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hand sources, rather than secondary data 
analysis – even if this book maybe too much 
of storytelling for political scientists or sociol-
ogists, they may appreciate it as a book based 
on first hand data, where stories of families 
whose beloved ones were kidnapped or killed 
by the security forces, tell their stories.

the injustice, to attempts to restore security 
and stability once afforded by the Soviet state.

3. What will attract colleagues in your field to 
your book?

Monographs from the North Caucasus 
region are very rare, so people interested in 
the post-Soviet region (and in particular its 
Muslim part) can be interested to read about 
this republic, since there is so little written 
about it (even no travelogues, essays etc). While 
terrorism/anti-terrorist studies produced quite 
a scholarship, only rarely it is based on first 

for the sake of reaching a numbers of killed 
or arrested “terrorists”, numbers forced on 
representatives of security apparathus by those 
higher in the hierarchy. Similarities with the 
Soviet system were evident.

2. How will your book make a difference in 
your field of study?  

This book helps us to reconfigure common 
stereotypes about sharia, “terrorism” and 
“antiterrorism” and put them in perspective. 
I try to show that contrary to the simplistic 
explanations of sharia proposed by Western 
experts, the pursuit of sharia can assume a 
range of forms: from sweeping visions of an 
Islamic state imposed through violent means, 
to minor acts of everyday resistance against 

“It is a book based on first-hand data, where stories 
of families whose beloved ones were kidnapped or 

killed by the security forces, tell their stories.”

Three QuesTions wiTh
IWONA KALISZEWSKA
author of For Putin and Sharia

1. What inspired you to write this book?

I went to Dagestan in 2004 to collect material 
for my MA thesis about ethnic issues/conflict 
but what I found out was a society living in 
a permanent fear of war or arrests. And yet, 
my interlocutors reported no petty crimes, no 
pick pockets or gangs (collective responsibility 
stemming from customary law, rather than 
police kept petty criminals at bay)– if anything, 
then a murder or a kidnapping – performed, 
as I learnt later, not by a serial killer or psycho-
path but by individuals from the state security 
apparatus. And not for money or goods, but 



YOUNG FYODOR DOSTOEVSKY, 
1846-1847

by Thomas Gaitan Marullo

In early 1846, the young Dostoevsky was the toast of the town. The applause was deafening. Ev-
eryone wanted to meet the new writer who, with the publication of Poor Folk, was hailed as a savior, 
a prophet, and an idol whom God had chosen to lead Rus-
sian literature from alleged deserts to promised lands. It was 
a measure of the angst and concern for the fate and future 
of the national written expression that readers, writers, and re-
viewers embraced Dostoevsky with such excitement and joy. 
All wanted to meet the young man, to shake his hand, to talk 
with him, to introduce him to society, and, most important, to 
claim him as a colleague, teacher, and friend. “But who is this 
Dostoevsky?” people exclaimed. “For God’s sake, show him to 
me, introduce me to him!”

Two individuals were particularly taken with Dostoevsky.  One 
was the critic, Vissarion Belinsky; the other, the poet and editor, 
Nikolai Nekrasov. Both were avid proponents of progressivism 
in Russian literature and life. Both men also took heart that the 
national written expression, after an embarrassingly slow start, 
was moving to world-wide prominence and respect. They were particularly thrilled with what came 
to be known as the “Petersburg tradition” in Russian literature: fiction about “little” men and wom-
en who lived and loved, worked and died, often tragically, in the imperial city. Dostoevsky’s Poor 
Folk which they saw, wrongly, as an expose of a poor soul and his would-be love in urban “depths,” 
filled their bill nicely. It resonated handily with Pushkin’s “The Bronze Horseman” (1833), with Go-
gol’s “Nevsky Prospekt” and “The Nose”, and with so-called “physiological sketches” of Russian 
metropolitan life that appeared regularly in newspapers and journals, almanacs and anthologies  
throughout the northern metropolis.  

Belinsky, Nekrasov, and others were in for the shock 
of their lives.  Dostoevsky could not have made a 
worse impression. If Russian readers, writers, and 
reviewers were expecting a strapping Goliath, they 
got a sickly David. In private, the writer of Poor Folk 
appeared frail and pale, chagrined and confused. In 
public, Dostoevsky was like an erupting volcano. His 

body shook and shuddered; his face was stormy and dark; his lips twisted and turned. The writer of 
Poor Folk did not accept people at face-value or with good intentions. Rather, he sensed threats 
and agendas from all. Anxiety and paranoia came to the fore. Anyone and anything raised his 
temper and fists. 

If Russian readers, writers, 
and reviewers were expecting 
a strapping Goliath, they got a 

sickly David.
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There were three plausible, if problematic reasons for Dostoevsky’s behavior.

The success of Poor Folk had gone to Dostoevsky’s head. A legend in his own mind, he had be-
come insufferable. The bragging and boasting were non-stop. The young writer was heir to Lord 
Byron, Pushkin, and Gogol. His second work, The Double, would challenge, if not vanquish Gogol’s 
Dead Souls. 

He was also insecure as a writer. Despite the brag-
gadocio, Dostoevsky was having great difficulty 
with The Double. He also would have grave doubts 
over his next three pieces: “Mr. Prokharchin,” “The 
Landlady,” and “A Novel in Nine Letters.” Under-
standably, the young writer wondered if he had had 
beginner’s luck with Poor Folk, if he were a flash-in-
the-pan who would exit Russian literature as quickly 
as he had entered it.

Finally, Dostoevsky was alien or indifferent to the socio-political liberalism that Belinsky and, 
Nekrasov wanted in literature. Rather, he focused on internal causes of human suffering. He ex-
plored schizophrenia, deviancy, and execution of self and others. He reflected on what made peo-
ple tick – and explode.

Predictably, Belinsky and company were furious over what they saw as personal and fictional per-
fidy. The abuse, public and private, was unending. Dostoevsky was for them yesterday’s news. He 
was a traitor, a fop, and a fraud. What else could they think when portraits of a schizophrenic clerk, a 
churlish miser, scheming cardsharps, and a head-in-the-clouds intellectual in a ménage à trois with 
a young maiden and her father, husband, or lover (it is not clear whom) only reinforced stereotypes 
of Russia and Russians as backward, barbaric, and perverse?

Dostoevsky also struggled with demons from within and without. He forgot God. He abandoned 
family and friends. He fought with Belinsky, Nekrasov, and others. He ran afoul of editors, publish-
ers, and booksellers. Disorder and dissoluteness claimed heavy tolls.  Debts and loans mounted 
precariously. Illnesses—real and imagined—promised an early grave. Dostoevsky was also facing 
stiff competition from colleagues—Ivan Turgenev and Alexander Herzen among others—who had 
also begun their careers with a bang, but with strength and speed in subsequent writing. 

There were bright spots. Dostoevsky held fast to brother Mikhail. He became friends with Stepan 
Yanovsky, a physician and a kindred spirit. He enjoyed the company of select families: the Viel-
gorskys, the Beketovs, and the Maykovs. Dostoevsky also had his fans: the poet, Alexei Pleshcheev, 
and the critic, Valerian Maykov, who understood his writing in way that no one else did. 

Most importantly, Dostoevsky held fast to his dream as writer. Beyond fictional works, he penned 
a series of articles, entitled “A Petersburg Chronicle,” in which he detailed his fascination with 
“dreamers,” i.e., individuals who rebel against their lot in life and who, in his mature novels, would 
wreak havoc on themselves and the world. It comes at little surprise that when Dostoevsky reflect-
ed upon his youth in the twilight of his existence, he saw the first two years after Poor Folk as a time 
when he both cursed and embraced the darkness. It is also safe to say that later in life, Dostoevsky 
came to understand the years 1846 and 1847 as an initial foray into a self-styled, self-imposed and 
self-directed Golgotha during which twelve years of crucifixion were followed by twenty years of 
gradual resurrection and renewal. Whether Dostoevsky attained the latter is a matter of debate; 
whether he achieved the former, especially in the first two years after Poor Folk, is beyond a doubt. 

The abuse, public and private, 
was unending. Dostoevsky 
was for them yesterday’s 

news. He was a traitor, a fop, 
and a fraud.
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 Ours is a time of mounting crises, international and national. 
Since the tenure of Henry Kissinger, a practitioner of Real-

politik, those charged with the conduct of America’s foreign policy 
have set aside consideration of the national interest in favor of cru-
sades to remake the world in America’s image, by force if neces-
sary. Th e result has been protracted wars in Iraq and Afghanistan 
and insistent calls for military confrontations with Syria and Iran. 
Having persuaded themselves that America is “the indispensable 
nation,” as   former secretary of state Madeleine Albright said, dip-
lomatic offi  cials have refused to adopt balance-of-power policies 
when dealing with other great powers—those in possession of 
nuclear weapons. When the Soviet Union collapsed, the United 
States stood as the lone superpower—but not for long. Despite 
some ongoing problems, Russia recovered from seventy-four years 
of communist misrule and China emerged as a credible rival for 
world leadership. Rather than view these new realities as incen-
tives to conduct genuine diplomacy (the adjustment of competing 
interests), successive administrations have chosen to act interna-
tionally with an air of superiority. 

