
measured using such indicators as sales fi gures of books and circulation 
fi gures of newspapers and journals, as well as audiences of TV and radio 
broadcasting. Alternatively, these can be converted into units of time spent 
on the consumption of media products. Regarding language use, it would 
be informative to examine the data on the change in habits related to read-
ing, watching TV and listening to the radio as well as using the internet. 
For the exploration of attitudes, opinions about the demand for mass me-
dia are a relevant indicator. 

4.3. Sociolinguistic condition of the titular groups in post-Soviet times

In what follows, I will again assess the general development in the socio-
linguistic conditions of the titular groups along the outlined indicators. 
Th e data from the population censuses demonstrate that during the two 
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post-Soviet decades, both the absolute numbers and, with some excep-
tions, the relative shares of the titular Finno-Ugric groups have continued 
to decrease gradually due to ever-accelerating language loss and ethnic 
assimilation. Th e data demonstrate that the shares of the titular groups 
among the total population remained relatively stable or continued to de-
crease in Udmurtia and Karelia from census to census, usually within a 
margin of 1% or, rarely, 2% (see Table 10 on the following page).

Th e last 1989 Soviet population census had a separate question on whether 
a person possessed knowledge of his or her native language, on the basis of 
his or her own personal assessment. Th e 2002 All-Russian population census 
asked no specifi c question on respondents’ native language, only on their lan-
guage knowledge. Th erefore, no “offi  cial data” are available, only estimates. 
Th e 2010 All-Russian population census again asked the question on respond-
ents’ native language. At the same time, the share of those who did not answer 
the question about ethnicity and language increased in comparison to 2002. 
Furthermore, it is a Soviet legacy of formulating the census questions that peo-
ple sometimes report the language of their ethnic identity as their native lan-
guage without having high or even any competence in that language. 

According to the census data, language loss was somewhat slower dur-
ing the fi rst post-Soviet decade in comparison to the last Soviet decades. 
In the 1989 census, 88.4% reported knowledge of the Mari language among 
those who declared themselves ethnic Mari in the titular republic, along 
with 74.4% of Komi, 88.5% of Mordvins, 75.7% of Udmurts and only 51.5% 
of Karelians. According to estimates based on the data of the 2002 cen-
sus, 84.2% of ethnic Mari in their titular republic reported knowledge of 
their language. Th e corresponding fi gures for other Finno-Ugric groups 
were 72.1% for Komi, 84.6% for Mordvins, 71.8% for Udmurts and 48.4% for 
Karelians. During the second post-Soviet decade, language loss intensi-
fi ed. According to calculations in 2010, only 75.8% of Mari, 65.4% of Komi, 
68% of Mordvins, 55.8% of Udmurts and 36.8% of Karelians in their titu-
lar republics reported knowledge of their language. Outside the republics, 
language loss was more intensive, also among the Tatars, which indirectly 
indicates that the republics’ language policies have had an impact.

4.3.1. Language knowledge

However, the census data are not sensitive to the fact that many people 
have double Russian-titular identities and claim the knowledge of two 

FUF64_varmuuskopio_12_12.indd   301FUF64_varmuuskopio_12_12.indd   301 19.12.2018   14:55:1819.12.2018   14:55:18



 

302

Konstantin Zamyatin

native languages. Th e latter is possible because practically universal knowl-
edge of Russian has been reached among titular groups, which also means 
that practically no titular monolinguals are left . Sociological surveys off er 
sight into the processes of language shift . For example, in Udmurtia there 
were 19.4% titular-language monolinguals in 1970, 8.1% in 1989 and 1.6% in 
2002. Th e number of unassimilated bilinguals and assimilated bilinguals 
remained relatively stable and were, respectively, 68.3% and 3.8% in 1970, 

Republic Komi Mari El Mordovia Udmurtia Karelia Tatarstan
1. Total population of the republic (thousands)
Census 1989 1,251 749 963 1,605 790 3,641
Census 2002 1,018 728 889 1,570 716 3,779
Census 2010 901 696 834 1,521 643 3,786
2. Titular group (thousands)
Census 1989 291 324 313 496 79 1,756
Census 2002 256 312 283 460 65 2,019
Census 2010 202 290 333 410 45 2,012
3. Share of the titular group in the total population of the republic (%)
Census 1989 23.3% 43.3% 32.5% 30.9% 10% 48.5%
Census 2002 25.2% 42.9% 31.9% 29.3% 9.2% 52.9%
Census 2010 23.7% 43.9% 40% 28% 7.4% 53.2%
4. Report knowledge of their titular native language in the republic (%)
Census 1989 74.4% 88.4% 88.5% 75.7% 51.5% 96.6%
Census 2002 72.1% 84.2% 84.6% 71.8% 48.3% 94.2%
Census 2010 65.4% 75.8% 68% 55.8% 36.8% 92.4%
5. Report knowledge of their native language in Russia (%)
Census 1989 71.0% 81.9% 69.0% 70.8% 48.6% 85.6%
Census 2010 59.6% 70.6% 64.7% 62.2% 26.8% 79.2%

Table 10: Dynamics in the absolute numbers and shares of the titular 
groups in relation to the total population of the Finno-Ugric Republics 
and their language retention rates (census data)
Sources: Th e data on native language knowledge in the republics for 2002 is from 
Finno-ugorskie narody (2008) and for 2010 from Program (2013), for Karelia from 
Klementiev (2013). Th e data on native language knowledge in Russia for 2010 is from 
Naselenie Rossii (2013)
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67.6% and 4.5% in 1989, and 65% and 5.2% in 2002. At the same time, the 
number of assimilated monolinguals increased from 8.5% in 1970 to 19.8% 
in 1989, 28.2% in 2002 and 44% in 2010 (see Lallukka 1990: 200–207; Wil-
liams et al. 2008: 54; Vorontsov 2013). 

In contrast, the offi  cials in Mari El reported based on a 1999 survey 
that the share of the Mari who declared Mari as their native language had 
for the fi rst time increased within the decade, from about 80% to 85.8% 
(Yanalov 2000). According to the available data from the sociological sur-
veys, 79.5% of the Mari respondents reported Mari as their native language 
in 1985, 88.1% in 1994, 81.8% in 2001, 76.4% in 2011 and 79.2% in 2012 (the 
1994 data hereaft er for Meadow Mari, by far the largest Mari subgroup, 
Mezhnatsionalnye otnosheniia 1995, 2002, Sotsiologicheskie issledovaniia 
2013). However, it must be noted that the jump in the 1994 fi gures for Mari 
as one’s native language is also probably the result of a possible change 
in the survey methodology, when respondents were discouraged from in-
dicating two native languages. Namely, the share of respondents who re-
ported both Mari and Russian as their native languages was 13.8% in 1985, 
0.6% in 1994, 11.1% in 2001, 15.4% in 2011 and 12.9% in 2012. Th e share of 
those Mari who reported Russian as their native language was 6.1% in 1985, 
8.7% in 1994, 6.2% in 2001, 7.3% in 2011 and 7.8% in 2012 (see Kudriavtseva 
& Shabykov 2002, Shabykov et al. 2014b). 

