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INTRODUCTION

skilled in the act of compromise and adaptation, who intuitively
understands what is expected of him and adjusts his beliefs and
conduct accordingly: prisbosoblenets. — Joshua Yaffa
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he has been a finalist for a Livingston Award, a Visiting Scholar at the Harriman Institute at
Columbia University, and received a grant from the Pulitzer Center for Crisis Reporting. He’s also
written for the Economist, The New York Times, National Geographic, Bloomberg Businessweek,
The New Republic, and Foreign Affairs, where he was also an associate editor prior to moving to
Moscow and has taught magazine writing at Columbia University’s Graduate School of Journalism.
He is a graduate of the Georgetown School of Foreign Service and holds master’s degrees in
journalism and international affairs from Columbia University. He is originally from San Diego.
“We pretend to work, and they pretend to pay us.” Soviet-era joke

What is a lie and how do you tell one?

I am writing these words after having just completed Joshua’s book. I’m still trying to process what
I’ve read. The book is notable in that it defies simple categorization. It’s rare to find a book dealing
with modern Russia that does not take a clear, political position. Nor does it draw any moral
conclusions, a feat equally rare for something so biographical. The book probably consists of close
to thirty or forty personal stories, each one weaving in and out of the other to form a tapestry of
modern Russia that is complicated and wrought
with compromise. Indeed, the subtitle of the book
is “Truth, Ambition, and Compromise in Putin’s
Russia,” and though the elements of ambition
and truth run throughout the book, the theme of
compromise is by far the most potent of the
three. While ambition fuels many of the book’s
characters, so does fear of punishment. Truth,
as we also learn, is the servant of ambition. But
compromise is the grease that lubricates life in
modern Russia. “People in all countries face
difficult moral choices,” writes Joshua. “To be a
functioning adult in the world, we all must
balance competing sets of expectations and
pressures with our own understanding of self,”
but “it is the singular role of the state that gives
this dynamic, otherwise perfectly relatable and
universal, its particular Russian tinge.” This
singular, imposing relationship between man
and state is what makes personal compromises
in Putin’s Russia “so compromising.” Ethical
questions abound, but they are left to the reader
alone to answer. Q: What is a lie and what does
it mean to tell one? Q: Can malevolent means
leading to benevolent ends ever be justified? Q:
What is the responsibility of an individual living in
an unjust system to affect that system for the
better? Q: How did you conduct your reporting?
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The Singular Role of the State

Ambition fuels, truth serves ambition, but compromise lubricates life in modern Russia.

WHY DO I CARE?

Morality of Complicity

Who is Post-Soviet Man? — Between Two Fires (pg.15-16):
Levada, like many in his circle, was also a close reader of George
Orwell and was particularly influenced by Orwell’s notion of
doublethink, made famous in 1984. As Orwell describes it, the citizen
trapped in an omnipotent system “knows in which direction his
memories must be altered; he therefore knows that he is playing
tricks with reality; but by the exercise of doublethink he also satisfies
himself that reality is not violated.” For Orwell, the telling of “deliberate
lies while genuinely believing in them” is a way of staying sane, an
effort at retaining a sense of individual will—in short, “indispensably
necessary.” But Levada felt that Orwell exaggerated the distinction
between the ruling elite and those without political influence. Orwell
saw the elite as cynical and knowing producers of doublethink,
whereas their victims are essentially forced by circumstance and their
own powerlessness to go along with it. For Levada, both the rulers
and the ruled were responsible for their arrangement, with each side finding something calming
and familiar in its existence. Average citizens had grown to depend on the paternalistic aspect of
the state, even as they feared or actively disliked it. And those “on top,” as Levada put it, were no
more coherent or rational in their actions than those on the bottom. The country’s political rulers,
Levada wrote, “live by the same rules of wily doublethink” and “if from time to time they feel
compelled to declare their determination to get out of this vicious circle, they actually only become
more entangled in it.”
Q: Are you more aligned with Orwell’s framing of the
relationship between the individual and the state or with
Levada’s? Q: How does one think about complicity in
modern Russia? Q: As Ivan Denisovich found out from
his time in the camps: if you’re stuck inside an unjust
system, isn’t cheating it a bit here and there for your own
purposes an entirely rational response? Q: Surely, we
are not all equally complicit? Q: Does harnessing the
resources and power of institutions you ultimately
consider malevolent to achieve something good mean
the joke is on them, or you?
How can you expect a man who’s warm to understand a
man who’s cold? — Ivan Denisovich in Aleksandr
Solzhenitsyn’s “One Day”
A metaphor: there are dozens of euphemisms like that
for lies. — Sergei Dovlatov’s The Compromise
We lie to ourselves for assurance. And it is not only they
who are to blame for everything—we ourselves, only we.
— Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s “Live Not by Lies”
The question of the lie—what it meant to tell one, and
how not to—was a central concern of the intellectuals
who came of age during the relative openness of
Khrushchev’s thaw, which lasted up until the violent
denouement of the Prague Spring. – Joshua Yaffa
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How does one think about complicity in modern Russia?