 It is past time to consider anew the warnings and counsels of the 
late George Kennan, twentieth-century America’s most distinguished 

 Introduction 
 on the edge of the abyss 
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diplomat. Kennan served as ambassador to the Soviet Union 
and Yugoslavia and as a senior offi  cial in Switzerland, Germany, 
Czechoslovakia, and the Baltic states. He was for a time the dep-
uty commandant for foreign aff airs at the National War College 
and the director of the Policy Planning Staff  at the Department 
of State. He played a key role in the development of the Marshall 
Plan that fueled postwar Europe’s recovery and he formulated 
the containment policy that governed US actions and reactions 
during the Cold War. From 1933, when he fi rst went to Moscow, 
to 1953, when he retired from the Foreign Service, he was in-
volved in virtually every one of the nation’s major foreign policy   
decisions. 

 In the course of that involvement, Kennan draft ed countless pa-
pers, two of which achieved historic status: the “Long Telegram” 
transmitted to the State Department from Moscow in 1946 and 
“Th e Sources of Soviet Conduct,” published in  Foreign Aff airs  in 
1947. Always he sought not only to off er his judgments but to 
polish his prose, because he was a writer as well as a diplomat. 
Aft er leaving the Foreign Service, he joined Princeton’s Institute 
for Advanced Study, where he embarked on a career as a historian 
with a literary bent. 

 For the remainder of his long life (he died at age 101), Kennan 
was a permanent member of the institute and the author of highly 
regarded histories, primarily concerning US-Soviet relations and 
the diplomatic origins of the Great War. He was not, however, 
interested in the past for its own sake but for the lessons that it 
imparted to the present. Th at explains why he continued to lec-
ture and write on contemporary foreign policy, oft en regarding 
relations with the Soviet Union but just as oft en regarding mat-
ters of more general concern. Congress regularly invited him to 
testify, but although its members treated him with respect they 
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were reluctant to adopt his policy recommendations. Despite the 
fact that, unlike so many of his generation, he never entertained 
the least sympathy for the Bolshevik Revolution and during World 
War II was even considered to be too anticommunist, he had come 
to be regarded as a Cold War dove, soft  on communism. 

 Nothing could have been further from the truth. Th e destruc-
tion of lives and material culture resulting from the war against 
Germany and Japan, combined with the development of nuclear 
weapons, convinced Kennan that the principal responsibility of 
diplomats must be to prevent an apocalyptic war. He made every 
eff ort to convince US and Western foreign policy establishments 
that the choice before them was not between war and submis-
sion, and that it was possible to conduct meaningful negotiations 
with the Soviet Union without glossing over confl icting interests. 
A patient policy of containment—political, not military—would 
preserve the peace. Kennan always believed that the Soviet Union 
would eventually collapse under its own weight, and in the end he 
proved to be right. 

 Th e threat of nuclear war was not Kennan’s only preoccupa-
tion. He argued against a foreign policy that aimed to democ-
ratize the world. A realist in foreign policy, he maintained that 
the United States should act in the world only in defense of the 
national interest, narrowly defi ned. Th ose, he insisted, who agi-
tated for a morally driven policy failed to recognize that govern-
ment is an agent, not a principal. Its primary obligation is to the 
interests of the national society it represents, not to the moral 
enthusiasms of members of that society. What was needed, 
therefore, was a policy distinguished above all by its restraint. 
Th at was particularly important when dealing with nuclear 
powers such as Russia and China, which had legitimate interests 
of their own. He saw no reason why the United States should 
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take it on itself to off er unsolicited political instruction to the 
governments of those historic lands. 

 Other than the great powers, Kennan believed that there were 
only a few world areas of strategic importance to the United 
States—principally Europe and Japan. He never thought his coun-
try had important security interests in the lands of the Near East, 
and he therefore advocated a complete withdrawal from that trou-
bled part of the world. In opposition to almost every member of 
the foreign policy establishment, he identifi ed himself as an isola-
tionist, the prevailing posture in America until early in the twen-
tieth century. 

 Th e primary business of the United States, in Kennan’s judg-
ment, should be to put its own house in order. He judged Ameri-
ca’s national crises to be even more threatening than those it faced 
internationally. Among the former he counted the vulnerabilities 
of mass democracy, the dangers of uncontrolled immigration, the 
despoilment of nature, the growing number of addictions, the un-
mistakable signs of decadence, and, above all, the spiritual emp-
tiness. Where Judeo-Christian moral law was once universally 
honored, even if more in the breach than in the observance, it had 
come under sustained attack. Th e country had lost its moral com-
pass along with any agreed upon principles of government. 

 Although Kennan was well aware that his views concerning in-
ternational and national life went against the American grain, he 
never tired of eff orts to alert his countrymen to the fateful road on 
which they were traveling. In this account, I have tied him closely 
to his writings, because texts do not exhaust their own meanings. 
A web of personal and historical events always give them wider 
and deeper signifi cance. It matters that Kennan was born before 
World War I and judged America to have been a better country 
then than it became aft er World War II. It matters, too, that he 
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was a committed, if unorthodox, Christian who viewed the world 
through tragic lenses. Th e lessons for our time that I discuss here 
bear the indelible marks of a remarkable life and a turbulent era in 
the history of the United States and of the world. 

 Following a brief biographical chapter, chapter 2 traces the his-
tory of American foreign policy from the realism and restraint of 
George Washington and Alexander Hamilton to the moralizing 
interventionism of Woodrow Wilson and his successors. It places 
Kennan squarely in the realist camp and identifi es the principles 
that informed his teachings and guided his conduct during long 
years in the Foreign Service. Chapters 3 and 4 discuss Kennan’s 
application of his principles to relations with Russia, Eastern Eu-
rope, and the countries of the Far and Near East. Chapter 5 off ers 
an account of the foreign policy establishment’s rejection of al-
most all of Kennan’s advice from the Vietnam War on and of that 
rejection’s oft en disastrous results. Chapter 6 turns to Kennan’s 
critique of an American society he believed to be headed for 
the abyss, and chapter 7 presents his hopes for its revivifi cation. 
Chapter 8 explains Kennan’s call for a return to representative 
government and concludes with a plea to his countrymen not to 
succumb to despair. 

  



 In his memoirs, George Frost Kennan confessed that he was 
not the cool, detached diplomat many took him to be, that his 

public self was a persona, a role he assumed in an eff ort to shield 
a shy, introverted nature and to meet the demands of his profes-
sion. Born in Milwaukee on February 16, 1904, Kennan never 
knew his mother, Florence James Kennan, who died of peritonitis 
shortly aft er giving him birth. His tax-lawyer father, Kossuth Kent 
Kennan, descended from a Scottish family (the surname being 
originally McKennan) that arrived in the United States from North-
ern Ireland early in the eighteenth century; he was named aft er 
Lajos Kossuth, the liberal leader of Hungary’s abortive 1848–49 
revolution and war of independence against Austria. 

 Kennan took great pride in his family. “Th e family as I knew 
it,” he told a close friend, the Hungarian American historian John 
Lukacs, “still bore strongly the markings of an eighteenth-century 
experience and discipline.” He was equally proud of the fact that 
his family’s tradition of farming bred into it a love of the rural life, 
a strong work ethic, and a spirit of independence. Another George 
Kennan, a cousin of Kennan’s grandfather, lent a modicum of fame 
to the family as a result of his investigation of the tsarist govern-
ment’s Siberian exile system. 

 1 
 A Brief Biography 





THE REVOLUTIONARY
KONSTANTIN NIKOLAEVICH

LEONTIEV
by Glenn Cronin

There can have been few Russian thinkers and writers as consistently misunderstood as Kon-
stantin Nikolaevich Leontiev. During his lifetime he was generally considered to be a Slavophile, 
which he was not, and this myth flourished for a hundred 
years after his death in 1891 and is alive even today. Others 
dismissed him an arch-conservative and black reactionary in 
the mold of the Czar’s chief advisor Konstantin Pobedonost-
sev. This view was equally mistaken, but of course it colored 
his memory right through the Soviet period until a revision 
set in following Perestroika.

Century-old rooted opinions take time to change however, 
and such revision as has occurred has been largely confined 
to Russian language publications. I should like to give a spe-
cial mention here to the valuable and exhaustive work done 
by Olga Fetisenko, the co-editor of Leontiev’s most recent 
Collected Works, in amassing and collating the very large 
amount of new material which has emerged in recent years, which I found invaluable in making 
my own analysis. But in the West since Perestroika there have been only a handful of studies 
touching on aspects of Leontiev’s thought; indeed there has been no comprehensive assess-
ment in English of the man and his ideas in more than fifty years.

