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I have never met anyone who understood Russians.

—Grand Duke Aleksandr Mikhailovich Romanov (1866–1933)

In the last five years, everything has changed. In the last 200 years, nothing has changed.

—New Russian saying

The new Russia … a bewildering mix of capitalism, corruption, mob violence, political consultants, policemen who are hired killers, feminism, Chechen terrorists and, most incredibly, nostalgia for Joe Stalin.

—Patrick Anderson, in The Washington Post, June 12, 2007
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PREFACE TO THE FOURTH EDITION

THE COLD WAR IS A THING OF THE PAST, communism has collapsed, and Russia has experienced extraordinary changes. Its relations with the West have broadened. A new middle class is emerging. Russians are traveling abroad freely and have access to the Internet. Vladimir Putin has come and stayed. Foreign visitors are finding Russia a more pleasant place to visit. But Russia, nevertheless, remains distant, separated from the West by culture, language, and history. As U.S. Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice described the U.S.-Russian relationship in 2007, it is one of “cooperation and competition, and friendship and friction.”1 And, I would add, “and mystery and misunderstanding” as the West learned when Russia invaded neighboring Georgia in August 2008.

Though no longer a superpower, Russia is still a great power with which the West must seek cooperation on numerous issues ranging from terrorism to arms control. Russia, for its part, needs foreign investment and Western know-how. Joint ventures find willing partners, but doing business with the Russians can still be burdensome as long-held patterns of behavior continue to be influenced by geography, history, and culture. Understanding the Russians—the theme of this book—continues to remain a challenge.

This edition has been revised and updated to cover events and changes occurring in Russia since the third edition was published in 2003. Russia is indeed changing, but most of the Russians whom foreign visitors may encounter will still show many of the traits described here and in earlier editions. Differences may be seen between city dwellers and rural people, the intelligentsia and workers and peasants, and between generations, but they all share many common characteristics, which will be described in these pages.

There are no shortcuts to understanding the Russians or avoiding the friction foreseen by Secretary Rice, but it helps to know their language, history, and literature and to have worked with them over the years. Although not intended as a quick fix, this book has been written for readers without previous experience in Russian affairs who will be interacting with Russians in the coming years—businesspeople, government officials, consultants, scholars, scientists, and students as well as ordinary citizens.

The book is based on my more than twenty-five years of working with Russians—negotiating and facilitating people-to-people exchanges in culture, education, and science—both when Russia’s relations with the United States were good and when they were not. Those years include service at the American Embassy in Moscow, numerous visits to the Soviet Union and Russia, and many years in Washington with the Department of State, United States Information Agency, Commission on Security and Cooperation in Europe (U.S. Congress), and National Endowment for Democracy.

When I first began to interact with Russians in the early 1960s, they had a well-earned reputation for being difficult. This was due, in part, to the Cold War mentality of the time on both sides. But another, more fundamental, factor was the inability of Americans and Russians to understand certain patterns of each other’s behavior. This has led many to wonder why Russians are in some ways so similar to Americans and in other ways so different.

As U.S. journalists Peter Baker and Susan Glasser wrote after nearly four years (2001–2005) of reporting from Moscow to The Washington Post:

For many Russians … politics remained little more than a corrupt form of warfare waged between equally unappealing clans. This was a view of the Putin-era battles shared even by many insiders who believed, as a disenchanted senior official put it to us, that the current shake-up was simply a fight for the financial spoils that came with control of the Kremlin. “The ideology is power and redistribution of property,” the official said. “Power is a means of keeping property in their hands.”2 We heard this view whenever we asked regular Russians to explain the paradox of a country that embraced Putin but rejected many of his policies, where the public refused to participate in political life and claimed not to want democracy while cherishing rights like the freedom to travel and speak openly that had only been won with the Soviet collapse. These were contradictory times, as . . . when a new generation of cell-phone addicts could speak confidently about business school degrees one minute while bemoaning the collapse of the Soviet Union the next.3

