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Soviet Bureaucracy as a Category Coining Machine: Ethnicity, Ethnography, and the “Primordial Trap”

Simon Schlegel1 

Abstract: Soviet use of ethnicity as an administrative category significantly changed the way ethnic groups and the boundaries between them came to be conceived. The ascription of ethnic identities through the Soviet passport system is very well studied. It is less clear, however, how this practice was justified when faced with contradiction and how the theoretical concepts behind it became common and lasting beliefs. In a long-term assessment of the consequences of Soviet administrative practices, this study combines archival research and biographical interviews to uncover the deep imprints Soviet ethnicity policies left on contemporary forms of categorization. Research was conducted in southern Bessarabia, a multi-ethnic and peripheral region of south-western Ukraine. Through this local lens, the study takes a close look at how Soviet social sciences dealt with contradictions that occurred between its clear-cut categories and a fuzzier social reality. The paper shows that the main strategy to overcome such ambiguity has been to coin new social categories whenever the established ones failed to accommodate all observable cases. I argue that this solution leads into a “primordial trap,” the claim that all these newly coined categories had existed long before anyone realized. Soviet institutions combined three practices that led ethnicity to be taken as a natural and decisive part of everyone’s identity: Soviet social sciences declared ethnicity an essential category; the Soviet education apparatus made ethnicity a pervasive reality; and Soviet administration ascribed one ethnic label to each of its citizens. Retracing these three practices, the article examines the underlying scholarly theories and the resulting folk theories which tend to lead into the “primordial trap.” The state that created today’s dominant ethnicity concepts may have long vanished, but the inbuilt evasive maneuver of creating ever new categories on the blurred boundaries of obsolete ones made its ethnicity concepts remarkably resilient.

This study examines how the Soviet usage of ethnicity as an administrative category shaped the way ethnicity is used by state actors and among the wider public of post-soviet Ukraine. The argument focuses on three main practices; the coining of ethnic categories by administrators and scholars, the dissemination of these categories through the state’s educational and cultural institutions, and the ascription of these categories to individual citizens. The study is based on fieldwork between September 2012 and December 2013 in a peripheral and ethnically very diverse region of south-western Ukraine, a region most commonly referred to as southern Bessarabia. Today, this region is largely Russian speaking.2 In the main town, Izmail, Russians and Ukrainians together amount to roughly 80 per cent of the population. Many of the villages in the town’s vicinity are inhabited predominantly by Bulgarians, Moldovans, or the Turkic speaking Gagauz. The Gagauz, like their neighbors, are mainly Orthodox Christians. Together with Bulgarians and a much smaller group of Albanians, they came to this Region as agricultural settlers from the territory of modern-day Bulgaria, mainly around the year of 1812, when the Ottoman Empire had to cede Bessarabia to Russia (Kushko and Taki 2012: 164). Based on an approach that blends methods from history and anthropology, this article looks for traces of the past in the present by asking people questions about their past and by analyzing archived administrative documents3 in order to unearth state practices that are no longer directly observable. The Soviet state’s usage of the social category “ethnicity” (called “natsional’nost’” in bureaucracy but “ethnos” in social sciences) created boundaries between people. These boundaries have lately changed their functions, but have lost none of their significance. How have they been maintained for so long, even after the bureaucracy that originally created them has gone? The following case study of inclusion and exclusion can help to find answers by reconstructing the history of local ideas about ethnicity. 

Making Ethnicity an Objectively Ascribable Category 

When speaking about Soviet administration, we need to carefully discern between an old seventy-year zone and a younger forty-year zone (Gellner 1990: 283). When the Union expanded beyond its original post-Civil-War borders into western Ukraine in 1939 and into the Baltic states and Bessarabia in 1940, it already had nearly two decades of experience using ethnicity as a bureaucratic category (Martin 2001; Slezkine 1994; Suny 2001). To use ethnicity effectively for administrative purposes, it needed to be molded into an unambiguously ascribable category, very much like more familiar bureaucratic categories such as age or tax class. To achieve this goal, Soviet bureaucracy heavily relied on a fitting set of theories provided by the social sciences, especially ethnography. Of interest here are the mechanisms triggered when these theories ran into contradiction and needed readjustment. In order to put the coining of categories into a perspective that will allow us to better comprehend the resulting bureaucratic practices, I argue that all usages of ethnicity as an objectively ascribable category are imperiled to get stuck in a “primordial trap.” This is the term I use to describe a theoretical dead-end into which Soviet ethnicity theories led against their declared intention. If Soviet social sciences had been pluralistic and free, then someone would have eventually thought of a way to avoid this trap. But because Soviet social sciences were a captive of the one-party state, as Tishkov (1992, 1997) convincingly points out, scholars had no choice but to sugarcoat their theories’ path to the “primordial trap.” 