In fact Leontiev was much more of a revolutionary than a conservative and it was no doubt their 
instinctive appreciation of that fact that explains why he was kept at arm’s length by true con-
servatives as the nineteenth century drew to its close. Take his relations with the Slavophiles for 

example. Leontiev certainly sympathized with their 
views but he also considered that in putting Slavic 
community of blood at the centre of their political 
agenda they were committing a serious error which 
would end by destroying the cause of Slavdom and 
sowing the seeds for the destruction of Russian cul-
ture as well.

Leontiev’s rejection, in an age of rampant ethnic nationalism, of the idea of racial homogeneity 
as the basis for political union certainly has a striking resonance for us today. Leontiev’s insight 

There has been no compre-
hensive assessment in En-

glish of the man and his ideas 
in more than fifty years.
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was that in order to succeed a political program needed a central unifying idea around which 
peoples could rally, and he saw community of blood without such an informing idea as sterile, in-
deed as dangerous. This explains why, for all his fulminations against them, Leontiev harbored a 
certain admiration for the Russian revolutionary groups, the nihilists, whose central idea, though 
destructive, he saw as clear, simple and perilously alluring to the masses.

It is not the least of the enigmas surrounding 
Leontiev that one of the most famous (or infa-
mous) aphorisms made by a Russian statesman 
in the nineteenth century, the view expressed 
by Pobedonostsev that it was “necessary to 
freeze Russia a little, so that she does not decay,” was a direct quote from Leontiev himself. As 
I mentioned earlier, this association was to bedevil Leontiev for more than a century. Yet there 
was in fact little common ground between the two men. Pobedonostsev was a true reactionary 
in that he opposed all change with a view to maintaining the status quo at all costs, whereas 
Leontiev’s study of history had taught him that historical movement is inexorable in the long 
run. It might perhaps be channelled but, as Canute demonstrated, it cannot be stopped by the 
arbitrary interventions of statesmen and kings.

If Russian culture were to be rescued therefore, it would not be through the vacuities of Pobe-
donostsev and his camp. For Leontiev a redemptive idea was essential. What then could this 
idea be? Here we glimpse Leontiev’s most revolutionary notion of all. The Russian Czar, he 
argued, must put himself at the head of the revolutionary movement and introduce into Russia 
a form of autocratic socialism, in the same way that the Roman Emperor Constantine had taken 
the radical decision to place himself at the head of the Christian movement early in the fourth 
century. The enduring strength this gave Christianity had in Leontiev’s view led eventually to the 
great flowering of Christian culture known as the Renaissance.  An equally radical move on the 
part of the Orthodox Russian Czar might save Russia from nihilist devastation and preserve the 
possibility of a similar renaissance in Russian and Slavic culture.

Of course, Leontiev’s proposals were not taken seriously by those in positions of power and 
influence in Petersburg and the attempt was never made. A quarter century after his death the 
Revolution came to Russia and swept away much of the cultural heritage Leontiev had striven to 
preserve. Ironically though, a socialist autocrat now indeed emerged at the head of the revolu-
tionary movement – Joseph Stalin. It has been observed that at the height of his power Stalin’s 
regime mirrored uncannily the prescription set out by Leontiev half a century before. From 
a cultural standpoint, of course, the Soviet regime can hardly be said to have brought about 
the flowering Leontiev hoped for. Politically though his perspicacity is astounding. But then 
Leontiev was never afraid to follow his thoughts to their conclusion. “By the fundamental law of 
our Empire,” he wrote, “by the essential spirit of our nation, everything that proceeds from the 
Highest Power is lawful and good... The will of the Sovereign is sacred in all circumstances, even 
when the wrath of God seems to be upon us, as in the time of Ivan the Terrible.”

Here we have Russian history epitomized in two sentences, sentences with which it is difficult to 
envisage today’s “autocrat” Vladimir Putin disagreeing at all radically.

Leontiev was much more of a 
revolutionary than a

conservative.
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The following is a transcript of an episode of 1869, the Cornell Univer-
sity Press podcast. It has been transcribed using AI software. Any typos, 
errors, or inconsistencies may be the result of the transcription or the 
natural pattern of the human voice. If you wish to listen to the original, 
search 1869 podcast through whichever podcast service you prefer.

Welcome to 1869, The Cornell University Press Podcast. I’m Jonathan 
Hall. This episode we speak with Vera Michlin-Shapir, author of Fluid 
Russia: Between the Global and the National in the Post-Soviet Era. Vera is 
a Visiting Research Fellow at The King’s Centre for Strategic Communi-
cations, King’s College London. We spoke to Vera about why the Western 
conventional wisdom about Russia is fundamentally incomplete, why 
Russia can be considered “patient zero” when it comes to the populist 
wave of anti globalization and the rise of neoauthoritarian regimes, and 
why Putin’s regime is a political system actually depends very much on 
Russia being part of the global world. Hello, Vera, welcome to the pod-
cast. 

Hello, Jonathan.

It’s pleasure to have you on the podcast and we want to congratulate you 
and your new book, Fluid Russia: Between the Global and the National in 
the Post-Soviet Era.  love the quote that you have in the beginning of the 
book by Zygmunt Bauman, which says, “We live in a globalizing world. 
That means that all of us consciously or not depend o n each other.” 
Now, there’s a conventional wisdom about Russia’s national identity right 
now. And in your case, you think the conventional wisdom needs to be 
updated. Tell us what the conventional wisdom, how that inspired you to 
write this book?

Yes, so indeed, actually, Zygmunt Bauman was one of the inspirations 
he’s writing was one of the inspirations for writing this book. And I was 
served researching this topic, Russia national identity for quite a while 
and, and the reason that I was researching it for so long is that there is a 
very rich debate, both academic and public, in Russia and in the western 
Russia national identity. And there is a kind of common understanding 
that it is in crisis. Russians themselves speak about their national identity 
as an identity that is in crisis. And then there are two groups of thoughts 
of thought of this. So one group is saying basically, Russian national 
identities in crisis because this there is a historical continuity to that. So 
since the Romanovs since the Russian Empire, this identity was always 
crisis ridden. And it’s because of Russia’s geography and Russia’s history. 
And Russia’s and the Tsar, and then the Soviets. And it was always sort 
of America, the American situation for Russian identity. And so now we 
see the continuation of that in the form of this post Soviet national iden-
tity crisis. And then there is the other group that is saying, well, actually, 
there’s something quite novel here. And this is the collapse of the Soviet 
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Union. And the collapse of Soviet Union sort of prompted this big iden-
tity crisis that is linked to, well, what is often described as kind of the 
Weimar, it’s a certain Weimar, German syndrome, yes, so “Weimar” Rus-
sia, so lost in the Cold War, they lost  the Cold War, humiliation, loss of 
territory, population, resources. And so this is the kind of this is what sets 
the grabbed the field for discussion, Russian identity, national identity. 
And for me, specifically, when I was reading, when I was reading litera-
ture on current identity formation, and challenges to identity formations, 
formation in the global world, I felt like there was a disconnect between 
this debate between the debates that were going on in the West, and the 
debates that were going on in Russia, and Russia, for me, it was very 
obviously part of this global world, but kind of there was a disconnect in 
terms of the literature of the of the discussion. And it was also strange for 
me that there was constant talk about Russian identity crisis. But for me, 
identity is always a question mark. Identity always needs to be defined. 
So why is it so strange that the Russians, the Russians also need to define 
their identity? It’s a process. And so the literature this, this theoretical lit-
erature by Sigmund Bauman and Anthony Giddens very much inspired 
me to sort of try and write the Russian, the Russian path and the Russian 
question mark around its identity into this global story. And to bridge 
this, this gap in the literature.

So Excellent. Well, your book very definitely ties Russia’s authoritarian 
politics to the shortcomings of globalization and neoliberal economics. 
Within this new understanding, you describe Russia as patient zero, of 
the anti-globalist populist wave and the rise of neoauthoritarian regimes. 
Tell us more about this.