There are, of course, risks in attempting to define national characteristics. A nation may be unfairly stereotyped, and there will always be exceptions to the rule. But who will not agree that Russians differ from Poles, Poles from Germans, and Germans from the French, although those nations have lived side by side in Europe from time immemorial? And Russians today in the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), as the successor to the Soviet Union is known, are recognizably different from Armenians, Georgians, and Moldovans, and even more different from Azeris, Kazakhs, and Uzbeks.4

The Russian character, formed over centuries by unique experiences and traditions, has made Russians distinct from other Europeans as well as from Americans. Many of those old characteristics continue today despite the revolutions of 1917, seventy years of communism, and its demise, and they will continue to influence whatever state and society evolve during the early years of the twenty-first century.

As French historian François Guizot wrote, looking back on his own country’s revolutions:

When nations have existed for a long and glorious time, they cannot break with their past, whatever they do; they are influenced by it at the very moment when they work to destroy it; in the midst of the most glaring transformations they remain fundamentally in character and destiny such as their history has formed them. Even the most daring and powerful revolutions cannot abolish national traditions of long duration. Therefore, it is most important, not only for the sake of intellectual curiosity but also for the good management of international relations, to know and to understand these traditions.5

Or, as A. P. Prokhorov, a modern-day Russian scholar has put it, “a nation, like an individual, cannot renounce its mentality, however much it may want to.”6
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In transliterating Russian names and words I have made some minor changes in the usual method in order to more closely approximate the Russian pronunciation. Where another spelling has become accepted usage in English, I have followed the more familiar form.

—Yale Richmond
Washington, D.C.


INTRODUCTION

MANY AN AMERICAN has returned from a first visit to Russia exclaiming, “I don’t understand why we have had such difficulties with the Russians. They’re just like us.” Subsequent visits—and a closer look—will reveal that Russians and Americans do indeed have differences. As a leading Soviet journalist, Vikenty Matveyev, once told me, “Americans will at first see the similarities between our two peoples, but they should also look for the differences.”7

This book will seek to explain those differences and to help Americans understand why Russians behave like Russians. In the process, American readers may also learn why they behave like Americans.

The surface similarities are readily apparent. Russians feel a common identity with Americans as citizens of multiethnic, continental great powers. In history, both peoples have been expansionist. Americans moved west from the Atlantic coast across the Great Plains and Rocky Mountains to the Pacific shores. Russians expanded in all directions but mostly east across the Ural Mountains and the vast stretches of Siberia to the Pacific shores, and beyond to Alaska in 1741. Russians and Americans eventually met in 1812 in California, where so many new overtures seem to occur.

Both tamed a wilderness. Indeed, as Russian and American historians have noted, there is a frontier spirit shared by Siberia and the American West. The landowning gentry and the bonded serf of European Russia were not common to Siberia, which was settled by such diverse groups as Cossacks, political and religious dissidents, independent peasants, runaway serfs, and exiled convicts. Today’s residents of the Siberian metropolis Novosibirsk liken it to Chicago, which they know by reputation as a hustling, bustling city serving a vast hinterland. And both Russians and Americans regard themselves as chosen nations with a messianic mission, destined to bring their own versions of enlightenment to less fortunate people.

America and Russia today are also nuclear powers with the capacity to destroy each other and the rest of the world as well. Likewise, both face the challenges of reducing their awesome arsenals of armaments and coping with the environmental consequences of their weapons industries.

Americans and Russians also think big. Both are energetic and inventive. Russians appreciate the casual, direct, and often blunt American way of speaking, which they liken to their own—without pretense and different from the West European manner, which they find too formal, indirect, and less sincere. And Russians, despite their traditional suspicion of foreigners, show heartfelt hospitality to visitors from abroad, a trait they share with Americans.

Differences between Russians and Americans are equally apparent. Authority in America has been diffused and flows upward from the people to a representative government. In Russia, authority has always been centralized and flows down. Pressure for change in the United States has come from below, and elected officials have either responded or eventually been replaced. Change in Russia has been imposed from above, and Russians have usually resisted because change there has been associated with hardship and misfortune.