Th is fl uctuation also demonstrates that the question on one’s native 
language conveys information about linguistic identity and attitudes rath-
er than language knowledge (for the data on diff erent understanding of the 
concept of native language among the Mari, see, for example, Shabykov et 
al. 2014b). Th e question about language competence is more revealing. It 
seems that the high level of competence among the Mari also remained 
relatively stable. Among those Mari respondents in the republic who re-
ported Mari as their native language, 78.3% could speak, read and write in 
the language in 1994, 75.4% in 2001, 78.3% in 2007, 79.7% in 2011 and 76.6% 
in 2012 (Mezhnatsionalnye otnosheniia 1995, 2002, Finno-ugorskie narody 
2008, Sotsiologicheskie issledovaniia 2013, Shabykov & Kudriavtseva 2015). 
Th e level of competence among the titular groups in the other republics 
was lower. According to data from the survey conveyed in 2007, the level 
of competence in titular languages among those who reported the titu-
lar language as their fi rst language further dramatically decreased when 
compared to the late Soviet period (see Table 2 on page 266, Table 11 on the 
following page). 
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Republic Komi Mari El Mordovia Udmurtia Karelia
Speech, Reading, 
Writing 73.4 78.3 75.1 68.6 66

Speech, Reading 10.2 5.2 7.2 8.6 10.2

Speech 7.5 4.4 9.7 10.3 12.6

Understanding 
freely 3.9 7.6 3.6 5.1 3.4

Understanding 
the topic 4.5 3.1 4.1 5 6.8

Undecided 0.6 1.3 0.3 2.4 1

Table 11: Command of native languages by component in 2007 (%, adapted 
from Finno-ugorskie narody 2008: 256)

Th us, respondents’ knowledge of Russian was much better than their knowl-
edge of native language, so that more titular representatives were more fl u-
ent in Russian than in native language. Th is becomes even clearer if one 
includes in the data also those who reported a titular ethnic identity but 
indicated Russian as their (fi rst) native language. For example, the data of 
the 2002 sociological survey in Karelia demonstrated that only 23.8% of Ka-
relian respondents could speak, read and write, 29.7% could freely speak but 
not read or write, 17.5% understood the language and could make themselves 
understood, 18.4% knew some words and 10.6% did not know Karelian at all. 
By 2008, the share of those Karelian respondents who could speak, read and 
write had decreased to 19.9%. About a third of Komi, Udmurts and Mord-
vins reported the same. In contrast, still more than half of the Mari respond-
ents reported a high level of command of their native language (Table 12).

Surveys consistently fi nd a very low level of knowledge of the titular 
languages among ethnic Russians, which rarely falls within the margins of 
more than one to two percent and has not signifi cantly changed over time. 
In practice, only a relatively small portion of Russian schoolchildren have 
learned the titular languages despite the introduction of their compulsory 
study. In contrast, virtually all Russian schoolchildren in Tatarstan lear-
ned Tatar. Th e republic’s authorities reported an increase in the number 
of Russians with at least some knowledge of Tatar from 18% in 1989 to 
44.1% in 2010, including an increase in fl uency among Russian speakers 
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from 1.1% in 1989 to 12% in 2010. At the same time, no noticeable changes 
have been traced in their actual communicative behaviour (State Program 
of Tatarstan 2013).

Th e data on the language competence of pupils is illustrative of some 
progress. Th e 2002 data on the Karelian pupils in the titular republic dem-
onstrated that in comparison with the data of the 1996 survey, the share 
of pupils with a good knowledge of the language somewhat increased and 
the share of schoolchildren with a satisfactory knowledge signifi cantly 
increased. In the pupils’ own assessment, the shares of those pupils who 
assessed their knowledge of Karelian proper as good grew from 4.2% in 
1996 to 5% in 2002 and those who considered it satisfactory from 62.5% 
to 75%, while those who assessed their knowledge as unsatisfactory de-
creased from 29.2% to 15%. Among the pupils speaking Olonets Karelian, 
the shares of those who assessed their knowledge as good grew from none 
in 1996 to 3.6% in 2000 and as satisfactory from 76.5% to 92.9%, while those 
assessing it as unsatisfactory decreased from 23.5% to 3.6%. Despite the 
positive dynamics, the relatively low level of knowledge complicated its 
actual use (Klementiev 2013: 154–158). In 2007, 32% of those Karelian pupils 
who studied the language reported that they could speak, read and write, 
42% understood the language but did not speak and 25% knew only some 
words (Predvaritelnye itogi 2007).

Republic Komi Mari El Mordovia Udmurtia Karelia
Speech, Reading, 
Writing 35.9 55.6 37.6 37.2 19.9

Speech, Reading 9.9 6.3 7.7 6.3 13.6

Speech 8.7 5.7 9.7 13.4 13.6

Understanding 
freely 4.2 6.8 6.6 7.4 8.7

Understanding 
the topic 6.3 5 6.4 12.5 20.9

Undecided 0 1.8 0.6 2.4 0

Table 12: Command of titular languages by titular groups by component in 
2007 (%, adapted from Finno-ugorskie narody 2008: 256)
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Th e 2000 data on Mari pupils demonstrated that only 53.1% of those 
graduating from the 9th and 11th grade could speak, read and write in 
the Mari language. Among students obtaining primary and secondary 
vocational education, the shares were, respectively, 37.3% and 38.8%, and 
among students obtaining higher education degrees, the fi gure was 53% 
(see Kudriavtseva & Shabykov 2002). In 2011, the share of those who could 
speak, read and write in the Mari language and had incomplete secondary 
education was 42.4% (Sotsiologicheskie issledovaniia 2013). Th erefore, the 
Mari youth cohorts also had a lower competence in their native language 
than the older generations, and that level continued to decline, the pri-
mary reason for this being the fact that Russian was used as the language 
of instruction. 

4.3.2. Language use

A striking trend is the reversal in the patterns of bilingualism across do-
mains when compared to the patterns during Soviet times (see Table 2 on 
page 266). Recently, Russian was much more oft en used not only at work 
and with friends but also at home. For example, 48.1% of Tatar respondents 
in the titular republic in 1994 used their native language at home, 14.1% 
at work and 12.6% for reading newspapers; 29.6% used two languages at 
home, 37.5% at work and 44.8% for reading newspapers, while the rest used 
Russian (Musina 2004). In the same year, 47% of Udmurts used their na-
tive language at home, 15.7% in their studies and 31.1% at work (see Gubo-
glo & Smirnova 2001: 395). In 2000, 29% used their language at work (see 
Etnosotsiologicheskoe issledovanie 2000). In 2003, 42.3% used their native 
language at home, 36.7% with friends and 23.5% at work (see Natsionalnye 
otnosheniia 2003). In 2007, the share of the Udmurt respondents who used 
their language at home was 12%, with friends 8.4% and at work 3.9%. In 
general, less than half respondents across the republics used their native 
language even at home (see Table 13). 

Further, the 1997 cross-regional survey showed that 46.2% of Udmurt 
and 18% of Karelian respondents read fi ction by authors from the titular 
nationality in their languages (Hudaverdian 1998). Th e 2007 survey in 
Mordovia showed that 17.8% of Mordovian respondents read fi ction by ti-
tular authors in their languages and 36.6% in the titular and Russian lan-
guages. A total of 33.5% regularly, 52% rarely and 14.5% never watched TV 
and listened to the radio, while 32.5% regularly, 52% rarely and 13.5% never 
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read periodicals in the titular languages (Natsionalnye fondy 2007). In 
2000, 17% of the Udmurt respondents read periodicals mostly in their lan-
guage, 45% mostly watched regional programs in that language on TV and 
49% mostly listened to regional programs in radio broadcasting in their 
language (Etnosotsiologicheskoe issledovanie 2000). In 2003, 22.6% of the 
Udmurt respondents reported that they (regularly) read periodicals, 26.2% 
watched TV and 29.6% listened to radio broadcasting in the language (Na-
tsionalnye otnosheniia 2003). In 2003, 40.8% of the Komi respondents re-
gularly and 39.6% irregularly watched TV and listened to radio broadcas-
ting in the language, while in 2006 only 29.1% did so regularly and 54.9% 
irregularly (Finno-ugorskie narody 2008: 167). Th us, the dynamics reveal 
the diminishing of the audience. By 2007, similar patterns were characte-
ristic also for the other titular groups (see Table 14 on the following page). 