Yes. So this is a very kind of important point to make here, which is that 
I am constantly in the introduction. And when I speak about the book, 
I say that there is actually nothing that abnormal about Russian current 
identity search and the feeling that it is that there is some kind of crisis. 
But the fact that it’s not abnormal doesn’t make it fine. Yes, doesn’t make 
what happens in Russia and Russian politics, what happens with the cur-
rent regime and Russia, it doesn’t kind of whitewash the problems that 
are there. Actually, in fact, what I’m saying is that I’m refocusing the 
problem. So the problem is not necessarily with what happens within the 
walls of the Kremlin, or what happens in Russian politics. But the prob-
lem is, is broader. And the problem is the disruptions that are created by 
kind of this uneven globalization. And specifically, well, specifically, in 
our kind of transition between classical modernity where the state was 
more involved in people’s lives. And late modernity, when the state with-
draws and allows neoliberal economics to sort of manage society, but it 
doesn’t really manage society, it leaves a lot of insecurity. And this inse-
curity basically, kind of creates almost intrinsically creates this calls for 
more confirmer hand and inserts the ground really for new authoritarian 
regimes. So in Russia, actually, what we saw is that, and this is a really, I 
think, a fascinating example of this, because everything happened so fast, 
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in the 90s, Russia open almost kind of it wasn’t in a day, but it was such 
a such a baptism by fire, sort of how Russia open to the global world with 
with radical new liberal economic reforms, and society was just forfeits, 
transforming so rapidly, but also the pushback came very, very quickly. 
Yes. So this, this kind of pushback of, of going off well, for Russia is go-
ing back with this gravitation towards authoritarianism. And it happened 
also very, very fast.

Yes, it certainly did certainly did a kind of a whiplash effect. So you’re the 
book is titled, you’ve called it Fluid Russia and fluidity - one of the things 
when I think of fluidity, I think of time, and you have a fascinating exam-
ple of Putin attempting to unify the Russian calendar by promoting two 
types of holidays, military and religious. Tell us about this initiative. And 
how successful was it in unifying the country?

Yes. So when putting comes to power, he actually he see, I mean, he’s 
almost as described in the book, it’s almost kind of a natural. And this is 
what people who lived in Russia in the late 1990s described, it was kind 
of a natural flow of events, yes, all this insecurity. And suddenly, there 
was a person who saying, well, trust me, I can fix this, you know, just just 
let me fix this for you. And so he’s kind of rice flour is is is I mean, not 
smooth, but you know, relatively like he is the right man in the right in 
the right time, in the right place. And one of the things that he finds is 
that is that this insecurity around the identities often is often connected to 
time, into the construction of time. And when I write about time, I write 
about historical time, national time, personal time, these are all things 
that are kind of bounded, or that are interconnected in the analysis. And 
it’s very, very crucial. So actually, the book, it looks at different spheres 
of policy, it looks at immigration, and citizenship and media discourse. 
But I finished the book with with with analysis of the national calendar, 
and they’re both in the 1990s, but specifically under putting a lot of in-
teresting things are happening because he really shapes and molds the 
national calendar to help people sort of fixate their identity to help people 
feel more secure. And the reason that the footing kind of takes military 
and religious issues and forms the national calendar around them is that 
actually because they’re quite popular, and there is quite a lot of reciproc-
ity in Putin’s regime, what kind of popular trend as was described in the 
book by Samuel Green and Graeme Robertson, Putin Versus People. So 
he takes these two themes, and he tries kind of almost a Durkheimian 
kind of like Emile Durkheim described what High Holidays work. So 
Emile Durkheim’s understanding of holidays is that every day we go on 
our daily business and then during holidays, we all perform the same 
routines we all unifying, we all kind of bind ourselves together as a col-
lective—holidays are very important first for asserting collective identity. 
And And with Putin, I mean, he really he saw that in the 1990s, the, the 
calendar was kind of unraveling. And he was gathering it around things 
that are already popular. And one excellent example are celebrations of 
Victory Day in Russia ninth of May, which became kind of it was very 
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popular in the 1990s, actually, but they became very sort of a big national 
holiday for Putin, it’s kind of a new sanctity in Russia. And for many 
people, this becomes kind of an example for how how put in was able to, 
you know, to, to refer refer kind of reformulate and use strong, assertive 
Russian national identity. But when you look and how I described it in 
the book, and Fluid Russia, when you look at the kind of traditions that 
developed around this Putin’s Victory Day, let’s go and put in Victory Day, 
they’re very much in line with with global trends, they’re very individual-
ized or personalized. And people who follow the new traditions, the new 
rituals of victory days are for instance, there is the immortal regiment, 
which is people are marching with photos of their relatives who perished 
and who died in the in the war, or veterans who perished who died since 
then. And this is an extremely kind of late modern, personalized, global 
way to celebrate the holiday. It’s my holiday, it’s my family, it’s my history, 
and yet we’re together. So in that way, it’s it is it is very successful. Yes, he 
is very successful. And I mean, he’s actually taking over this, this ritual, 
but but he doesn’t really changed. He doesn’t really reform, reformulate 
the society, the society remains very integrated into into global trends.

Yeah, I can see see why he will pick on the calendar, as you said, it’s 
such a shared experience by everyone. And when it comes to fluidity, I 
also think of Putin, he’s a Judo expert. He’s really good at taking things 
that come towards them, and then using them in the best way that ben-
efits him. And so using that analogy, you know, the media reports kind 
of coming full circle to what we were talking about the beginning, the 
media reports in the West, they have Putin, as you know, this aggres-
sive leader, isolationist leader, and what I think is fascinating about your 
book, the conclusions in your book, that we actually have to understand 
that Putin is trying to have Russia be part of the global world, that that 
Putin’s regime is built on integration with global financial markets, and 
that its aggression from the western point of view, is actually in Putin’s 
own mind, that he’s striving for international recognition, rather than 
being isolationist. Tell us more about that.

Yeah, so definitely, I mean, what I’m trying to impart it to encourage the 
readers in the conclusions of the book is to is to stop seeing this kind of 
well, actually, is to stop seeing put in as an outside player that there is 
some kind of global order, and he tries to undermine globalization, he 
tries to be at the forefront of a populist wave to undermine sort of the 
post cold war global order or the post Second World War, global order, or 
there are so many, there are so many formulations to it. But actually, what 
I tried to encourage a readers to see is how he is intrinsic to this order. 
Yes. I mean, he was born out of the insufficiencies of globalization. He 
never fully took Russia outside this context, because I mean, his regime 
is built on being part of it. Yes, he’s deriving it. Yes. He’s mocking, he’s 
mocking the international kind of Western liberal order. But he, he has 
to have it. This is I mean, this, he can’t, he can’t sort of exist without it. 
And you mentioned the financial markets, this is an extremely import-
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ant thing, the offshorization of the Russian economy. And, and I mean, 
when you look now with the escalation in Ukraine, it’s so curious for me 
that the recent escalation now, it’s so curious for me that all the Western 
analysts, the indie, they speak in the Stone of here, put in this aggressive 
leader who tries, you know, push does more and more the West and kind 
of more and more isolationist in his own world. And actually, all the 
Russian analysts, all the Russian commentators, whether they’re liberal 
or conservative, whether I’m put inside or opposition, they all say, well, 
actually what he wants is he wants to get recognition that he is an inter-
national leader that he, you know, he wants this phone call with Joe Biden 
who wants to meet with him he wants to get he wants to get this permis-
sion. And I think that this kind of, I think this kind of should challenge 
also to think, not only not to think of just putting as a leader that he’s not 
an outside force that attacks globalization from the, from the outside, but 
rather also to think of kind of there is the national and there’s the global. 
And these are two poles. Yes. And there is like kind of swing between 
them, that you have Putin on the one hand, and you have Biden, who is 
more like liberal globalist leaders, but actually the maybe to the electric, 
so it’s not one or the other. It’s a struggle. It’s an electric within, within 
the kind of globalization in which in which we currently live.

Yes, yes. We’re so grateful that you’ve written this book that you’ve spent 
years of research, creating it, because it does, you know, the, the con-
clusion is counterintuitive, particularly, you know, seeing the Western 
media reports, you think, particularly with this Ukrainian situation, that, 
you know, an invasion is eminent and, you know, we’re on the cusp of, 
you know, a new hot, cold war, or maybe even a real war. So, there’s a lot 
of saber rattling, and your book kind of gives us the much larger picture 
that can only enhance understanding. So we really appreciate that.

Thank you. Yeah, no, I mean, the fact that I mean, again, this is and I said 
it in the beginning, but I’m going to repeat it is that this doesn’t white-
wash Putin - this doesn’t say that what he does is all right. And the book 
is actually very critical of a lot of things that any I think reasonable free-
dom, you know, a loving person would would be critical of and and you 
know, the aggression in Ukraine happened. And annexation of Crimea 
happened. The incursion in eastern Ukraine happened, all these things, 
you know, the, I mean, use of chemical weapons on British I am based in 
London on each territory. So all these things happened. It’s just that we 
we need to understand their context. Yes. So all these crimes happened, 
and maybe he will invade Ukraine? Yes, maybe he will. But the context is 
that he is not he’s doing it because he has to almost because if he doesn’t, 
then he’s like an athema. He’s out, you know, he becomes a nobody.

Why does he have to do it?