Orwell vs. Levada: Relationship between Individual & State

HOMO SOVIETICUS TO THE WILY MAN

FROM RUSSIA WITH LOVE
“Between Two Fires”: I caught St. Petersburg in a moment between the abject chaos and hardship
of the nineties and the routinized, top-down strictures of the vertical of power that would descend
in the years to come. Russia felt alive precisely because it was so undetermined: in those years,
life was hard and a bit madcap, but felt like it could go in any number of directions, and its people
had yet to pick one. Or have one picked for them.
…
In Moscow, it’s an often-repeated cliché that the streets were designed not for people but for tanks,
and that’s indeed how it feels: to cross an underground tunnel on foot beneath a six-lane highway
that cuts through the center of town is to imagine yourself an extra in a film meant to showcase
grandeur and might, with your particular human form needed only for purposes of scale.
…
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The Mood in Moscow

But Moscow, too, quickly won me over. It vibrated with the energy of wholesale reinvention: the
people I met were hungry, curious, adventurous, unbound by rules and expectations, whether other
people’s or their own. The mood was rambunctious and unapologetic. But there was also a sorrow
and a weight to the place; the city had been the epicenter of a terrible failed experiment, one that
had resulted in great tragedy for so many, and even if the particulars rarely came up in
conversation, this feeling led to what felt like a collective inability to indulge in small talk or the
trifling banalities that often lubricate social interactions everywhere else. You show up for tea in
Moscow—or anywhere in Russia, really—and within minutes you’re diving into questions of history,
love, fate, power, art. That’s not to say life couldn’t be fun, or hilarious, but it was fundamentally
treated with consequence.
In “The Suitcase,” a series of essays cataloging the jumbled experience of emigration, Dovlatov
describes how he once played the juvenile but satisfying prank of hiding the leather shoes of the
mayor of Leningrad. Late into an official lunch, fueled with plenty of cognac and champagne, the

In the Western imagination, Russia is a nation held captive by a dictator interested only in his own
power and profit—as the story goes, Putin lords over a population of 145 million people, trapping
them in a cage welded shut by propaganda and repression. Yet over the course of several years,
as I reported on a period of major historical turmoil and change for Russia…I met ordinary Russians
who showed no sign of being somehow held against their will. These were not necessarily
enthusiastic Putin supporters, or even people who voted for him. Instead, they treated the Putin
state as a given—neither good nor bad, but simply there, like an element in the earth’s
atmosphere—and then went about constructing their lives around it.
The whole problem is locating the border between compromise and conformism. — Alexei Navalny
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Who is the Wily Man?

How do Russians see the state and their relationship to it?

mayor took off his shoes under the table— Dovlatov then grabbed
them with his own feet and maneuvered them into his briefcase.
When the mayor was told it was time to go sit on the tribune for the
public dedication of a new metro station, he huffed in bewildered
terror, then feigned illness and missed the ceremony entirely. It is
not exactly a political démarche or a deed worthy of Solzhenitsyn,
but it is an act of resistance all the same, the kind that’s much more
common and recognizable. Q: How does this story capture one of
the essential qualities of the Wily man? Q: Is this similar to how
Yulia Pankratova would “play little games of quiet rebellion like
stretching out the Putin segments to comic length, until they looked
plainly satirical,” or how Solzhenitsyn’s character in “One Day”
would insist on taking off his cap while eating his “meager,
unappealing meals?”
…

What is it that interested you about “the people whose choices seemed understandable and human?”