In both cases, the Mari reported using their language more than others. 
In 1994, 49% of the Mari respondents regularly, 31.5% irregularly, 16.3% ra-
rely and only 3.2% never watched TV; 43.8% regularly, 33.3% irregularly, 
15.3% rarely and 7.6% never listened to radio broadcasting in the native lan-
guage. In 2001, 34.5% regularly, 32.8% irregularly and 21.4% rarely watched 
TV; 29.2% regularly, 32.4% irregularly and 16.4% rarely listened to radio 

Republic Komi Mari El Mordovia Udmurtia Karelia
Native language
At home 21.9 51.4 24.3 12 10.7
With friends 14.1 30 13.8 8.4 7.3
At work 9.9 20.4 5.8 3.9 4.9
Russian and native language equally
At home 10.2 13.6 12.7 18.2 10.7
With friends 13.2 28.2 20.2 18.4 9.2
At work 9.9 21.4 13.3 10.8 8.3
Russian
At home 62.9 29.8 61.6 69.5 78.2
With friends 68.9 36.8 65.2 73.1 83.5
At work 72.2 53.3 78.7 82 85.4

Table 13: Use of native languages and Russian by the titular groups in their 
republics in various domains of daily life in 2007 (%, adapted from Finno-
ugorskie narody 2008: 172–173)
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broadcasting (Mezhnatsionalnye otnosheniia 1995, 2002). In 2006, 33.4% 
regularly and 38.9% occasionally watched and listened to the Mari-langua-
ge TV and radio broadcasting, while now 27.3% did not watch or listen at 
all. Th e Mari respondents also reported that they use their native language 
at home, regularly or occasionally read newspapers in that language in 
slightly more than half of cases. However, a closer look at the dynamics of 
language use in family life in Mari El over the course of a decade reveals 
that speakers used the language mostly with their parents (see Table 15).

If one follows the dynamics of communications with the next gene-
ration, 65.6% of Mari spoke their native language with their children in 
1973. In 1985, 43.4% of Mari spoke their native language with their school-
aged children. By 1994, the respective share of school-aged Mari children 
had decreased to 23.3%. In 2001, the data showed some increase in native 
language use up to 34.6%. In 2011, 15.7% still spoke Mari to their school-
aged children, which means that there was a signifi cant decrease, although 

Republic Komi Mari El Mordovia Udmurtia Karelia
Reading of periodical publications
Read regularly 15.3 24 5.8 12 13.6
Read occasionally 20.7 34.7 17.4 23 26.7
Do not read 40.4 25.6 58.3 59.5 56.3
Do not have the 
opportunity 4.8 2.3 5.5 2.7 2.4

Undecided 0 0.8 0 2.7 1
Watching/listening to TV and radio broadcasting
Watch/listen 
regularly 29.6 33.4 14.4 29.2 19.4

Watch/listen 
occasionally 37.1 38.9 39 38.3 49

Do not watch/listen 11.7 27.3 31.5 27.3 28.2
Do not have the 
opportunity 2.4 3.6 2.2 3.6 3.4

Undecided 0.3 1.7 0 1.7 0

Table 14: Th e reading of periodical publications and watching/listening to 
TV and radio broadcasting in the titular languages in 2007 (%, adapted 
from Finno-ugorskie narody 2008: 256)
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not so steep, if one takes into account that about half of respondents did 
not answer the question. Continued migration of Mari to urban areas still 
played the most important role in interrupting intergenerational langua-
ge transmission: in 2001, 73.3% of Mari in Yoshkar-Ola spoke with their 
children in Russian, 8.3% in Mari and 15% in both languages, while in the 
villages 9.2% of Mari spoke with their children in Russian, 73.2% in Mari 
and 16.9% in both languages. In 2002, 60% of ethnic Mari in the republic 
were rural dwellers. Th us, intergenerational language transmission was in-
terrupted in a signifi cant portion of families.

Again, the trends are best illustrated by the data on young people. In 
Karelia in the 1990s, the use of Russian among Karelian pupils in various 
domains of daily life decreased by roughly half and the use of the native 
language at home and in school increased by a fi ft h. Th e shares of those 
who used only Russian in school decreased from 71% in 1996 to 33% in 

With One’s 
Parents

With One’s 
Spouse

With One’s 
Children

of School 
Age

of Preschool 
Age

1994: 
Russian 11 14.9 n/a 14 13.8

1994: 
both 19.3 18.6 n/a 20.7 20

1994: 
Mari 62.7 45.9 n/a 23.3 25.6

2001: 
Russian 13 19.4 n/a 21.8 18.8

2001: 
both 10.1 15.2 n/a 13.1 6.9

2001: 
Mari 70.4 64.2 n/a 34.6 34

2011: 
Russian 15.7 21.5 n/a 20.7 22.9

2011: 
both 6.5 6.1 n/a 11.5 7.5

2011:
Mari 68.9 41.4 n/a 15.7 17.3

Table 15: Language used in communication by adult Mari with members 
of their family in 1994, 2001 and 2011 (%, adapted from Mezhnatsionalnye 
otnosheniia 1995, 2002, Sotsiologicheskie issledovaniia 2013)
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2002, those who used only Russian at home from 45% to 24.4% and those 
who used only Russian in other contexts from 57% to 25.7%. Th e shares 
of those who used mostly Russian in school increased from 28% to 39.7%, 
decreased at home from 47% to 38.5% and decreased in other contexts from 
43% to 33.3%. Th e shares of those who started to use native Karelian more 
oft en in school increased from 1% to 20.5% and at home from 8% to 20.5%. 
A total of 14.1% used Karelian more in other contexts in 2002. Th e shares 
of those who used mostly Karelian were 6.4% in school, 16.7% at home and 
2.6% in other contexts in 2002. Th us, despite some positive shift s, Russian 
continued to be the most used language (Klementiev 2013: 135–145). A 2007 
survey demonstrated that in the following years, the trends reversed and 
Karelian continued to rapidly lose its ground also in the family, which vir-
tually lost its function as the vehicle for intergenerational transmission of 
the language (Predvaritelnye itogi 2007).

4.3.3. Language attitudes concerning compulsory study, knowledge and 
offi cial use

Th e study of the evolution in public attitudes towards languages provides 
a shortcut to understanding the change in the sociolinguistic situation. 
What did the public think about the compulsoriness of the titular lan-
guages? Some sociological research studies have explored popular opinion 
on linguistic issues in the public sphere in Russia’s republics. For example, 
Dmitry Gorenburg (2003: 157–158) measured public support for cultural 
nationalism among the titular groups of ethnic republics by examining 
their language attitudes based on the data of the 1993 Western surveys 
(Colton and Laitin) and a 1994 Russian survey (Institute of Social-Political 
Research of the Russian Academy of Sciences) (see Table 16).