Because he, he was born out of this, in my opinion, he was born out of 
this dialectic he was born out of the struggle. And if it doesn’t continue, 
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yes, it’s it’s sort of, and I’m sure that he, he is he is a galleon in his un-
derstanding because he was, he was raised in the Soviet Union. So this is 
an understanding of history of history as a dialectic as a struggle, and he 
has to fulfill this place. And if it doesn’t fulfill this place, he believes that 
that’s it, he will, he will perish, he will disappear, he will become nobody.

Someone else will replace him to continue that struggle.

Yes. So he has to, he almost has to take this role. And when you listen 
to how he speaks about Russia, and Russia’s mission and his mission, I 
believe him he thinks that, you know, he, he has a certain mission. And if 
he doesn’t fulfill it in history, then he has no place in history.

Yeah, so this is this is what I was going at, as far as this is I was want-
ing to tap into that this other perspective that that we can understand 
because we’re blinded by our own ideologies and our own viewpoints 
to be able to bridge that gap. And obviously, neither side in the conflict 
is an angel, even though they think they might be or they’re on the side 
of the good. And the other side, you know, this is a classic war, whoever, 
whoever wins gets to write the history. Yeah. But to be able to see that 
other perspective. I think it’s fascinating, and we need more of this type 
of analysis. So thank you for writing this book Fluid Russia: Between the 
Global and the National in the Post-Soviet Era. It was such a great pleasure 
speaking with you.

Great, excellent. Thank you so much. Thank you. Thank you. Thank you 
for this.

That was Vera Michlin-Shapir, author of Fluid Russia: Between the Global 
and the National in the Post-Soviet Era.
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3. How do you wish you could change the field?

Fields often seem to ride the waves of what is 
fashionable at any given point. My research 
has always taken me in different, and new, di-
rections.  What happens at the margins—even 
in the remote mountains, as I’ve tried to show 
in this book—can also tell us plenty about the 
past. Also, I’d like to convince readers that 
there are interesting works on the Carpathians 
that do not include discussions of Dracula or 
vampires . . .

2. What do you wish you had known when you 
started writing your book that you know now? 

I wish I had known how my topic would 
expand and evolve! What began as a Tatra 
Mountain topic in the period before World 
War I ended up incorporating two other 
mountain ranges in vastly different periods 
of time (the Eastern Carpathians in the 1930s 
and the Bieszczady Mountains after World 
War II), not to mention research in additional 
countries and languages. Once I learned that 
the term “discovery” was invoked in all three 
instances, I felt justified to write a book that 
countenanced all three.

traveled by automobile. Preparing to depart, 
they were accosted by a Hutsul highlander, 
who hitched a ride with them to the next 
town—the Hutsul absolutely clueless as to 
the identity of his illustrious hosts, much to 
their amusement. This anecdote suggests that 
Hutsuls were hardly intimidated by the low-
land visitors and perhaps even eagerly availed 
themselves of what the modern world brought 
into the Carpathians.

“I found a tantalizing trace of a highlander-low-
lander encounter in a provincial newspaper.” 

Three QuesTions wiTh
PATRICE M. DABROWSKI
author of The Carpathians

1. What’s your favorite anecdote from your 
research for this book?

Finding out what mostly illiterate highland 
peasants thought of the upper-class lowlanders 
who came to vacation in the mountains in the 
distant past was a challenge. I found a tantaliz-
ing trace of a highlander-lowlander encounter 
in a provincial newspaper. It concerned the 
1912 visit to the popular high-altitude resort of 
Jaremcze (Yaremche) of Archduke Charles—
who within the space of several years would 
become the last emperor of Austria-Hunga-
ry—and his wife Zita. While most guests ar-
rived by train, the archducal pair apparently 
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 Introduction 

 The camera trails a pale adolescent boy on a 
bicycle as he traverses a bumpy, lonely, provincial Russian road. An impen-
etrable cover of  clouds provides a melancholy backdrop for his as-yet unde-
fined journey. He pedals energetically past sagging wooden structures and 
overgrown grassy fields denuded of  any markers of  historical time, except 
for a few unsteady electrical poles—this could be Russia in the twenty-first 
century or in the nineteenth. In the next scene a poignantly f ramed wide 
shot shows the bicycle splayed on the ground, as the boy hands a piece of  
paper to an older woman beside a dusty iron bus stop. The boy’s voiceover 
clarifies his mission: he is canvassing for opposition figure Alexei Navalny 
ahead of  the 2018 presidential election, hoping to convince the older genera-
tion to reconsider its overwhelming support for President Vladimir Putin. 
An elderly woman stares blankly ahead as she wanly fingers the pages that 
he hands her, his youthful fervor a glaring contrast to her indifference. We 
then see the boy’s face f ramed in close-up, proclaiming the importance of  his 
unglamorous, lonely quest: “One day I will tell my children and my grand-
children that I saved Russia.” 

 Philip f rom Tula, quoted here, features prominently in Andrei Loshak’s 
2018 documentary film  The Age of  Dissent  ( Vozrast nesoglasiia ), which profiles 
young Navalny supporters across Russia.  1   Philip and the other protagonists 
of  the film endure beatings and various other forms of  intimidation as they 
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quixotically attempt to awaken enthusiasm for Navalny. In sympathetically 
portraying the youths’ unf lagging commitment to enact social change in the 
face of  daunting resistance and persecution, Loshak’s film displays all the 
telltale signs of  a fervent “romance with adolescence.” The American educa-
tion scholar Nancy Lesko defines this romance as an outsized belief  in the 
potential of  youth to ensure progress and the improvement of  the human 
condition. Writing in 2001, she declared the American “romance with ado-
lescence” essentially over, but outbreaks have emerged since then. In 2018, 
for example, the  New York Times  wondered, “Can Teenagers Save America? 
They’ve Done It Before.”  2   

 At around the same time, some observers were pondering the same thing 
about Russia’s teenagers. When protests against the Putin government 
erupted across Russia in March and June 2017, and again in the summer of  
2019, many remarked on one striking and novel aspect of  the participants: 
their youth. Galvanized by a 2017 video produced by Navalny’s anticor-
ruption campaign that garnered fifteen million views on YouTube, young 
Russians, who were not a notable presence during the previous protest 
wave of  2011–12, hit the streets in unprecedented numbers.  3   Across the 
international media landscape commentators employed phrases such as 
Russia’s “new protest generation,” the “fearless generation,” and “youth 
revolution” to describe the presence of  teenagers in these demonstrations.  4   
More than 130 minors were arrested in Moscow alone during the 2017 pro-
tests. These “Putin’s children”—as one former Kremlin political strategist 
termed them, since they have known no other political establishment—
represent a potentially destabilizing force in contemporary Russia.  5   Reject-
ing state-controlled television in favor of  social media and internet sources, 
they exist largely beyond the grasp of  official narratives. With the Kremlin 
withdrawing support for pro-Putin youth movements in recent years, Rus-
sia’s young people, like Philip f rom Tula, have begun to assert themselves in 
oppositional politics. This has prompted some to speculate that the future 
of  Putinism may, in fact, hinge on this newly assertive and emboldened 
generation—a clear echo of  the “romance with adolescence” that Lesko 
argues f lourished in western Europe and the United States throughout the 
twentieth century. 

 Even before real-life teenagers took to the streets in the spring and sum-
mer of  2017, however, Russian writers, dramatists, and filmmakers had 
repeatedly turned to the adolescent protagonist in exploring the fissures 
running through contemporary Russian society. This book explores how the 
adolescent hero has become a locus for a myriad of  anxieties, as well as a 
background for the projection of  fervent hopes, throughout the tumultuous 
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years since the end of  the Soviet experiment. Recent Russian cultural pro-
duction has experienced something akin to the “adolescent turn” that has 
received sustained attention from scholars of  North America, Europe, and 
Latin America but that has thus far attracted much less notice among those 
of  the former Soviet Union. Through close analysis of  selected works of  
prose, drama, television, and film, I identify some of  the recurring elements 
and specificities of  contemporary Russian culture’s “adolescent turn.”  6   