In the United States, individuals are celebrated and their rights vis-à-vis government are protected in both law and practice. In Russia, from its earliest times, individual rights have been subordinated to the greater communal good. In the U.S., pluralism and tolerance for diverse views prevail. Such diversity appears chaotic to Russians, who value consensus and a single prevailing truth. The American economy is based in the private sector and a free market, and the role of government has been minor. Russian governments, whether tsarist, communist, or post-communist, have distrusted the free market and have played an active role in the economy. America’s cultural roots are in Western Europe, while Russia’s roots are in both Europe and Asia, and historians still debate which has played the greater role in shaping the Russian character.

Historical experience also separates Russians and Americans. For much of its history, Russia has been in a state of almost constant warfare with neighboring nations, and its people have often suffered extreme cruelties and violence in their own land. Since the Civil War, the United States has fought its wars mostly abroad, and its people have not known wartime hardship and devastation.

Whether similar or dissimilar, the two countries were thrust upon the world stage in the latter half of the twentieth century as nuclear superpowers and forced, rather reluctantly, to interact with each other. Only belatedly have they discovered the many common concerns they share, the most vital of which is the preservation of peace in the nuclear age.

These weighty concerns, however, have not always led to improved understanding. Contact between Russians and Americans in the past has been limited, separated as the two peoples have been by distance, ideology, and language. Today, however, they are interacting to an extent never before anticipated, and the need for improved understanding has become urgent not only for a few diplomats and businesspeople but for all Americans and Russians.

Examples of misunderstanding abound. After World War II the United States, unaware of the extent of the Soviet Union’s devastation and losses, feared a Soviet assault on Western Europe. The Russians, in turn, regarded U.S. economic and military assistance to Western Europe as threats to their own security. Their field of vision narrowed by ideological blinders, they confidently awaited the collapse of capitalism and the triumph of what they called socialism. With the onset of the Cold War, paranoia grew on both sides.

The Cuban missile crisis of 1962, which brought the two superpowers to the brink of nuclear warfare, was the most frightful example of misjudgment. More recently, Mikhail Gorbachev’s glasnost and perestroika were seen by some Americans as the start of a campaign to bring democracy to the Soviet Union. Other Americans, however, saw them as public relations gambits designed to deceive the West. Today, there are some who argue that Russia is no longer a great power and is irrelevant in international affairs. And how shall we view Vladimir Putin—as a genuine reformer or a reminder of Russia’s authoritarian past, or both? Clearly, the gap in understanding still exists.

To help bridge that gap and enable readers to better understand the new Russia that is now evolving, this book will focus on those forces that have shaped Russian behavior in the past—geography, history, religion, culture, and governance—and how they differ from those that have formed American behavior.

The terms Russian and Soviet were often used interchangeably by both Russians and Americans. Even Soviet leaders at times incorrectly referred to the Soviet Union as Russia, even though Russia as a sovereign state ceased to exist in 1922 when it became part of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics. And in December 1991, reflecting the discrediting of communism and the increased desire for sovereignty by the republics, the Soviet Union was transformed into a Commonwealth of Independent States, a loose political alliance whose permanence may also be questioned.

Our subject here will be the Russians rather than all of the more than one hundred nationalities that comprised the Soviet people. While Russians numbered little more than half the population of the former Soviet Union, the political and economic leadership was almost entirely Russian, as were the top echelons of the Communist Party, the armed forces, and the KGB. Russian, moreover, was the predominant language and culture.

Whether Russian or Soviet, many changes have been occurring in that distant land, which Winston Churchill in 1939 described as “a riddle, wrapped in a mystery, inside an enigma.” Today we know much more about that riddle, but each day’s news records events that no one, including Russians, could have foreseen only a few years ago. Russia’s mystery has moderated but the enigma remains.