In Russia’s ethnic republics, support appeared to be the lowest among 
the titular groups of the Finno-Ugric republics, as witnessed by the fol-
lowing data. According to the 1993 data used by Gorenburg, the single 
titular state language was supported by 13% among Karelians, up to 18% 
among Udmurts, 23% among Mari, and 26% among both Komi and Mord-
vins. Compulsory knowledge of the titular languages by all inhabitants 
was supported by 31% of Mari and Mordvins, 34% of Komi and Karelians, 
and 36% of Udmurts. Support for compulsory study of the titular state lan-
guages in all schools was expressed by 36% of Udmurts, 37% of Mordvins, 
42% of Mari, 43% of Komi and 52% of Karelians. 
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In the early 1990s, sociological surveys in republics presented a somewhat 
diff erent picture. Th e 1994 sociological survey in Tatarstan showed that 
64.3% of Tatars and 58.3% of Russians supported the designation of two 
state languages of Tatarstan, 21.2% of Tatars and 2.9% of Russians suppor-
ted Tatar as the single state language, and 87.1% of Tatars and 71% of Rus-
sians agreed that government employees should command both languages 
(Iskhakova 2002). Th e 1994 survey in Mari El found that 31.7% of Mari and 
2.2% of Russians supported the single titular state language, while 56.6% 
of Mari and 41.5% of Russians supported two state languages and 6.8% of 
Mari and 50.7% of Russians only Russian. A total of 35.4% of Mari and 

Republic Komi Mari El Mordovia Udmurtia Karelia Tatarstan Average 
for all of 
Russia’s 
republics

Should the titular language be the sole offi  cial language in ethnic republics?
Completely 
or partially 
agree

26 23 26 18 13 29 41

Completely 
or partially 
disagree

60 62 59 70 72 59 48

Should all inhabitants of an ethnic republic know the titular language of that republic?
Agree 34 31 31 36 34 44 49
Disagree 52 50 55 47 53 32 16
Should titular-language study be compulsory in all schools in ethnic republics?
Completely 
agree 43 42 37 36 52 66 65

Only if 
majority in 
region

22 17 24 30 17 10 17

Completely 
disagree 24 30 28 24 24 10 12

Table 16: Attitudes of titular groups to the offi  cial status of titular langu-
ages and their compulsoriness in 1993–1994 (%, adapted from Gorenburg 
2003: 235–240)
Note: the rest gave no opinion.
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10.2% of Russians agreed with the need for compulsory knowledge of the 
titular state language by all inhabitants, while 31.1% of Mari and 58.1% of 
Russians disagreed. Altogether 25.3% of Mari and 24.6% of Russians agreed 
with such a need only for leading offi  cials and workers in certain professi-
ons. A total of 59.2% of Mari and 21.8% of Russian respondents agreed that 
the study of titular state language should be compulsory in all schools of 
the republic, while 25.1% of Mari and 61.9% of Russians disagreed (Mezh-
natsionalnye otnosheniia 1995). 

Th e 1994 sociological survey in Udmurtia revealed a similar picture: 
64.6% of Udmurts and 46.4% of Russians supported two state languages 
(Shkliaev 1998: 163). In a survey carried out in Komi in 1996, 22.5% of Komi 
pupils agreed and 36.6% somewhat agreed with the compulsory study of 
the titular state languages by all pupils, while a quarter disagreed. Among 
the Russian pupils, 6.7% agreed and 17% somewhat agreed (Opros 1996, 
Mironova 2012). In Mordovia in 1991, only 6.7% of Mordvins agreed that 
Erzia and Moksha should be the only state languages of the republic while 
57.1% disagreed. Th e same survey found that 17.9% of Mordvins agreed 
with their compulsory study while 49% disagreed, and 17.2% agreed with 
their compulsory knowledge and 71.8% disagreed (Shilov 2002). 

By the early 2000s, the attitudes had somewhat changed. In 2001, 35.9% of 
Mari and 6.3% of Russians agreed with the need for compulsory knowledge 
of the titular languages by all inhabitants, while 18.4% of Mari and 60.8% of 
Russians disagreed. Further, 37.1% of Mari and 24.8% of Russians agreed with 
such need only for leading offi  cials and workers in certain professions. A total 
of 62.1% of Mari and 19.4% of local Russians were for compulsory teaching of 
the titular state language to all pupils, while 23.7% of Mari and 65.7% of Rus-
sians disagreed (Mezhnatsionalnye otnosheniia 2002: 110; Sharov 2002, 2008). 

In 2004, 35.8% of Komi and 13.3% of local Russian respondents were for 
compulsory teaching of their titular state languages to all pupils, while 
48.4% and 59.8% were for free choice, according to the data of the research 
institute (Opros 2004, Mironova 2012). According to data from the 2007 
survey commissioned by the ministry of nationalities aff airs, 58% of Komi 
and 26.6% of Russians were for compulsory teaching (Long-term Program 
2009). In 2002, 31% of Udmurt respondents completely and 28.8% partially 
agreed with compulsory teaching, while only 3.4% of local Russians com-
pletely and 14.1% partially agreed (Smirnova 2002: 505). According to a 
2003 survey, 46.7% of Udmurts and 16.1% of Russians were for compulsory 
teaching of Udmurt to all pupils (Natsionalnye otnosheniia 2003). 
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According to the 2002 survey carried out in Karelia, 12.5% of Karelian 
respondents agreed with the need to designate Karelian as a state language 
of the republic and believed it should be done because the language would 
be able to perform such a function. A total of 17.4% believed it should be 
done even if the language would not be able to perform the function. In 
addition, 21.8% believed it should be done in the future. Altogether 21.5% 
were against the offi  cial designation of the language. When asked whether 
Karelian should be taught in school, 74% agreed and 13% disagreed (Kle-
mentiev 2013: 143–144).

In 2012, 93.6% of Tatars and 69.1% of Russians in Tatarstan agreed with 
the need for compulsory knowledge of both state languages by govern-
ment employees, while 91.4% of Tatars and 63.2% of Russians felt it should 
be compulsory among service-sector workers in the same period (State 
Program of Tatarstan 2013). In contrast, 54.2% of Mari and 16.9% of Rus-
sians agreed in 2012 with the need for compulsory knowledge of the titular 
languages by all inhabitants. A total of 23% of Mari and 29.5% of Russians 
agreed with such need only for leading offi  cials and workers in certain 
professions, while 11.2% of Mari and 33.9% of Russians disagreed. Th e same 
survey found that 53.6% of Mari and 20.9% among local Russians thought 
that compulsory teaching of Mari as a state language in all education in-
stitutions was the way to increase the prestige of the language (Shabykov 
& Kudriavtseva 2015).

When asked about their opinion on measures needed in order to achieve 
a state of offi  cial bilingualism and to raise the prestige of the titular lan-
guages, more Udmurt respondents were for the introduction of Udmurt in 
public places than for its compulsory offi  cial use: in 2003, 90.7% were for the 
opening of free language courses, 80.7% for the renewal of Udmurt lessons 
on TV and radio, 75.3% for the translation of offi  cial names of legal entities 
into two languages, 64.1% for bilingual signposts, 60.2% for the establish-
ment of a list of professions with the requirement of compulsory knowledge 
of two languages and 46.7% for the introduction of Udmurt as a compulsory 
subject for all secondary school pupils. 

Similarly, the Mari respondents in 2012 thought that the following 
actions were needed: 60% were for the creation of a satellite TV channel 
Mariiskii Mir, 58.2% for the popularization of the Mari culture on the Rus-
sian central TV channels and 53.6% for compulsory teaching of Mari as a 
state language in all educational institutions. Further, 35.3% were for the 
production of movies, documentaries and cartoons in the Mari language, 
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24.5% for announcements in two languages in public places, 21.2% for the 
use of advertisements in Mari, 20.7% for the creation of a Mari-language 
online TV channel and 16.5% for the introduction of fi nancial bonuses 
to those public offi  cials who learn the language. Th e support of the local 
Russians for these actions was on average half of these levels (respectively, 
31.1%, 28.1%, 20.9%, 17.3%, 13.3%, 10.6% and 8.2%), with the exception of the 
last measure, as even more Russian respondents than Mari, or 17.1%, were 
in favour of the bonuses (Shabykov & Kudriavtseva 2015). 