 In voicing a belief  in his ability to “save Russia,” Philip f rom Tula articu-
lated a connection between adolescence and heroism that first took shape, 
and continued to evolve, throughout the Soviet years. During the prerevolu-
tionary period, by contrast, Russian intellectual culture traditionally viewed 
adolescence as a time of  irrevocable loss. The transition to adolescence 
signified the abrupt and painful cessation of  what Mikhail Epstein terms 
childhood’s “prelapsarian” state. For gentry autobiographers, a tortured 
adolescence reaffirmed the myth of  the untroubled childhood. Although 
childhood emerged as an important theme in the discourse of  late imperial 
Russia, the focus remained primarily on young children, not adolescents, 
until after the Russian Revolution.  7   Fyodor Dostoevsky’s 1875 novel  The Ado-
lescent  ( Podrostok )—feverishly narrated f rom the first-person perspective of  
its hero, nineteen-year-old Arkady Dolgoruky—represents a notable excep-
tion to this trend. Perhaps the first author in the Russian literary tradition 
to explore societal fissures through the prism of  an adolescent protagonist, 
Dostoevsky sets his novel against the backdrop of  pronounced historical 
change: the multiple upheavals occurring in Russia in the wake of  the eman-
cipation of  the serfs and the Great Reforms, as well as industrial growth and 
the inf lux of  capitalist values. Dostoevsky employs the figure of  the adoles-
cent to “represent Russia’s own modernization, the troubling coexistence 
of  the old and the new” in a rapidly evolving society—anticipating the post-
Soviet writers, dramatists, and filmmakers discussed in this study.  8   

 After 1917 adolescence became an especially potent source of  Soviet 
cultural mythology. The works I analyze provide provocative material for 
exploring one of  the pivotal questions facing scholars of  contemporary Rus-
sia: do Soviet cultural models continue to dominate, or have they been tran-
scended?  9   Rather than providing an encyclopedic, comprehensive overview 
of  the countless exemplars of  the adolescent protagonist in Russian culture 
since 1991, I have chosen texts that facilitate the historicization of  contem-
porary Russian fantasies of  adolescence. The selected works place in relief  
specific elements that reveal how these fantasies have mutated or, conversely, 
remained constant across the Soviet/post-Soviet divide, namely: violence, 
temporality, and gender and the body. 
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 A close analysis of  these fantasies in contemporary Russian culture illu-
minates important aspects of  the lingering inf luence of  the Soviet heritage 
into the post-Soviet years. Some of  the works considered here present the 
possibility of  salvaging the model of  the heroic adolescent for a new society. 
Others, by contrast, relegate this figure to the dustbin of  history by evoking 
disgust or horror—or by exposing the tragic consequences that ensue from 
the combination of  adolescence, violence, and fantasy. In unmasking the 
endurance of  Soviet myths of  adolescence into the Russian present, some 
cultural producers valorize prerevolutionary moral and religious ideals, 
either explicitly or obliquely. This veneration, in turn, casts a critical light on 
official Russian culture’s reliance on the tropes of  the more recent Soviet past 
in creating models for post-Soviet youth. Many of  the works considered in 
this study suggest a rebuke of  contemporary Russian society, particularly its 
political and official media discourses. More broadly, several also challenge 
one of  the central tenets that has underpinned both Russian and Western 
fantasies of  adolescence: the notion that youth development marches irrevo-
cably forward, toward a predefined endpoint, thus ensuring progress and the 
health of  society as a whole. 

 The Promise of Youth 
 This is a book about the fantasies that adolescents have inspired in Russia 
since 1991 and how those fantasies have featured prominently in selected cul-
tural works. I borrow and expand upon the definition of  “fantasy” proposed 
by the cultural theorist Laura Berlant, who defines it as “the means by which 
people hoard idealizing theories and tableaux about how they and the world 
‘add up to something.’”  10   

 Adolescence has provided one of  the most potent and productive back-
grounds for the projection of  vivid “idealizing tableaux” since at least the 
early twentieth century. The publication of  psychologist G. Stanley Hall’s 
voluminous 1904 study propelled the myth of  adolescence into the Ameri-
can cultural imaginary and rapidly attained an international readership as 
well. Hall attributed extraordinary significance to this newly articulated 
stage of  life, believing that the adolescent stood poised between experiencing 
rebirth and acquiring higher traits, thus ensuring progress, or recapitulating 
the savagery of  childhood, thereby precipitating the demise of  civilization.  11   
In other words, society could “add up to something” only if  adolescents 
developed accordingly. As adolescence became modern, emblematizing the 
promise of  societal transformation, governments and institutions channeled 
resources into educating and controlling young people in an attempt to align 



I N T R O D U C T I O N     5

reality with fantasy.  12   Modernist writers and artists contributed to the devel-
opment of  this new mythology. The now hackneyed image of  adolescents as 
“rebels and revolutionaries struggling against the suppressive parental orders 
of  family, church, and state” solidified in texts such as James Joyce’s  Portrait 
of  the Artist as a Young Man  (1916) and in expressionist art.  13   

 In postrevolutionary Russia social theorists continued the preoccupation 
with the promise of  youth catalyzed by Hall earlier in the century. Fantasies 
of  adolescence were, as the historian Anne Gorsuch aptly puts it, “made 
Soviet.” For the early Bolsheviks adolescents were the most moldable of  clay, 
the tabula rasa upon which the vision of  the new Soviet person could most 
easily and effectively be imprinted.  14   During the early years of  the revolution 
and Russian Civil War in particular (1917–1921), vivid fantasies of  the positive 
attributes of  youth—“enthusiasm, energy, optimism, and rebelliousness”—
f lourished.  15   The process of  toiling for the collective would, simultaneously, 
transform adolescents into the ideal, civic-minded citizens that postrevolu-
tionary Soviet society demanded. This dialectical relationship supposedly 
ensured the creation of  the “constructors of  communism” upon which the 
future of  the Soviet experiment hinged.  16   

 Violent Dreams 
 Fantasies of  adolescence, however, were also “made Soviet” by their incor-
poration of  violence and the language of  sacrifice. As discussed in chapter 1, 
adolescents became some of  the Soviet Union’s most powerful and endur-
ing sacrificial victims. The language of  militarization and violence circulated 
widely and prominently in official youth culture f rom the early years of  the 
Soviet Union onward. During the Russian Civil War the Bolsheviks heralded 
the adolescents’ “battlefield virtues” of  “bravery and self-sacrifice, . . . strength, 
endurance, toughness”; youth were “warriors and rebels.”  17   Even after the 
end of  fighting, the language of  combat still filled official youth newspapers. 
The initiatives of  the Komsomol, the official organization for Communist 
youth (ages fourteen to twenty-eight), founded in 1918, were given military 
labels such as “light cavalry,” “brigades,” and “fronts.”  18   The poet Vladimir 
Mayakovsky (1893–1930), who produced several works for young readers, 
vividly captured this intermingling of  militarism and youth in his poem 
“Let’s Take the New Rif les” ( Vozmiom vintovki novye , 1927), where children 
learn to use guns while singing.  19   

 Throughout the Stalinist 1930s, state ideology continued to propagate 
martial values for all citizens, while youth were trained to fight for a loom-
ing and seemingly inevitable confrontation. Against the backdrop of  the 
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threat of  war, the Komsomol prepared Soviet adolescents for the “never-
ending task of  defending socialism” by instilling discipline and organizing 
paramilitary training. On the stages of  theaters for young audiences, a key 
site of  direct ideological indoctrination, violence featured as a ubiquitous 
dramatic element.  20   One of  the key figures in Soviet literature for children 
and youth, Arkady Gaidar (1904–1941), interwove the themes of  war and 
military preparedness throughout his extremely popular oeuvre. The fifteen-
year-old hero of  his breakthrough work “School” (1930), for example, runs 
away to join the Red Army and masters his aversion to violence and death. 
In  The Military Secret  (1934), Gaidar captured the atmosphere of  the decade 
by suggesting that the Soviet Union’s true “secret” was the “militant spirit 
of  the growing generation,” the multitude of  adolescents willing to sacrifice 
themselves in battle.  21   

 This culture of  militarism and violence helped spur a generation of  young 
Soviet citizens to take up arms in World War II, volunteering to serve as f ront-
line soldiers in unparalleled numbers.  22   Those teenagers who died valiantly 
were transformed into heroes—celebrated and immortalized in literature, 
film, and visual art—and models for subsequent generations to emulate. 
Even in times of  peace, cultural producers forged an irrevocable link between 
youth and heroic self-sacrifice, with World War II providing a seemingly lim-
itless source of  inspiration. The Ukrainian teenagers of  Alexander Fadeev’s 
novel  The Young Guard  ( Molodaia gvardiia , 1945) and its subsequent film ver-
sion (1948, dir. Sergei Gerasimov) captivated an entire postwar generation. 
Based on a true story, the work narrates the bold anti-Nazi activities of  a 
winsome, underground group of  Komsomol members in Krasnodon, before 
their eventual torture and murder by the Germans. Devoted, disciplined, 
and clever, the members of   The Young Guard  embodied the qualities that the 
state hoped postwar youth would reproduce; they neatly provided the link 
between the glories of  the past and the imagined triumphs of  the future. The 
glorification of  World War II heroes, like the teens of  Krasnodon, played a 
central role in the “moral engineering” of  youth—intended to mobilize and 
to discipline—that characterized the Thaw period.  23    The Young Guard  also, 
however, unmasks the quasi-suicidal nature of  how the Soviets attempted 
to socialize youth. Dead adolescents—such as the members of  the Young 
Guard as well as eighteen-year-old Zoia Kosmodemianskaia, the so-called 
Soviet Joan of  Arc, discussed in chapter 1—contributed disproportionately 
to the creation of  the sacrificial mythology through which the Soviet state 
inculcated its values and promoted patriotic sentiment.  24   