The nature of the recent changes can legitimately be questioned—are they real, and how long will they last? Is Russia heading toward democracy or autocracy, and what role will Putin or Medvedev play? But whatever the results of Russia’s most recent effort to modernize, change there will continue to be shaped by the Russian character, and that character, formed over a millennium, has changed slowly.

Russia was a communist country for seventy years but has been Russian Orthodox for a thousand, and Russians have lived even longer with their harsh climate, vast expanse of forest and steppe, and geographic and cultural isolation. To understand the Russians, one must know whence they come.


ONE
Welcome to Moscow

MY PLANE TO MOSCOW was late, arriving in the dark at Sheremetyevo Airport on a winter evening many years ago after a long flight from New York. It was not a warm welcome. The wind was bitterly cold as passengers deplaned and piled aboard a bus with frosted-over windows for the short ride to the terminal. I had been traveling since the previous evening and was tired.

Inside the terminal the wait at immigration was long and tedious as young, grim-faced border guards took their time checking passports and visas. The customs clearance was equally long and thorough, but at last I was cleared and once more admitted to Russia.

Russian airport terminals are crowded, noisy, and chaotic as passengers mill about seeking friends and greeters. As elsewhere in the East, airport arrivals and departures bring out throngs of relatives and well-wishers, but not for me. Alone with my luggage, I struggled to the head of the taxi line.

After a thirty-minute drive to the city and a hassle with the taxi driver—Russia’s most zealous capitalists—who wanted to be paid in dollars, I arrived at the Ukraina. Unlike Moscow’s newer hotels, the old Ukraina was built in the “wedding cake” style of the Stalin era and had a musty decor that reminded a visitor of old Russia. I first stayed at the hotel in 1963 and over the years had become accustomed to its shabby and faded inelegance.

There was no line at the registration desk, just the usual crowd pushing, shoving, and trying to get the attention of the lone clerk. After a fifteen-minute wait, I finally registered, gave my bags to a porter, showed my hotel identification card to the ever-present guard who admitted me to the inner lobby, and was on my way to an upper floor. One final hassle occurred before I was settled in my room—the porter demanded to be tipped in dollars or with a pack of Marlboros, the preferred brand in Russia.

It was then that hunger hit. I had not eaten since a light lunch on my flight and was looking forward to a snack at the hotel bufet, a sort of Russian snack bar. But to eat at the bufet I first had to change my dollars into rubles, since Soviet currency in those years could not legally be brought into the Soviet Union.

Making my way down the long dim hall, I approached the dyezhurnaya (person on duty) for my floor. A feature of many Russian hotels, they are the women who keep the keys, control access to rooms, and provide hot water for tea or instant coffee. Inquiring about the location of the currency exchange office, I was told that it had closed for the day.

“Shto delat?” (What to do?), I asked, a common Russian expression.

Shrugging her shoulders, the old woman looked me over indifferently. Here was the making of a classic confrontation between a Western visitor and the Soviet system, which was not designed to serve individuals with special requests. Had I been a member of a tour group, there would have been a guide to tend to my needs, and dinner would have been planned for the group at the hotel restaurant, paid in advance, and there would have been no need to change money. But here I was, a lone traveler who had to get something to eat before falling into bed to catch up with the eight-hour time change from New York.

From past experience in Russia I knew not to retreat, so I stood my ground, changed the subject, and began to converse with the woman. We talked about my long trip from the States, the purpose of my visit, the Moscow weather, where I had learned to speak Russian, her children and mine, and how nice it was for me to be back in Russia again. After a while, I returned to the subject of my hunger and asked if she had any suggestions as to what I might do before the snack bar closed for the night.

“I’ll lend you some rubles,” she replied, reaching for her sumka (satchel) under the desk, “and you can pay me back tomorrow.”

My approach had worked. A kind Russian grandmother had taken pity on a hungry American and lent him a few of her own rubles so he could get some khleb, sir, i chai (bread, cheese, and tea) before retiring for the night. Welcome to Moscow!