Among youth who were studying (ages 18–23), the following reasons 
were given for the limited scope of offi  cial bilingualism: 71.4% of Mari 
and 58.6% of Russians thought it was due to a lack of knowledge of two 
languages by all inhabitants of the republic. Further, 53.6% of Mari and 
20.7% of Russians saw it as the result of a lack of respect towards the Mari 
language (while 3.6% of Mari and 6.3% of Russians saw a lack of respect 
for Russian), 25% and 51.7%, respectively, due to a lack of desire to study 
the language, 25% and 10.3% because was not a working language of public 
authorities, 21.4% and 17.2% because of a lack of contemporary textbooks, 
14.3% and 17.3% because there were not enough opportunities to study in 
Mari, 7.1% and 10.3% because Mari is not a language of management of 
public aff airs and the same amount because of a lack of fi nancial resources. 

Among Mari youth who were studying, 57.1% saw a solution in bilingual-
ism of mass media, 40% believed offi  cial events had to begin with greet-
ings in two languages, 32.1% were for compulsory teaching of Mari in all 
educational institutions, 21.4% for compulsory language courses for public 
offi  cials and 7.1% for offi  cial management of public aff airs in two languages. 
Support for these measures among the Russian youth was on average one 
third lower (respectively, 41.4%, 24.9%, 17.2% and 13.8%), except for the last 
measure, which was supported by 17.2% (Shabykov et al. 2014a). 

4.3.4. Language attitudes and incentives for free choice 

Given the prevailing negative attitudes to the compulsoriness of titular 
language use, it is relevant to study attitudes to voluntary language use 
in wider social contexts. Th e indicators that are informative of people’s 
willingness to use languages include beliefs about the future prospects of 
the language and its role as a marker of identity, public value attached to 
the language and the desire of parents for their children to know their 
language. In addition, the data on opinions about the adequacy of policy 
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measures in general and of school performance in particular directly shed 
light on the policy impact. When asked for their opinion about the future 
of the languages in the 2007 cross-regional survey, slightly more than half 
among the Mari and Karelian respondents and about two thirds of re-
spondents in the other republics thought that the languages would remain 
at the current level, while a noticeable portion thought that the languages 
would gradually disappear (Finno-ugorskie narody 2008: 191–192). 

Th e perception of language as the main marker of ethnic identity in 
Tatarstan increased from 54.1% among the Tatars and 56.8% among the 
Russians in 1989 to, respectively, 71.8% and 66.6% in 2000, and to 79% and 
72.5% in 2010. In Mari El, the respective numbers also increased in the 
1990s but decreased in the 2000s from 79.3% among the Mari and 72% 
among the Russians in 2001 to, respectively, 75% and 65.7% in 2010. Schol-
ars found a correlation between the perception of the language as an eth-
nic value that defi nes one’s attachment to the group and levels of language 
competence (Shabykov et al. 2014b). 

Th e opinions of the Mari on the public value of their language, that is, 
its (in)appreciation in the wider society, were divided almost equally be-
tween those who saw a high or relatively high value, on one hand, and those 
who perceived a low or not high enough value, on the other hand. In the 
other four republics, the prevailing opinion was that the titular languages 
had a low or not a high enough public value. For example, among the Komi 
respondents in 2003, 9.9% thought that the language had a high value and 
23.4% a suffi  ciently high value. Among the ethnic Russian respondents in 
Komi, the respective shares were only 3.4% and 13.8%. By 2007, only 5.9% of 
the Komi respondents thought that the language had a high value and 18% 
a suffi  ciently high value (Finno-ugorskie narody 2008: 178–182).

In 1994, 87.2% of the Mari respondents believed that their children 
needed to know their native language and only 1.2% disagreed; in 2001, 87% 
of the Mari respondents still thought so, while 7.8% disagreed (Mezhnat-
sionalnye otnosheniia 1995, 2002). In 2007, 79.4% of the Mari respondents 
agreed with the statement, including 48.6% of those who also thought it 
was desirable for children to read and write in the language, 23.5% who 
thought it was desirable to speak and understand and 7.3% who thought it 
was enough to understand speech, while 6.8% said there was no need. In 
2011, 86.8% of the Mari respondents agreed, 2.5% disagreed and 9% were 
indiff erent (Sotsiologicheskie issledovaniia 2013). In the other republics, 
the respective shares in 2007 were somewhat lower, with 16% of Udmurts 
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and 12.1% of Mordvins feeling there was no need for their children to learn 
the languages (Finno-ugorskie narody 2008: 175–176). 

Th e respondents in diff erent republics held diverging opinions on pol-
icy eff ects. A total of 53.1% of the Mordvin respondents likely or defi nitely 
thought that the state undertook suffi  cient measures for the development 
of languages. In contrast, 58.7% of Komi and 41.5% of Udmurts likely or 
defi nitely thought the state did not undertake suffi  cient measures. Th e 
opinions of the Mari were again divided nearly equally. No data on Kareli-
ans were provided (Finno-ugorskie narody 2008: 189–192). 

Another issue that comes close to revealing policy eff ects is the data 
on public opinion about the role of school performance in maintaining 
and developing the languages. Here, again, opinions in the diff erent re-
publics diverged. About a third of respondents in Karelia and Mordovia 
(36.9% and 32.9%, respectively) and slightly less than a third but still the 
plurality in Udmurtia (29%) thought that the school’s capacity to develop 
the languages had defi nitely increased in the last years. In Komi and Mari 
El, the plurality of about a quarter (respectively, 22.2% and 25.6%) thought 
that the capacity had not changed. In Mari El, a somewhat larger share of 
respondents thought that the capacity of school had defi nitely increased 
(19.3%) than that it had defi nitely decreased (13.6%). In Komi, these shares 
were spread more or less equally (Finno-ugorskie narody 2008: 184–188). 

In general, a correlation was found between the level of language com-
petence of the respondents and the desire of parents for their children to 
learn the language. Th is brings us back to the focus on schoolchildren. 
In the 1990s, language attitudes among pupils in Karelia displayed some 
positive changes. Th e share of Karelian pupils who were still “ashamed of 
speaking their native language” decreased from 42% in 1996 to 19.2% in 
2002, while the share of those who felt less shame increased from 57.1% to 
70.5%. Th e opinion of native language teachers about school performance 
concerning teaching native languages in the 1990s changed in such a way 
that the share of those teachers who believed nothing had to be changed 
because enough was done decreased from 15% in 1996 to 7.7% in 2002, the 
share of those who wanted school to increase the number of teaching hours 
decreased form 69% to 67.9%, the share of those who wanted school to start 
teaching several subjects in Karelian increased from 10% to 15.4% and the 
share of those who wanted school to start teaching most subjects in prima-
ry school in Karelian increased from 3% to 9%. However, almost two thirds 
of teachers pointed to the low preparedness of the school to start teaching 
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several subjects in the language. Th erefore, the measures taken for school 
development were assessed as insuffi  cient (Klementiev 2013: 135–145).

Aft er the start of the 2007 education reform, Russian scholars con-
ducted some cross-regional sociological surveys in order to determine the 
demand for “ethnocultural education”, exploring language attitudes of pu-
pils, their parents and experts, including school teachers and administra-
tors (see Etnokulturnoe obrazovanie 2010, Mezhetnicheskie otnosheniia 
2016). Th e 2015 survey did not distinguish the ethnicity of respondents, it 
only gives the data on general attitudes, which thus is not comparable. Th e 
survey has found low motivation of pupils and their parents for learning 
native language. School teachers noted the decrease in the demand for lan-
guage learning. About half of experts think the main reason of the pupils’ 
attitude was the need to prepare for the state fi nal examination. 