 A reinvigorated emphasis on the militarization of  youth culture has char-
acterized Russian state policy since the mid-2010s. In October 2015, Putin 



I suspended my formal study of history after 
receiving a master’s in history from Duke in 
1972. When I returned to graduate study in 
2006, the field had dramatically and won-
derfully changed. The emphasis on social 
and cultural history greatly enriched our 
understanding of the American experience. 
It was no longer the province of heroic white 
men, though indeed there were many of 
those. We delighted to find that inspiration 
could be found in the struggles of slaves, first 
generation immigrants, women, LGBTQ’s, 
the unemployed, et al. And we learned from 
these narratives the darker sides of our history 
that needed to be told. However, by incessantly 
demanding graduate students carve new in-
terpretive niches, the field has tended to grow 
ever more microscopic in its focus. 

and Economic Progress. However, I was un-
successful with either the National Archives 
or in my visit to the [Lyndon Baines Johnson] 
Library. I reached out to a couple of members 
of the Commission and Steve Mangum, the 
son of the Commission’s Secretary scoured his 
family members attics in search of any lost 
papers relating to the Commission.  In the 
process, however, I was able to find and in-
terview Robert Lynn who prepared one of the 
appendices and provide me with some insight 
into the Commission’s workings.

3. How do you wish you could change the field?

the devastating impacts the discovery might 
have on employment. Rather than dismiss the 
telegram entirely or even ask his staff to bring 
it to his attention after the negotiation com-
pleted, Reuther responded immediately. He 
wired Wiener and asked that they meet as soon 
as the negotiation was over. After Reuther 
successfully concluded the negotiation that 
resulted in the so-called “Treaty of Detroit,” he 
met with Wiener to outline a plan for warning 
the public about an automated future.

2. What do you wish you had known when you 
started writing your book, that you know now? 

Originally, I was hopeful to uncover minutes 
or staff notes from the meetings of the Nation-
al Commission on Technology, Automation 

“We delighted to find that inspiration could be found 
in the struggles of slaves, first generation immigrants, 

women, LGBTQ’s, the unemployed, et al.”

Three QuesTions wiTh
JERRY PROUT
author of Chasing Automation

1. What’s your favorite anecdote from your 
research for this book?

In 1949, during intense labor-management 
negotiations between Ford and the United 
Auto Workers (UAW), the new UAW President, 
Walter Reuther, still attempting to consolidate 
his power among a contentious rank and file 
membership, received a telegram from an 
obscure Professor at MIT. Norbert Wiener, 
who had developed what became known as 
“cybernetics,” and thus was instrumental in 
the new transition to automated assembly 
lines, reached out to Reuther to warn him of 
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 Introduction 
 Performances of  Democracy 

 In June 1996, on the eve of  the first—and argu-
ably last—competitive presidential elections in Russia, with the country still 
mired in the economic and social tumult that had followed the dissolution 
of  the Soviet empire, a rash of  writing spread across the walls of  buildings in 
the southwestern rust belt city of  Voronezh. The inscriptions were visible on 
large roadside cement pipes near the outskirts of  the city, on buildings along 
major bus routes, and on the doors, gates, and walls of  less traveled streets 
in the urban center. 

 The graffiti commented on electoral politics. It appeared to express the 
artists’ preferences for presidential candidates. One prominent inscription, 
scrawled across the side of  an apartment building, read, “If  you want severe 
hunger, cast your vote for the sickle and hammer.” On the walls of  an under-
ground passageway where young adults copied homemade paeans to the 
late Kurt Cobain onto the walls,   a misspelled tag referred to the Communist 
Party candidate: “Zyuganov is a bastard with a capital B.” Nearby, others 
targeted President Boris Yeltsin, changing the “Ye” in Yeltsin to a swastika 
to read, “Yeltsin is the butcher of  communism.” One accused Yeltsin of  eco-
nomic crimes: “Not one vote for Yeltsin the thief.” And another supported 
General Alexander Lebed: “Where there’s Lebed, there’s truth and order.” 
Playing on the meaning of  Lebed’s family name, “swan,” someone else had 
added, “And what about where there’s a duck?” 
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 If  similar inscriptions had appeared in postindustrial neighborhoods else-
where in the world—on walls in Youngstown, Ohio, in Sheffield, England, or 
in Germany’s Ruhrgebiet—onlookers might have understood them as a kind 
of  civic engagement or personalization: here were young people using their 
own medium to engage in political debate.  1   For some, street art expresses 
f reedom and creativity, a rejection of  conventional social norms and an effort 
to reclaim public space for social critique.  2   Seen through this lens, the street 
artists of  Voronezh expressed youthful ebullience, even resistance to the con-
straints of  the previous, communist order. 

 In Russia’s heartland, another interpretation dominated press coverage 
and local discussions about the graffiti. This interpretation cast the writing 
as Soviet reminiscence, a mere spin on the visual propaganda that had satu-
rated public space during decades of  communist rule.  3   A humor magazine 
published by students at Voronezh State University made the point. In one 
cartoon, an elderly woman trundled by a fence enclosing two buildings. Slo-
gans atop the buildings read, “Put the decisions of  the first punk congress 
into practice!” and “Yegor, you are wrong!” The latter addressed either Yegor 
Ligachev and his famous criticism of  Boris Yeltsin (“Boris, you are wrong”) 
or Yegor Gaidar, the former prime minister and architect of  Russia’s shock 
therapy in the early 1990s. On the fence, someone had scrawled “Glory to 
the Communist Party of  the Soviet Union.” The woman, leaning on her cane 
and looking at the fence in disapproval, says, “Hooligan!”  4   

 The joke was that despite the ideological reversal that accompanied 
the end of  Soviet power, the form of  communication—here, slogans on 
buildings—looked just like the authoritative discourse of  late socialism.  5   And 
as anthropologist Alexei Yurchak has argued, in late socialism, form had been 
the entire point.  6   

 Neither interpretation of  the graffiti—individual expression or authorita-
tive discourse—captured the actual origin of  the writing on Voronezh walls. 
In an effort to target youth constituencies, competing political parties had 
organized production of  the graffiti. The artists were cash-strapped uni-
versity students struggling to pay for food amid rapidly rising prices. Local 
branch offices of  candidates’ campaigns, including that of  incumbent presi-
dent Boris Yeltsin, had hired them to go out at night with paint and brushes. 
Campaign workers had instructed the students to create speech acts that 
were meant to look like mild transgressions—even though in fact they were 
coordinated by some of  the same power structures operating official party 
politics.  7   

 The artifice of  electoral graffiti in Voronezh heralded the proliferation, by 
the dawn of  the twenty-first century, of  performances now ubiquitous across 
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territory formerly governed by the Soviet Union: choreographed elections, 
elite-directed social movements, mass demonstrations outwardly resembling 
grassroots mobilization, and smaller dramatizations.  8   To their audiences, 
these performances look like practices traditionally associated with liberal 
democratic society. For many of  their participants, another logic governs, 
one that generates other forms of  meaning, community, and fealty toward 
the organizers. 

 The slogan of  the Yeltsin campaign in 1996 was “Vote or lose” ( Golosui ili 
proigraesh′  ). Addressing itself  personally and informally to voters, the slogan 
meant to remind them of  the dangers of  a return to communism as the 
incumbent president battled Gennadii Zyuganov, leader of  the Communist 
Party of  the Russian Federation. The slogan also neatly captured the political 
economy that would drive political participation in the decades to come and 
would slowly prompt a shift in the meanings people associated with their 
participation in elections and street demonstrations. 

 Political parties in both Russia and Ukraine would gain voters by taking 
things and holding them hostage in return for participation in shows of  sup-
port: people’s access to their livelihoods or their pensions, their access to 
critical infrastructure, their access to services, and their children’s access to 
education. Across Russia and Ukraine as well as the broader region, many 
people would mobilize because if  they did not, local authorities would 
remove their access to things they believed were theirs to keep, and on which 
they had come to rely. Yeltsin’s campaign slogan carried a hint of  that future: 
Vote for us, or lose everything. 

 Performing Democracy 
 This book is about performances of  democratic politics in Russia and 
Ukraine: why people take part in such performances, how they are related 
to economic change, and how they affect the meanings that attach to 
political participation. While scholarship written in English about East-
ern Europe and Eurasia often focuses on voluntarism and resistance, this 
book homes in on dramatic performances that express support for existing 
political orders. We can think of  these as command performances, theater 
performed for the king.  9   By focusing on local political economies of  perfor-
mance, this book shows how millions of  people are called to participate in 
political theater and how their participation changes how they think about 
politics. 