In Soviet ethnography each ethnic group was portrayed as a learning organism during the long evolutionary process that culminates in communism, and each group was conceptualized to have developed a distinct character that made it unique in the community of Soviet peoples (Bromley and Podol’niy 1990: 106; Shnirelman 2009: 114). Theories stipulating unique ethnic characteristics that stuck to every person justified registering ethnicity in a person's passport. They also facilitated the question how to approach ethnic diversity. Members of one ethnic group appeared to be united by a common origin and led by one motivation (Solonari 2003: 418). If one ethnic group was deemed, for instance, unreliable, then everyone whose personal documents contained this ascription could be treated in exactly the same way. The Soviet Union’s centrally planning administration would have been infinitely more complex if state authorities had to check whether each individual in fact exhibited a particular character or not. The proxy of ethnicity for reliability and other characteristics dramatically reduced decision-making complexity. The bureaucratic practice of categorization by ethnicity may not have made Soviet administration fairer, but it certainly made it easier and cheaper. 

The metaphor of a “trap” is appropriate for the underlying theories, because no Soviet theory intentionally claimed ethnicity was primordial or essential. One indication that there was no such intention is that Soviet ethnicity theories heavily relied on the concept of ethnogenesis. To describe this process, Soviet ethnographers closely collaborated with archaeologists and linguists. In this way, they hoped to trace the origins, the evolution, and in some cases the disappearance of entities called “ethnos” (Bromley 1980: 160; Shnirelman 2009: 114). For many ethnic groups, Soviet social sciences provided elaborate histories and precise indications as to at which point in time this particular group came into being. Soviet ethnography did not therefore claim that ethnic groups had existed since times immemorial, or that they were immune to change. Yet one of the main purposes of studying ethnogenesis was to determine a group’s developmental stage and to ascribe a fitting hierarchical status such as “ethnos” or “sub-ethnos” to each delimited group (Tishkov 1992: 373). This status then could be significant for the standing of the people who were registered as members of that group. Meanwhile in the West, social scientists such as Anderson (2006), Gellner (1983), and Hobsbawm and Ranger (1983) began deconstructing the category of ethnicity, by retracing the history of the category’s construction. The Soviet Union, however, built part of its power on these categories. Had ethnography started to deconstruct these categories, it would have put the discipline at odds with party elites. Therefore, Soviet social sciences secluded itself behind an iron curtain of terminology and continued working with concepts of ethnicity that could not be deconstructed because they occurred naturally and were held together by a naturally occurring essence. Soviet theories never explicitly named this essence, but implicitly assumed one. 

The use of ethnicity as an administrative category allowed the administration to treat people of the same ethnicity the same and people of different ethnicities in different ways. Justification for unequal treatment of different groups only holds if the alleged differences in character are congruent with ascribed ethnic categories. This is why Soviet ethnicity theories came along with a strong, however unvoiced, reservation against the blending of ethnic groups and the dissolution of ethnic boundaries. This process would remain reserved for a future post-ethnic age in which a unified Soviet People would absorb all earlier categories. But for the present, Soviet ethnographers believed they should best describe undiluted ethnic groups. Field sites for ethnographic studies were, among other factors, selected by the criterion of cultural homogeneity and typicality (Haber 2014: 209). 