The lesson of that story—and this book—is simple. Russia can be a cold and impersonal place, where a visitor’s requests are all too often met with an automatic nyet. But Russians respond to a human approach, and they can be warm and helpful once a good interpersonal relationship has been established. When that point is reached, their word is good, nyet becomes da, and deals can be done. That is the key to understanding the Russians.


TWO
Geography and Culture

All civilizations are to some extent the product of geographical factors, but history provides no clearer example of the profound influence of geography upon a culture than in the historical development of the Russian people.

—George Vernadsky, A History of Russia

THE ORIGINS OF RUSSIA

One Rus has its roots in a universal, or at least European, culture. In this Rus the ideas of goodness, honor and freedom are understood as in the West. But there is another Rus: the Rus of the dark forests, the Rus of the Taiga, the animal Russia, the fanatic Russia, the Mongol-Tatar Russia. This last Russia made despotism and fanaticism its ideal. … Kievan Rus was a part of Europe, Moscow remained the negation of Europe.

—Leo Tolstoy

Mikhail Gorbachev, in 1989, endorsed the concept of a “common European home” with Russia as a tenant.8 In geographic terms, the common European home makes sense. Europe does extend from the Atlantic Ocean to the Ural Mountains, and Russia—at least a part of it—is indeed in Europe. But through much of its history, Russia has been isolated from or has rejected Europe and its Western ways. Gorbachev’s common European home, with Russia occupying the back porch and the United States and Canada the front porch, was a new concept in geopolitical real estate.

The great rivers of Russia flow north and south, and along those rivers came Russia’s early contacts with the outside world. From the northern rivers in the ninth century came Viking raiders and traders from Scandinavia who became the rulers of Rus, the city-principality of Kiev and the forerunner of the Russian state. From the southern rivers came contacts with Byzantium, the Eastern half of the Christian Roman Empire, and its resplendent capital, the Greek city of Constantinople (today’s Istanbul), whence came Russia’s religion, law, and art.

Kievan Rus converted to Orthodox Christianity in 988, and Constantinople became its link to the Mediterranean and the West for commerce as well as culture. But scarcely a century later that linkage was threatened by repeated onslaughts of mounted marauders from Asia moving westward over the great Eurasian steppe. When those invaders reached the Kievan Rus state and threatened its capital, the Rus began to migrate north, seeking protection in remote forests inhabited at that time by Finnish tribes. Power gradually shifted from Kievan Rus to Russian Muscovy.

The Mongols (called Tatars in early Russian sources) invaded Russia in the mid-thirteenth century.9 Unstoppable, they took Moscow in 1234 and Kiev in 1240, and they made Russian princes their vassals for the next two hundred years. While the Mongol-Tatar conquest did not make Asians of the Russians, it did delay their becoming Europeans. It also produced today’s Russians—a mixture of Slavic, Finnish, and Tatar blood.

When Moscow liberated itself from the Tatar yoke in 1480, the modern Russian state was born. Distant from Europe, the new state was cut off from Constantinople, which, in 1453, had fallen to the Muslim Ottoman Turks. The Russian Orthodox Church, isolated from the rest of Christianity, developed independently as a national church.

Moscow, moreover, saw itself as the third and last Rome, successor to Rome and Constantinople, the two capitals of the Roman Empire, which in turn had fallen to barbarians and infidels. Russia was regarded by its religious and lay leaders as a holy land with an imperial mission—a new center of Christianity destined to unite the peoples of East and West. It was at that time that Russian rulers began to use the title tsar, derived from the Latin Caesar.

Russia’s historic distrust of the West has its roots in that religious schism and its aftermath. Remote from the West, Russia experienced none of the major developments that shaped modern Europe—the Renaissance with its revival of classical influence and flowering of the arts, the Reformation with its pluralism of religious and secular thought, the rise of big cities, the development of modern agriculture and commerce, the scientific revolution, economic liberalism and recognition of individual rights, the beginnings of political liberty, and the growth of a strong middle class. In the West the middle class was in the forefront of reform. Russia’s failure to develop a strong middle class delayed reform.