In this section, I systematized the available sociological and sociolin-
guistic data. Th e census questions were not consistent and there is no reli-
able survey data, but it is suffi  ciently sizeable to draw some conclusions 
about the processes on the ground. Th e data showed that the language loss 
continued throughout the post-Soviet period. Th e intensity of language 
loss slowed down somewhat during the 1990s has been accelerating mark-
edly accelerated since the 2000s. Th e rates of language retention will con-
tinue to decline, inter alia, because the share of people with a lack of lan-
guage knowledge tends to be higher among the younger age cohorts in the 
age pyramid for all titular groups. Was there any detectable policy impact 
in this slowdown, as compared to trends triggered by general social fac-
tors? Th e following sections will address this question.

5. Policy impact 

5.1. Evaluation of policy impact 

One might argue that the slowdown in assimilationist tendencies in the 
1990s and intensifi ed language loss in the 2000s is to be partly attributed 
fi rst to the increased provision in policy inputs and outputs and then to 
their contraction. However, this claim is diffi  cult to verify without taking 
into consideration the further complexity in the link between the social 
structure and policy eff ects. 

Impact evaluation is a complex task, because a number of historical and 
structural variables make it diffi  cult to attribute outcomes to outputs in time 
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and space. From a historical perspective, the policy impact on the sociolin-
guistic situation is protracted in time in terms of policy inputs and outputs, 
which rarely have immediate eff ects and rather extend over generations. 
My hypothesis, which has yet to be proved by a historical study, is that the 
impact of both the early Soviet nationalities policy of affi  rmative action and 
the late Soviet de facto policy of Russifi cation was remarkable also because 
it emerged in conjunction with major societal changes that transformed the 
underlying social structure. Th e post-Soviet policies were not accompanied 
by major changes comparable to those in the Soviet times, at least not in 
their ethnic dimension. By historical standards, the policies were pursued 
too briefl y and were too narrow in scope (see Zamyatin, forthcoming). 

In Tatarstan, policy outputs largely met the objectives of expansion in 
the public sphere, according to the evidence provided. However, it was a 
case of too little, too late: even this was not enough to incur the desired 
outcomes in offi  cial contexts in Tatarstan, as not enough was done to over-
come the existing trends embedded in contexts sustained by social, po-
litical and economic factors. Political and economic factors constrained 
policy implementation both at the central and regional levels. Most impor-
tantly, the social structure of the vertical ethnic and social stratifi cation 
sustained the continued trends in assimilation and language shift  and, 
thus, decisively infl uenced policy outcomes. Th e Finno-Ugric republics 
were the only ones among Russia’s republics where the shares of the titular 
groups tended to systematically decrease, and shares of ethnic Russians in-
crease, throughout the post-Soviet period. However, similar processes are 
ongoing also in Tatarstan, where the knowledge and use of Tatar continue 
to decrease (State Program of Tatarstan 2013).

From a structural perspective, it is the impact of the Soviet language 
policy is easier to distinguish. Th e USSR was nominally a federation but in 
reality functioned as a unitary state. Th e Kremlin took into account the situ-
ation in republics and the position of their leadership but pursued its policy 
through a hierarchical structure. Accordingly, one could see how the major 
policy shift s were refl ected in policy outputs. Notably, the late Soviet strategy 
of building a single Soviet identity included measures for the promotion of 
Russian. Th is shift  had uneven eff ects across republics and was detrimental 
to the position of non-Russian languages, above all, within the RSFSR. Di-
minished input resulted in an incremental decline in the provision of edu-
cation and mass media in the titular Finno-Ugric languages. Th e changed 
atmosphere and lesser provision led to a decrease in language knowledge 
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and use and an increase in negative attitudes towards them. Arguably, it was 
largely the postponed impact of the 1960s Soviet nationalities policy that 
drove the continued, extensive shift  from the titular languages to Russian 
also into the post-Soviet period (Finno-ugorskie narody 2008: 188).

In contrast, the Russian state in the 1990s functioned as a federation in 
which the federal center and the regions pursued diverging interests. In 
this situation, one could speak not about levels of policy but rather about 
diff erent policies pursued by the federal center and the republics. Policy 
outcomes depended on the balance of power between central and regional 
actors. Th e post-Soviet policy was diff erent from the early Soviet policy of 
the 1930s in that the Kremlin did not support the republics’ revivalist pro-
jects in the 1990s, seeing them as a threat to state integrity. Th e Kremlin did 
not initially interfere with the regional language policies, but the intensity 
of the constraints from the centre grew over time. In the 2000s, it initiated 
as part of “bringing regional legislations into line with federal legislation” a 
wave of amendments to the republics’ language and education laws passed 
in 2000–2001 and 2010–2011 that signifi cantly narrowed the policy scope 
(see Zamyatin 2013c). 

Finally, the Kremlin forced republics to put their “national revival” 
projects, that is, nation-building agendas on hold, when Russian nation-
building offi  cially became the strategic goal in late 2012 and assimilation-
ist policy components were strengthened (see Zamyatin 2016a). Th us, in 
the early 2010s, the language policies in many republics, including the 
Finno-Ugric ones, were de facto terminated because no separate executive 
programs were approved, and the statutes of fi eld-specifi c ministries were 
changed. Th ere are some exceptions, however: for example, the program 
on ethnic relations in Udmurtia contains a subprogram entitled “Mainte-
nance and Development of the Languages of the Peoples of the Udmurt 
Republic” (Zamyatin 2014c, see State Program of Udmurtia 2013). In 2017, 
the Kremlin insisted on the abolishment of the compulsory teaching of 
Tatar and other non-Russian languages in republics. Th e authorities por-
trayed the teaching of these languages to be at the expense of Russian. Th e 
actual target of the measure were those numerous non-Russians who still 
maintain their ethnic identities but declare Russian as their native lan-
guage (see Zamyatin 2018a).

Under the general framework of federal legislation, diff erences between 
regions still mattered. It was the level of autonomy achieved by such repub-
lics as Tatarstan or Bashkortostan that allowed them to pursue assertive 
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language policies even aft er the 2000s. Moreover, it was arguably a rela-
tively high level of popular support for nationalism in the republics like 
Tatarstan or Sakha also aft er the 2010s that sustained the scale of cultural 
activism. In fact, cultural activism under the authoritarian regime is a 
byword for cultural nationalism. Grassroots activism continued to play 
the key role in language revival, for example, in school-based language 
revitalization in Yakutsk (see Chevalier 2017). Th e control of the republics’ 
policymakers over the decision-making on language issues vis-à-vis the 
Kremlin and the predominance of ethnic elites among the regional elites 
ensured the provision of adequate inputs and outputs.

Th e Finno-Ugric republics did not enjoy such autonomy and largely 
lacked the control, inter alia, because the titular groups there were in mi-
nority situations, represented the lower social strata and expressed a low 
level of support for nationalism. Th e unfavourable social structure pre-
vented ethnic elites from taking control over the republics. Only in Mari 
El did a short-lived wave of mass ethnic mobilization in 1992–1993 enable 
the policymakers to pursue an assertive policy, which also had greater 
impact in comparison to the other republics. Th e lack of control incurred 
a gap between policy adoption and its implementation, inter alia, because 
bureaucracy impeded the implementation (see Zamyatin 2014c). Due to 
the absence or gradual erosion of political will to implement revivalist 
projects, policies remained much more symbolic than material. Th us, the 
social structure characterized by the vertical ethnic and social stratifi -
cation predetermined a narrow scope of policies and their unsatisfying 
outcomes. 