 But where is the line between political theater and ordinary politics?  10   
Sociologists and political philosophers have long theorized the role of  
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performance in everyday life, and descriptions of  politics as theater begin 
with Plato’s  Laws  and Aristotle’s  Poetics . Democratic popular movements 
worldwide use spectacle to advance political arguments. In the worlds of  the 
anthropologists Clifford Geertz or Georges Balandier, all of  politics is the-
ater.  11   This book takes all politics to include theatrical elements, but it focuses 
on dramas that unfold at appointed times and places, involve specific people, 
and have identifiable beginnings and ends. These dramas have a  metteur en 
scène , a director or directors who select the cast, block the play on the stage, 
and oversee the production. Some people are onstage, while others are in 
the audience. 

 The performances in this book can be distinguished from their demo-
cratic homologues—what people in liberal societies might like to think of  as 
the “real thing,” but which also can be viewed as theater, albeit of  a different 
sort—by the perceptions and motivations of  their participants, and by the 
meanings those participants find in the play. 

 Some see command performances as f raudulent versions of  democratic 
institutions, imagining politics as divisible into genuine and ersatz versions.  12   
This book argues that political theater is best understood not as mere imi-
tation, a pale mirror of  democratic institutions, but as a political practice 
with its own set of  meanings. Even as they portray democratic contestation, 
command performances encode, express, and advance a real politics that is 
different f rom the ideal their form purports to represent. 

 In Russia, today’s command performances remind some people of  
Soviet-era pageantry, but that too is part of  the theater.  13   In “The King-
dom of  Political Imitation,” published in the Russian newspaper  Vedomosti  
in 2014, political scientist Ekaterina Schulmann suggested that today’s “Sta-
lin moustaches are also stick-ons.”  14   Twenty-first-century performances do 
borrow their stagecraft and dramaturgy f rom Soviet-era repertoires, recall-
ing another time. But their underlying political economy is anchored in 
market economies, the product of  an alchemy of  privatization, deregula-
tion, and risk shift. 

 The economic conditions for the proliferation of  political theater arose 
amid a global shift f rom socialism in the East and welfare capitalism in the 
West to neoliberal capitalism almost everywhere. In Russia and Ukraine, 
markets have made many people more economically insecure than Soviet-
era systems had, and the privatization and enclosure campaigns of  the 1990s 
in both countries ultimately led to more, not less dependence on local politi-
cal and economic elites.  15   Governments and ruling parties now use that 
dependence to pressure people to participate in command performances. 
And the enclosure and erosion or disappearance of  public-sector services 
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and common-pool resources within which people formerly had been able 
to carve out spaces of  subsistence and freedom offer new opportunities for 
political coercion and state expansion. 

 This material story helps us understand the changing social contract 
underlying the political phenomena that observers often gloss as illiberal-
ism or populism. Where command performances proliferate and leaders talk 
about “our people,” they refer not merely to people who support them at the 
polls: they mean a political community nested within the population. The 
contours of  this imagined community of  supporters are mainly defined not 
by people’s ethnic identity or adherence to ideology, but by their participa-
tion in an exchange. 

 In that exchange, people trade political participation—going out onto 
a public square to demonstrate in support of  the government, or showing 
up to vote in elections without choice—for mitigation of  economic risk. If  
you support the leader, you get to keep your government job. If  you sup-
port the leader, no one raids your business or shuts it down because of  sup-
posed fire or other safety inspection issues. If  you support the leader, your 
kid keeps his place in kindergarten, your university professor gives you a 
passing grade, your village gets a gas line. Because some leaders favor the 
use of  nationalist rhetoric, divisions between those who support them and 
those who do not might seem to be identity based, but at their source, they 
depend on economy. 

 Taken as a systemic politics, the tactics used in political theater can pose 
a potential threat to almost all aspects of  certain people’s daily material 
existence: their livelihoods, their children’s future, their home life. Politi-
cal theater involves the conversion of  goods and services people previously 
regarded as entitlements into privileges—privileges that they then receive in 
return for loyalty and participation in political performance. This exchange 
transforms relations between state and society, politicizing the responsibili-
ties of  the state toward citizens: the state assumes obligations not toward 
the entire population, but only toward those who support incumbent politi-
cians or parties of  power—political parties that act on behalf  of  executive-
branch politicians. In this, we can see the seeds of  so-called populist logics 
of  governance. 

 Over time, popular participation in the exchange networks underlying 
command performances generates boundaries within political communities. 
The practice of  political theater gives rise to distinct epistemic groups that 
cohere around particular understandings of  what it means to participate in 
politics. This can harden borders within political communities, destabilize 
perceptions of  politics, and produce fuzziness at the edges of  the state. By 
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studying the stagecraft and stage management of  command performances, 
we can observe how and why this happens. 

 Thinking across Regime Types 
 Some might wonder what Russia and Ukraine are doing in the same book 
about politics in the early twenty-first century. After the dissolution of  the 
Soviet Union, Russia and Ukraine followed different paths, designing their 
institutions of  governance differently at both the federal level or national 
level, and in their regions.  16   Those trajectories contributed to key differences 
in the nature and behavior of  the policing apparatus in each country and the 
numbers of  party organizations involved in politics. Today, most people view 
the two countries as embodying distinct regime types: independent Ukraine 
is widely seen as an unconsolidated democracy, while most outside observers 
describe Russia under Vladimir Putin as an authoritarian regime. 

 Yet despite deep and consequent differences in the two countries’ politics—
differences that led Ukrainian president Volodymyr Zelensky to remark of  
the two countries in 2019 that “only one thing remains ‘in common,’ and 
that is the state border”  17  —much of  the stagecraft and stage management 
widely used in Ukraine in command performances is also widely used in Rus-
sia. Political theater and its underlying political economy cut across regime 
types. This has been the case even as in Ukraine there have been multiple 
enactments of  the script onstage at the same time, as some opposition par-
ties leverage many of  the same tactics as the party of  power, while in Russia, 
there is only one enactment, and one relevant party.  18   Differences in national 
context are not a barrier to understanding. Instead, they help show how and 
why political theater can develop in diverse political settings. 

 If  political theater can exist in both democracies and autocracies, what are 
its boundary conditions? The performances of  political theater in this book 
emerge when and where political elites believe they need to be seen, whether 
by international audiences or domestic players on the stage, as supportive of  
liberal democratic forms of  governance—or at least responsive to citizens’ 
needs and concerns. Political theater may be present in regimes whose lead-
ers are seen as populist or illiberal, but it does not necessarily require the 
presence of  a charismatic leader. Rather, it depends on local networks and 
improvisation, and the cooperation of  participants. 

 While the performances described in this book may look to some like a 
variation on authoritarianism, political theater works because of  economic 
insecurity. And although elements of  contemporary dramaturgy have roots 
in the Soviet past, the conditions that make economic pressure possible, 



3. What will attract colleagues in your field to 
your book?

For Russian and Soviet specialists, this is 
an engaging history, with lovely visuals, of 
inducements to, and the public health cam-
paign against, a habit as intrinsic to the Soviet 
experience as vodka. For public health, this is 
a revealing look at the first anti-tobacco cam-
paign at the national level in the world and 
shows a compelling alternative idea of how 
smoking spreads.

For gender studies: The interplay of male 
habits and health against largely female tobac-
co producers and medical professionals adds 
a new dimension to studies of gender in the 
Soviet period and gender and tobacco habits.

For global public health: This is the first 
comprehensive study of the Soviet tobacco 
habit. Global histories of smoking’s rise have 
concentrated on western models of mass pro-
duction, intensive advertising, and prosduct 
manipulation to understand tobacco’s hold. 
The Soviet Union practiced none of these with 
any finesse. And yet, Soviets smoked in mass 
numbers challenging not just interpretations 
of how tobacco use rose in the past, but also 
what leads to mass use today.

For Soviet history: This study builds on newer 
work highlighting the contradictions within 
the Soviet state, the power of popular demand 
on production goals, and the ways public opin-
ion swayed late Soviet policy.

“This is the first comprehensive study of the 
Soviet tobacco habit.”

Three QuesTions wiTh
TRICIA STARKS
author of Cigarettes and Soviets

1. What inspired you to write this book?

I found out about the unprecedented Soviet 
anti-tobacco campaign while writing my first 
book onhealth propaganda in the revolutionary 
era. It’s just taken me a while to flesh out the 
full story. The first volume – Smoking under the 
Tsars – underscored how the Soviets became 
the first mass smoking society in the world. 
This volume discusses how they maintained 
that status and fought it, at the same time.

2. How will your book make a difference in 
your field of study?  
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