There was an equally strong distaste for the idea that people individually chose their ethnicity from a menu of possible ethnic identities. Bureaucratic categories are normally introduced so that people with certain givens can be treated in certain ways. Most such categories are not for choice, because state policies towards certain subjects are meant to manipulate these subjects, they are not meant to be manipulated by the subjects. This is why, in any bureaucratic system, people are typically not allowed to choose their age, gender, or tax class. By using ethnicity as a bureaucratic category, it was implicitly also conceived as a category which people should not be allowed to choose or change themselves. Of course, in reality, people did change their ethnic affiliation (see Gorenburg 1999, 2006 for case studies), but unlike for other categories, such as party membership or citizenship, the state did not control or define the procedure involved in this identity change. Because the Soviets introduced their own list of possible ethnic belongings, many people, upon first ascription, did have to choose what ethnic group they belonged to (or fall back on to a choice made by a representative of the preceding Romanian bureaucracy). The Soviet theory assumed that in most cases this would be an unambiguous decision and that if it was not, a local expert would be able to give objective reasons why one ethnic identity rather than another should be ascribed. (In rare cases local clerks changed an ethnic identity as chosen by people or Romanian administrators, because they decided it was a mistaken choice).4 The whole point was that after having been ascribed an allegedly objective category, people should not be able to change it any more. 

Most post-Soviet countries have erased the category of ethnicity from identity documents of their citizens. In Ukraine the “fifth line” (piataia grafa) of the passport, the line that specified ethnicity, was abolished in 1995. But politicians who want to reserve special rights for specific ethnic groups have recently expressed their nostalgia for it.5 

The boundaries that continue to shape local politics in independent Ukraine have their roots in the Soviet state’s preference for grand-scheme planning. Clear-cut categories were indispensable for a society engineered to fulfill centrally planned outcomes. Therefore, one scholarly priority for leading Soviet theoreticians was the production and dissemination of new categories. Each newly coined category gave the discipline a claim to better understand society and to be able to offer more finely tuned planning solutions. James Scott’s concept of “legibility” fits this observation very well. Because most states are much younger than the societies they administer, they need to introduce categories that enable them to “read” and eventually manipulate society (Scott 1998: 183). Programmatic thinkers in Soviet ethnography saw the discipline as an auxiliary data-generating machine to social engineering. Sergey Tokarew argued the Soviet state had turned ethnography from a discipline of lay enthusiasts to a matter of national interest (Tokarew 1954: 9). As an example of ethnography’s practical applicability, Pavel Kushner (1951: 18–19) suggested that ethnicity statistics be used in order to draw administrative borders more precisely and to develop school curricula according to the specific needs of each group. Another direct application of ethnographic knowledge he saw in the transformation of Soviet peasant households from units of production to units of consumption (Kushner 1974: 196–97). But most markedly, Soviet scholars of ethnicity catered to the state’s need for “legibility” by introducing hierarchically ordered categories of ethnic groups such as “super-ethnos,” “ethnos,” “sub-ethnos,” “ethnikos,” and “ethnographic group,” that were used along with other categories such as “population” and “race” (a category that was itself split into three main subgroups, which contained twenty smaller groups, which then branched into different “anthropological types”). All these categories were carefully defined by a list of characteristics (Bromley 1983: 14–43). This social dimension of category building was paired by similarly bounded temporal categories such as the development stages “archaic,” “slavery,” “feudalism,” “capitalism,” and “socialism” (ibid.: 36). Together, these categories laid a grid plan of social theory over time and space. Each group somewhere fitted into this grid. Each box in the grid plan could be addressed with a specific set of policies, a tailor-made social engineering program. 