It is possible to link outputs and outcomes by the chronological as-
sumption that, if there were some positive changes, they are probably 
linked to policy measures, even if “aft er” does not necessarily mean “be-
cause”. Offi  cial surveys were typically not conducted at regular intervals, 
with some exceptions. Nonetheless, these exceptions contain some pieces 
of data in individual republics that provide insight into the link between 
outputs and outcomes. Further, in the same way as the patterns on policy 
inputs in the republics tended to correlate with those of outputs, patterns 
in outputs seemed to correlate with those of outcomes. Th e data on policy 
impact are patchy, and it is virtually impossible to substantiate the link 
between outputs and outcomes beyond a mere correlation. As the patterns 
across republics were comparable, one can induce from individual cases 
and argue by analogy about the republics for which there is no respective 
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data available that there were similar changes attributable to policy im-
pact, which is again only a probabilistic argument.

5.2. Policy impact in the Finno-Ugric republics and its limits

Th e process of language loss has continued, judging already from the cen-
sus data on language retention rates. Th e decrease in language knowledge 
was characteristic of most groups. In this context, the jump in the share of 
those Mari who reported Mari as their native language during the 1990s 
is a bit surprising and should be interpreted as a reidentifi cation of what 
one’s native language is rather than an actual increase in knowledge there-
of. Th e relatively stable share of individuals maintaining their linguistic 
identity throughout the period might in itself have been a policy eff ect. 
Similarly, another eff ect might have been the relatively stable share of in-
dividuals with a high language competence, when, throughout the period, 
more than three quarters of the Mari respondents reported Mari as their 
native language and stated that they could speak, read and write. However, 
the role of social factors remained decisive. Th e measures taken as part of 
Karelia’s language acquisition policy were also extensive, but, in contrast 
to Mari El, among the Karelian respondents, the share of those who re-
ported a high command of the language decreased by almost a fi ft h over 
just a few years in the 2000s. 

It seems that policy pursued towards specifi c target groups has a higher 
impact than on the target populations in general. A clear pattern of pro-
gress is distinguishable in the level of language knowledge among pupils, 
which could be seen, for example, in the diachronic data on Karelian pu-
pils from the 1990s and early 2000s. Furthermore, the data on the pupils 
is much closer to reality in terms of policy eff ects. For example, only about 
half of Mari school graduates reported a high command of the language 
in 2000, and their share decreased to less than half a decade later. Th e 
decrease in the level of language competence could have been anticipated 
based on the level of policy outputs, as only half of pupils in Mari El and 
less than a half in the other republics were provided with the opportunity 
to learn their native languages. Th e low competence in reading and writing 
is primarily an outcome of the failure to provide native language teaching.

Th e data on language use demonstrated that, throughout the period, 
the titular languages were on the retreat at work and at home. At the same 
time, there is a stable demand for mass media in the titular languages. 
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However, the demand for news in the titular languages under the con-
ditions of bilingualism of the target audience also remains narrow. Yet, 
if restricted, there was a demand for thematic programs. TV and radio 
broadcasting are more popular. However, the expert estimations based on 
survey data showed that the existing editions of printed matters do not 
satisfy the demand (see Finno-ugorskie narody 2008: 207). In the specifi c 
context of school, the data on the use of Karelian among Karelian pupils 
in the 1990s demonstrated some positive dynamics, although the trends 
reversed in the 2000s. 

I have found no data on language use in offi  cial contexts. Further, there 
is only occasional data available on the attitudes towards the use of titular 
languages in offi  cial contexts and typically no systematic data on changes 
in them. For example, some positive changes in popular attitudes could be 
detected in Udmurtia between 2000 and 2003 regarding the installation 
of bilingual signposts and the introduction of language requirements for 
some professions, although still less than half among the local Russian 
respondents supported the latter measure (see Etnosotsiologicheskoe issle-
dovanie 2000, Natsionalnye otnosheniia 2003, Vorontsov 2004). Th e latter 
is an example of a general majority attitude against the compulsoriness of 
titular languages. 

It was an unintended policy eff ect that that the predisposition of the 
Russian-speaking majority against compulsory knowledge, study and of-
fi cial use has hardened over time, as revealed, for example, by the data on 
attitudes in Mari El. At the same time, it seems to be a policy eff ect that the 
support of the titular group for compulsoriness has increased. Th e data on 
attitudes are not completely compatible, but one can fi nd certain trends in 
the indicators. Th e data on public opinion about the need of the designa-
tion of state languages are available only until the mid-1990s. Later, the 
question lost its centrality and ceased to be asked in surveys. 

Support for the compulsory study of the titular state language in all 
schools between 1994 and 2001 increased among the Mari respondents by 
2.9% but decreased among local Russians by 2.4%. Th e plurality of the Mari 
respondents (slightly more than a third) supported the need for compul-
sory knowledge of the titular languages by all inhabitants. Between 1994 
and 2001, the share insignifi cantly increased by 0.4% among the Mari and 
decreased by 3.9% among local Russians. At the same time, the share of 
those Mari who agreed with the need for compulsory knowledge of the 
titular languages for leading offi  cials and workers in certain professions 
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increased by 11.8% and the share of those who disagreed with this de-
creased by 12.7% (Kudriavtseva & Shabykov 2002). Furthermore, this sup-
port for compulsory knowledge signifi cantly increased between 2001 and 
2012 by 18.3% among the Mari respondents and by 10.6% among the local 
Russians. Th e shares of those who disagreed decreased by 7.2% among the 
Mari respondents and by 26.9%, or almost twice over, among the local Rus-
sians (Shabykov & Kudriavtseva 2015). 

Th e increase in support for the compulsoriness of the titular language 
among the Mari might have been an eff ect of language promotion eff orts 
in the 1990s. Th e increase in support in the 2000s might have actually been 
driven by resentment of the lack of policy. At the same time, the use of the 
titular language in mass media and the internet was much more in de-
mand among the Udmurt and Mari respondents, especially among young 
people, than in offi  cial contexts and work environment. In contrast, the 
Russian respondents in Mari El were more inclined to support the use of 
the titular languages in offi  cial contexts than in social contexts, perhaps 
because the former did not imply that they would personally be somehow 
touched.

Th e cross-regional 2007 survey showed that the policy had not over-
come the pessimistic attitudes and more than half among the respond-
ents in all republics did not expect any improvement in the situation of 
the languages in the future. Th e majority of respondents thought that the 
languages had a low or not high enough public value, and the share of in-
dividuals who held that view continued to increase, for example in Komi. 
Yet, the majority of parents of titular nationality still wanted their children 
to know the language, although only a minority expected them to acquire 
a high level of command. 

While political rhetoric and publicity about policy might have played a 
role, the public opinion about the suffi  ciency of policy measures and school 
capacity might directly refl ect the actual eff ectiveness of policy. Judging by 
their attitudes, the titular groups in Karelia and Mordovia were more ex-
posed to policy eff ects in the 2000s. In Komi and Udmurtia, the attitudes 
demonstrate a public perception of insuffi  cient inputs and outputs. In 
Mari El, public attitudes might have refl ected the perception of decreasing 
policy eff ects in the 2000s, because otherwise the republic’s policy fi gures 
were better than those of the other republics. More evidence for this is 
provided by the increase in the perception of language as the main identity 
marker in the 1990s and the decrease in the 2000s.
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In this section, I evaluated policy impact, linking outputs and out-
comes. I provided some evidence that in the 1990s, an increase in outputs 
correlated with the positive dynamics in outcomes, especially in terms of 
access to native language learning and language knowledge, as demon-
strated by the data in the cases of Karelia and Mari El. Since the early 
2000s, a decrease in outputs was also refl ected in decreased outcomes, es-
pecially in the case of Mari El. In all republics, policies had insuffi  cient 
inputs and outputs inadequate for the task of inducing the desired out-
comes. In general, the policies failed not only to reverse the language shift  
but even to have any signifi cant impact, and the social structure continued 
determine the sociolinguistic situation.

