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Komsomol and Informal Organizations under Perestroika:
Rivalry and Cooperation

MORI Miyako

This paper focuses on the relationship between Komsomol and informal organizations
under Perestroika. Perestroika brought immense social change to Soviet society. Komsomol
had to face, for the first time in its long history, rival informal youth organizations not subor-
dinate to, but independent of its power. An investigation of this new situation and analysis of
the transformation of formal organizations like Komsomol sheds light on the transition and
social change experienced during the final days of the Soviet system.

First, this paper will examine the appearance of various informal youth organizations
under Perestroika, ranging from amateur hobby clubs to political groups. Simultaneously it
will explore the tactics used by Komsomol to compete with them for support among young
people and to survive in the new situation. This discussion will include an examination of the
roles played by Komsomol and the informal youth organizations during Perestroika.

This paper focuses on the period from the 20th Komsomol Congress held in April, 1987
until June, 1988, when there were heated demands for democratization at the 19th Party Con-
ference. It was in this period that the informal organizations not only played the most impor-
tant role in promoting social change, but Komsomol also devised strategies to revive its role as
a youth organization.

As background, we will trace the history of the relations between Komsomol and the
informal youth organizations. At first, Komsomol had to take young people from traditional
youth organizations in order to become the only formal youth organization in the Soviet sys-
tem. Although Komsomol acquired this status in the late 1920s, there was an ongoing struggle
to retain this monopoly in the face of continual attempts to create informal youth organiza-
tions.

In the 1970s, informal organizations of youth, mostly hobby clubs like rock music clubs
became an essential part of life for ordinary young people. They enjoyed their leisure time in a
subculture beyond the influence of Komsomol. These organizations were not directly anti-
Soviet nor even politically oriented. Nevertheless, they were threatening to the authorities as
potential enemies because they were making Soviet ideology less influential among the youth,
the future-builders of Soviet society.

The renewed Cold War that broke out at the beginning of the 1980s made Komsomol
confront a hard situation: how to protect Soviet youth from the evil subculture of the West.
Under these circumstances, Komsomol adopted a new policy for informal organizations. That
is, instead of suppressing all of them, Komsomol began to select “better” organizations both to
promote and to keep under control the leisure activities of Soviet youth.

Second, this paper will examine this new Komsomol policy toward informal youth or-
ganizations. After Perestroika began, as society became more and more active, ideological
restrictions rapidly weakened. Komsomol decided to “register” the informal youth hobby clubs
and permit them to operate freely under its supervision. This new approach greatly increased
the possibility both for cooperation and friction between Komsomol and the informal organi-
zations.

In addition, new organizations appeared such as those protecting cultural assets or oth-
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ers promoting ecological awareness. Further, youth groups involved in political discussions
gradually emerged. These new organizations were considered the pioneers of Perestroika and
were starting to rival Komsomol.

The 20th Komsomol Congress was the first opportunity to discuss the relationship be-
tween Komsomol and the emerging informal youth organizations. At this Congress, Komsomol
declared that they could not become an alternative to Komsomol. It also tried to transform
itself into a political organization to represent youth interests.

Third, this paper analyzes the politicization of the informal youth organizations in the
spring just before the 19th Party Conference. At last, Komsomol recognized that it could not
avoid talking on equal terms with the informal political organizations concerning the future
of all youth organizations, including Komsomol itself. The informal organizations and
Komsomol delegates met several times to discuss political problems in general and to make a
joint appeal to the 19th Conference.

The 19th Conference was a very important venue for Komsomol to insure its role and
status in the emerging system. After the discussions with the informal organizations, Komsomol
devised a new strategy: It would become one of many youth organizations and it would coop-
erate with the others to advance Perestroika. Komsomol abandoned its earlier strategy of main-
taining a monopoly over youth organizations. It realized that it could survive only if it became
reconciled with the informal organizations that were more popular and more influential among
the youth. To improve its image and survive, Komsomol would have to work in partnership
with the other groups.

After the 20th Congress, a partnership was gradually established between Komsomol
and the informal youth organizations in the area of leisure and cultural activities because such
cooperation would serve to make Komsomol more popular. Ironically however, Komsomol
was losing its organizational unity and identity as a youth organization due to its success in
constructing a cooperative relationship with the informal organizations. In addition, after the
19th Conference, the search for a political partnership between Komsomol and the informal
organizations became more difficult.

Under Perestroika, Komsomol had to transform itself in order to compete with the in-
formal organizations. This transformation process and the evolving relationship between
Komsomol and the informal youth organizations are ongoing. They are a topic for future
research on the role of Komsomol under Perestroika.
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