Soviet scholars like Mikhail Sergeyev, an expert on the “small nations of the North,” strongly advocated a specific policy for each ethnic group in its particular environment. Giving ethnic groups living under different circumstances various forms of political self-determination would “facilitate the organization and activization of backward peoples” (Sergeyev 1964: 488). Without the “legibility” created by social and historical categories, the sheer complexity of administering a huge and diverse country towards very ambitious goals would have been overwhelming. The problem in Soviet administration was not the creation and use of categories (no state can do without). The problem rather was the low degree of critical reflection upon these categories. In a state where criticism of official theories was punished, the theoretical model was increasingly taken for reality (Scott 1998: 196). This becomes even more clear after considering the argument of Skalnik that the dominant paradigm of Soviet ethnography was circular: Etnografiia was defined as the study of ethnos, and ethnos was defined as the subject of etnografiia (Skalnik 1990: 148). If, in this roundabout, reality did not fit the theory, a new sub-category could be introduced until all ethnic groups somehow fit into the Soviet Union’s grid plan. For groups which claimed a similar status for themselves but did not fulfill the list of criteria set by the rule book, new categories substituted a discussion about the validity of established categories. The terms “ethnographic group” and “sub-ethnos” could serve this purpose. They were introduced to designate groups that were found to be culturally different from an established ethnic category, but where it was inconvenient to establish a separate political approach.6 Instead of revisiting established categories, social scientists created a new category for each case that did not fit. Soviet social sciences thereby became a category coining machine. The mindset that ethnic groups were self-contained and inherently different from each other became inside the Soviet Union what Thomas Kuhn called a “paradigm,” that is a set of “universally recognized scientific achievements that for a time provide model problems and solutions to a community of practitioners” (Kuhn 1996: x). The unease with the paradigm of his time is manifest in Bromley’s writings. Especially when he wrote to convince western audiences of his theory, every definition is followed by a relativization, every category is first demarcated, then its demarcations are softened. For example, Bromley introduces his definition of “ethnos” just to say that a lot more research will be needed to grasp the full complexity of this form of human society. Or he discusses several subcategories of “race” and treats them as analytical categories, just to add that none of them have clear boundaries (Bromley 1980). Leading theoreticians around Bromley understood the pitfalls of essentializing ethnicity and they denied believing in an essential quality that was innate to all members of one “ethnos” (Bromley and Podol’nii 1990: 106). Yet the paradigm in which their discipline was embedded did not leave room for an overhaul of the entire ethnicity concept. The need for clear-cut categories in a centrally planning administration led to an academic preference for supposedly objective realities. Whenever this objectivity was challenged, Soviet scholars hurriedly invented new, allegedly clear-cut categories, and thereby renewed the claim that they found something that had already been there independent of observation and long before anyone realized. It is this reoccurring mechanism that lets the primordial trap snap shut. Nobody intended to claim primordially existing groups, yet implicitly Soviet ethnographers did so every time they drew new boundaries between newly discovered categories of people. This system led into a trap, but it also prevented Soviet ethnography’s basic categories from dissolving, at least as long as the discipline was tightly controlled and isolated.

Kuhn observed that revolutionizing a whole paradigm could only commence once its failure was obvious. Without a deep crisis in the established paradigm there are hardly enough incentives to discard it and develop a new one (Kuhn 1996: 76–78). The flaws in the established paradigm might have been obvious to many practitioners of the discipline, but in the Soviet Union it was only one of many conspicuous flaws that awaited reform. As long as a paradigm shift could be avoided, scholars would modify their theories by adding ever new sub-categories to circumvent any apparent conflict. The primordial trap was quietly accepted as a side effect.

Making Ethnicity a “Pervasive Reality”

To turn this theoretical dead end into a train of thought that eventually was taken for granted was the result of an impressive didactic campaign. Although this campaign was relatively short, it left a lasting impact. It started after World War II, and passed its zenith during the Brezhnev years. The Soviet state that orchestrated this campaign had no incentive to disseminate concepts of ethnicity that would challenge its policies towards ethnic minorities or its bureaucratic practices. As a consequence, the state’s bureaucratic categories soon became “pervasive realities” (Karklins 1986: 43). How could a theory be turned into a reality so quickly? What made this theory so convincing to so many people? Is the answer to be found in the theory itself or in the social relations that brought this theory to the people? Social scientists need to deal at least with two sorts of theories: the theories of the people they study, the “folk theory,” and the theory they analyze their subjects’ theories with, “analytical theory” (Burawoy 2009: 270). When we study ethnicity concepts in the former Soviet Union we need to study a third strand of theory, the analytical theory of the defunct Soviet system around the framework of which “folk theory” is still recognizably built. Analytical theories either deconstruct folk theory or build on it. The Soviet ethnographers whose work I discuss here did neither of the two. They were an auxiliary force in a social engineering campaign tasked with creating an acceptable justification for the problems the state’s ethnicity policies created. Adding to the durability of their ideas is the fact that the education systems of the Soviet Union’s successor states were not nearly as powerful as that of the Soviet Union. It is therefore no wonder that concepts of ethnicity, disseminated in the post-war decades, remained almost unchallenged by the education system of most post-Soviet states, including Ukraine’s.