6. Conclusion

Th e study has demonstrated that the scale of policy impact was not up to 
the task of changing the symbolic and interactional order because they 
were sustained by the existing social structure. Th e policies faced a num-
ber of problems and obstacles that reinforced each other. Th ese included 
the continued dominance of monolingual ideologies, the prevalence of 
symbolic over instrumental policy and insuffi  cient policy input in terms 
of institutional and fi nancial support due to a lack of political support and 
enthusiasm among implementers, as well as the corresponding inadequate 
policy outputs that were not able to change the dominant language ideolo-
gies. Despite symbolic recognition of their offi  cial status, the titular lan-
guages remained stigmatized de facto minority languages in public per-
ception. As a result, the policies failed to change the dominant symbolic 
and interactional order due to their inability to overcome the pattern of 
one-sided national-Russian.

Why did the policies have such a minor impact? Th e policies were not able 
to achieve the desired impact not only because of their narrow inputs and out-
puts. Suzanne Romaine pointed out that language “policies have negligible 
impact on home use, which is essential for continued natural transmission 
of language” (Romaine 2002: 194). She cites Joshua Fishman, who empha-
sized that this lack of intergenerational language transmission and informal 
daily life support make a language endangered, not the lack of offi  cial status 
or school teaching (Fishman 1997). She further points at confusion between 
policy and planning and emphasizes that empowering communities and indi-
viduals with language rights does not mean the rights will be used.
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In the Russian context, only a few individual language rights were set 
in legislation and this was done using not a rights-based approach but 
rather a top-down policy approach (see Zamyatin 2015). In the early 1990s, 
the republics’ policymakers quite assertively pursued the expansion of the 
titular languages though the introduction of their compulsory character. 
However, the principle of non-discrimination on the basis of language pre-
vented the policymakers from interfering with language use of individuals 
in their private aff airs. Public policy could be pursued only in the public 
sphere. In general, this approach worked in the SSRs with sole state lan-
guages, but its application was not calibrated for the ASSRs of Russia that 
established two state languages but lacked a tradition of offi  cial use of the 
titular languages in the fi rst place.

Under these circumstances, the revivalist policy would have been ef-
fective only if reinforced by grassroots initiatives in an active civil society. 
However, the eff orts of authorities were not adequately supplemented by 
other actors, such as ethnic NGOs (see Zamyatin 2014c). Partly, this might 
be a Soviet legacy of what Federica Prina (2015: 155) refers to as “an inherent 
weakness of civil society, with citizens oft en reluctant to become involved 
with activism” under the predominant political culture. Another aspect 
is self-censorship and unwillingness to overstep pre-established bounda-
ries of political discourse (Prina 2015: 156). One should also mention that 
the authoritarian regime discourages activism and even makes it punish-
able, for example imposing the fear of losing one’s job, and even threaten-
ing with violence. Under the conditions of the parochial subject political 
culture prevailing in the Russian regions, the people did not believe they 
could infl uence policy, and elites were subject to relatively little direct in-
fl uence from apathetic masses. 

Popular language attitudes have been a more relevant variable in the case 
of policy formation in the context of democratization in the 1990s. When 
comparing the indicators across the periods, one has to note that the data for 
the early 1990s also refl ected the period of high activities of national move-
ments, which in the Finno-Ugric republics with their low popular support for 
nationalism, however, never reached the stage of mass ethnic mobilization, 
except for a short time in Mari El. Nevertheless, policymakers were able to 
include the compulsory teaching of the titular state languages in the laws, 
despite the low overall popular support for this measure in Komi, Mari El and 
Mordovia. Hence, these were beliefs and attitudes of the elites that mattered 
more than popular language attitudes when it came to policy formation. 
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Policy input depended on the ability of ethnic pressure groups to bar-
gain for their vision on language issues among other segments of regional 
elites (see Zamyatin 2014c: 229). Public debate in the mass media was the 
arena for expressing common attitudes, but media coverage as well as the 
results of surveys on popular opinion were oft en used by both the authori-
ties and interest groups to justify their positions (see Zamyatin 2013c: 140–
141). By the early 2000s, mass politics everywhere had given way to elite 
politics. If a consensus was reached among the elite, public opinion could 
be ignored, as in the case of the introduction of compulsory study of the 
titular languages. However, in the case of an absence of consensus, a side 
eff ect of the assertive policy was that it provoked resentment among the 
local Russians and especially among the regional Russian elites, as in Mari 
El. In the 2000s, the resentment resulted in a backlash, when the new, pre-
dominantly Russian ruling elite put the policy on hold in Mari El, or when 
the bureaucracies impeded policy implementation in the other republics 
(see Zamyatin 2014c). From the perspectives of time and place, the regime 
change at the central and regional levels was followed by a narrowing of 
policy scope and hindered implementation.

However, the problem of the linkage between elites and masses is more 
complex. In the 1990s, this linkage could be characterized as a system of 
state corporatism, when one peak ethnic organization was offi  cially rec-
ognized as an interest group expressing the interests of the titular group. 
In the 2000s, state corporatism was easy convertible under the authoritar-
ian tendencies into state control over the peak organization, for example, 
through centralized control of funding (see Prina 2015: 168–175). In these 
circumstances, the policy design itself gave third parties little autonomy 
and accepted them only as minor partners in policy formation. Th e top-
down policy itself left  little room for active participation of third sector 
organizations, that is, “a limited perceptiveness of civil society initiatives” 
(Prina 2015: 156). It was not a user-oriented policy, because the concerns of 
the policy users were not considered properly.

Th e measures were directed mostly at status planning and acquisition 
planning and oft en implied compulsoriness. A contrast in the perceptions of 
policymakers and public perceptions about the offi  cial and social functions 
of languages could be seen in the data on the hierarchy of public opinion 
about measures needed in order to achieve the state of offi  cial bilingualism 
and to raise the prestige of titular languages. As it was shown, users were 
more interested in the development of mass media in the language than 
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in compulsory study of titular languages in school, and much less inter-
ested in their offi  cial use by public authorities and in the work environment. 
Only later did the language planners start to pay more systematic attention 
to prestige planning and public attitudes, and to promote the languages 
locally (Zamyatin 2014c). Th ese measures found some resonance among 
grassroots activists. However, the scale of cultural activism remained much 
lower than in some other places and inadequate for the task.

Th erefore, the policy evaluation has shown that the populations, in-
cluding the titular groups and their elites themselves, were not ready for 
a change in the social status of languages, because there was no corre-
sponding change in the social structure. Th e strategy of expanding the 
compulsoriness of the titular languages was a forced choice of the titular 
elites because it was a much more diffi  cult task to encourage the free use of 
languages given the prevailing nihilist attitudes among the titular groups. 
In any case, it is nearly impossible to expand the practical use of a lan-
guage with lower prestige and status in a situation of functional distribu-
tion of diglossia (Zamyatin 2015).         Under the conditions of broken intergen-
erational language transmission within most families, the erosive trends 
of language shift  and ethnic assimilation also continued throughout the 
post-Soviet period despite policy eff orts. 
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Durham University
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