Cut off from the West, Russia remained a vast, backward, largely agricultural empire, regimented and ruled by an autocratic dynasty with a holy mission to defend its faith against the barbarians of the East and the heresies and pluralism of the West.

The pluralism of the West, moreover, was seen by Russia as chaotic, a cacophony of voices without harmony, a disunity of thought and purpose. To that West, nevertheless, Russia would come during its periodic attempts to modernize, seeking science, technology, and administrative know-how, but rejecting at the same time the Western ways that came with the modernization it so sorely needed.

To remote Russia many things Western have come late—manufacturing, higher education, science and technology, the management sciences, and computers, as well as blue jeans and rock music. Other things Western have not yet arrived—good government, transparency, and efficiency. Those come from a West that Russia has openly disdained but secretly envied, and from which it is today again trying to learn.

THE COLD NORTH

The aim of civilization in the North is serious. There, society is the fruit, not of human pleasures, not of interests and passions easily satisfied, but of a will ever persisting and ever thwarted which urges the people to incomprehensible efforts. There, if individuals unite together, it is to struggle with a rebellious nature, which unwillingly responds to the demands made upon her.

—Marquis de Custine, Empire of the Czar

Mention the Russian winter and most people will think of deep snow piled to the rooftops. Actually, the snow is not that deep in Russia, and winter there is known more for its frigid temperatures, which Russians find invigorating. They break out their winter clothing, fur hats, cross-country skis, and their valenki, the felt boots that have kept Russian feet warm through the centuries and that have now become very stylish in the West. Russians seem to enjoy their cold winters, but those winter temperatures can become unbearable when the wind blows across the open land and the windchill factor plummets.

Russia is a northern country. Moscow lies on the same latitude as the lower Hudson Bay, and Russia’s northernmost port, Murmansk, is further north than Nome, Alaska. Its most southern port, Novorossisk, on the Black Sea, is on the same latitude as Minneapolis.

Nature has not been kind to Russia. Much of European Russia and Siberia is very cold most of the year, similar to Canada and the U.S. northern plains states. Autumn is brief, followed by a long and cold winter. Summers are short and hot. In old Russia, where the economy was mostly agricultural, peasants could do little during the winter months, and they more or less hibernated, holed up in their huts, seeking to survive while awaiting spring and the sowing season.

When spring did arrive, there was much to be done in a short span of time. In Russia’s northern lands there is less than five months from spring, when the ground can be tilled and seeded, until fall, when crops must be harvested before the first frost. During those precious few months, Russians over the centuries have worked almost around the clock to produce the food needed to get them through the following winter.

According to one popular theory, that explains why Russians often appear inactive for long periods of time and then show intense bursts of energy. The stagnation of the Brezhnev era, for example, can be seen as a long winter of hibernation, and the perestroika of the Gorbachev years as a short spring and summer of frenzied effort.

The harsh climate also explains the strength of Russians, their ability to endure extreme hardship, and their bleak outlook on life, as well as their patience and submission. Climate has also made them cautious. In Russia’s farmlands weather is often unpredictable, and crop failure is an ever-present possibility. In an agricultural society where survival depends on the weather, it is imprudent to take chances. And as in all traditional societies, the test of time is preferred to the risks of the new and untried.

Does climate still make a difference in the early years of the twenty-first century? Over millennia, people everywhere have adapted to their environment, and today some have even tamed it. Americans, with central heating, air conditioning, and other modern conveniences, have literally insulated themselves from weather’s extremes. American culture and character today are not much different in Minnesota than in states with milder climes.

Russians, however, have been living in their cold north for millennia, and, for much of that time, as serfs and peasants in a primitive agricultural society. Until recently, most Russians have lived much as their ancestors have before them—in small villages, distant and isolated, their freedom of movement restricted, and without
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