Even though, by the 1960s, ethnic differences had relatively little relevance for a person’s standing within Soviet society, the category of ethnicity was constantly present, be it in public discourse on the village level or in wider society. In Ukraine, most people by that time had a passport, in the “fifth line” of which, their ethnic identity was registered. One way of turning newly introduced social categories into pervasive realities was attaching them to public figures. Once somebody started to engage in a public function, the social categories attached to them, became public knowledge. For instance, in village elections the hand-picked candidates were introduced to the public by a couple of basic characteristics. Ethnicity came right after name and age. Further information revealed the candidates’ level of education, military or academic rank, place of work, and whether or not a candidate was a member or an aspired member of the party.7 Putting ethnicity in a row with easily verifiable categories such as place of work and academic degree, suggested it was similarly straightforward. Ethnicity might no longer have hindered one group or the other from access to political power, but it was a constantly present category. Even in a much wider discourse, ethnicity had a stable place in the public sphere. Take for example the official congratulations to the cosmonaut German Titov for his achievement of the first ever completed 24-hour space flight in 1961. On the front page of Soviet newspapers, including local editions of Pravda, Titov was introduced to the Soviet public through the following characteristics: “Comrade Titov German Stepanovich, born 1935, ethnicity: Russian, candidate party member since April 1961.”8 Ranking ethnicity so high up in the list of a person's characteristics has helped to produce a perception of ethnicity as an unchangeable, tangible, and unambiguously detectable human characteristic. Terry Martin (2000: 168) called it a “constant routine of ethnic labeling” that “inadvertently indoctrinated the Soviet population in the belief that ethnicity was an inherent, fundamental, and crucially important characteristic of all individuals.”

For all that, Soviet officials made it clear early on that no ethnic group in Bessarabia was superior to any other. Certainly, the public insistence that all ethnic groups were equal and that they all deeply respected each other, still allowed discrimination on a subtler level. But publicly, ethnic diversity became a cause for celebration. In ethnically diverse regions, such as southern Bessarabia, celebrating multi-ethnicity became a lasting tradition that began with the advent of Soviet rule. Even today, hardly a political speech fails to mention how ethnically diverse Bessarabians are and how well they nevertheless get along. This recurring theme implicitly also suggests that it is an achievement to maintain peaceful inter-ethnic relations, because according to expectations, ethnic differences should routinely lead to conflict. The Soviet state claimed to include representatives of all ethnic groups in the decision-making processes and therefore to provide a political order that would prevent such conflict. Announcing elections for people’s courts, in January 1949, the local party paper declared: 

In these [electoral] lists appear people of various ages and professions, Russians and Ukrainians, Bulgarians and Moldovans, members of the party and unaffiliated [candidates]. They are all united by a boundless love for the fatherland, by their devotion to the great cause of Lenin-Stalin, the cause of communism.9

With time, the fact that several ethnic groups lived peacefully together in Bessarabia became the single most important feature for the region’s representation. In the seminal reference book The History of Towns and Villages of the Ukrainian SSR, the section about southern Bessarabia began with the note that it was a multi-ethnic, but nevertheless very peaceful region.10

Since inter-ethnic harmony was seen as an achievement, it had to be earned by a collective effort, an effort centrally planned and organized by the party. In Bessarabia, this effort manifested itself as a pedagogical campaign. In schools and culture houses people from all walks of life were instructed in the Soviet perspective on history. These classes aimed not only at the liquidation of illiteracy but also of what was seen by Soviet administrators as rural backwardness. In the second half of the 1940s, the Izmail bureau of lecturers started an evening school program in surrounding villages, with lectures in Russian and Ukrainian.11 Villagers were gathered to learn about topics as diverse as Was there a beginning of the earth and will there be an end?, The natural resources of the Ukrainian SSR, How did life occur on earth?, Charles Darwin and his teachings, or The Stalinist constitution, the most democratic constitution in the world.12 In this canon of political education, many lessons were meant to attune village audiences to ethnicity as a household category, but also to convince them of what they probably already knew; that living in a multi-ethnic society was nothing bad. Ethnicity was always presented in combination with the Soviet catchphrase “friendship of peoples” (druzhba narodov). One standard lecture was The Leninist-Stalinist friendship of peoples.13 In the lesson The Soviet state, a state of a new and higher order, villagers were told that: 
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