The state takes on almost pantheistic importance: though made by man in his image, it is also an
omnipresent force whose power exceeds that of its creator. Q: Governments exist in America and
Europe as well, but what is it about the Russian state and “the aura of inevitability of its demands”
that is particularly acute in Russia? Help us, who are not Russian, understand the distinction.
…
Of course, the act of compromise could often look unambiguously venal and contemptible…but
that was the kind that interested me the least. I was more drawn to those people whose choices
seemed understandable and human—efforts rooted in admirable, even noble, ambition, but
realizable only by means of Levada’s wiliness. Q: What is it that interested you about “the people
whose choices seemed understandable and human?”
…
Was this blend of guile and nimbleness to be admired or resisted? The end result was far from
uniform. Some people muster the cunning and cynicism to extract all manner of benefits and
privileges from the state; others are left broken and demoralized. Understanding the impulses
behind these compromises, and how they function in practice, promised to unlock the condition
and lived experience of Russia in the Putin age. I became convinced that the most edifying, and
important, character for journalistic study in Russia is not Putin, but those people whose habits,
inclinations, and internal moral calculations elevated Putin to his Kremlin throne and who now
perform the small, daily work that, in aggregate, keeps him there. Q: Was the “blend of guile and
nimbleness” seen in Levada’s Wily man to be admired or resisted?
…
People in all countries face difficult moral choices. To be a functioning adult in the world, we all
must balance competing sets of expectations and pressures with our own understanding of self.
We negotiate the constraints and demands placed on us by our bosses, our parents and friends,
internet commenters, the unfamiliar and intimidating people seated next to us at dinner parties. But
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in the United States and most other countries in the West, such
forces emanate from all manner of places: the mores of your
social group, your corporation’s human resources department,
the unrelenting pressures of the marketplace. And none of them
can put you in jail. It is the singular role of the state that gives
this dynamic, otherwise perfectly relatable and universal, its
particular Russian tinge. Q: How do different people from
different countries (some more or less authoritarian) understand
your portrayal of life in Putin’s Russia? Q: How can people in
Russia extract themselves from this “self-defeating trap” or
“wiliness loop” that Levada describes? Q: Does the system
become imperiled when the cost of wiliness goes up, while the
benefits of buying into the system fall? Q: What is the future of
Putin’s Russia?
…
After twenty years, it is nearly impossible to predict the future
contours of Putin’s Russia: political systems like his can seem quite externally secure even as they
slowly decay and grow impotent from within, one day collapsing without warning. (Consider, for
example, the prolonged political and economic stagnation of the Brezhnev era, which seemed
stifling and gray, yet ultimately stable—until the Soviet Union fell apart with little premonition under
Gorbachev.) Putin is more likely to be replaced in a coup from above than a revolution from below.
The danger for his system is that as it struggles to hold on, it quashes the spaces for maneuver,
making the kinds of contortions this book describes all the harder.
…
But the surface impression of a roiling generational conflict masked a more placid truth. In a report
on Russia’s post-2018 politics, the political scientists Ivan Krastev and Gleb Pavlovsky wrote that
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“contrary to Western fantasies, Russians under the
age of 25 are among the most conservative and
pro-Putin groups in society.” A survey by the
Levada Center showed that Putin enjoyed 86
percent approval among those surveyed between
eighteen and twenty-four years old, compared to 81
percent for the sample group as a whole. Of those
young people surveyed, 67 percent said they
thought Russia was going in the right direction,
compared to 56 percent among the wider group.
Gudkov called them a very “practical” generation.
“They are interested in simple things, what you can
touch in real life,” he told me. “Material well-being,
nice food, travel, a car, all these consumer
pleasures.”
…
Whatever Russia’s post-Putin future holds, the
Putin generation will be its inheritors. Q: Will the wily
man be part of that inheritance? So far, he has
proved a remarkably enduring creature.
KONSTANTIN ERNST
In moments when everything has gone to hell, a person shows up, who might not have known of
his mission ahead of time, but who grabs the architecture of the state and holds it together. —
Konstantin Ernst (describing Putin)
Part of [Ernst’s] job, and what makes him good at it, is that he is sensitive to those fluctuations,
able to pick up on shifts in the official mood and pass them along to his staff at the channel,
oftentimes so subtly that no one even notices that any messages are being transmitted at all. Ernst
is in regular, daily contact with various officials in the Kremlin, but, as he told me, “No one ever tells
you: ‘Don’t show Navalny, don’t use his name.’” Instead, Ernst explained, “Such messages aren’t
conveyed with words. After all, federal television channels are run by people who aren’t stupid.” —
Joshua Yaffa
He made a choice not so much against me personally but for Putin. It was a choice in favor of
power. — Boris Berezovsky (describing Ernst)
Ernst’s Path Towards Wiliness — Yaffa’s portrait of Ernst reveals a man who is at times willing
to bend the truth towards absurdum in order to justify his choices about what and what not to cover,
and how to do it. Q: Can you walk us through the evolution of Konstantin Ernst, the choices he
made along his Wiley path towards serving the state? Q: What does it say that Berezovsky did not
seem to hold out animosity for Ernst? Q: Ernst’s focus on style seems an integral feature of the
compromise he made between his creative ambitions and political concessions? (e.g. the way he
covered the Chechen terrorist capture of a
school in 2004) Your conversations with Ernst Information programing has the effect of nudging
the viewer toward believing nothing at all, to
are quite revealing.
becoming so overwhelmed and exhausted by
Russian-style Propaganda — Let’s talk about the information onslaught that she simply throws
how propaganda works in Putin’s Russia (i.e. up her hands. — Joshua Yaffa
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discredit everything, scorched earth, amplify
nose, increase cynicism, etc.). Q: What did you
learn from your appearances on Time Will Tell
(Vremya Pokazhet)? Q: What is the media
environment like in Putin’s Russia? Q: How does
it work? Q: What are the dominant narratives or
storylines about Russia and the West? Q: How is
the West portrayed? Q: How does Russia think
about propaganda both internally and externally?
Cynicism and Conspiracy Thinking — I would
love to discuss the role of cynicism and the bias
towards conspiratorial thinking in Russia. Q: What
role does cynicism and its embrace play? (e.g.
case of drivers not pulling aside to let the
ambulance pass) Q: What accounts for the
prevalence of conspiracy and the credence
people give to theories that may have no clear
facts or evidence to back them up?
Cui Bono — In the book, you write that “truth becomes a matter of theories and guesses over ‘who
benefits?’” This reminds me of something Denis Trunov would say to me over and over again in
editorial meetings when he was trying to convince me that my take on a story was either naïve or
that I was missing the larger game at play. Q: Can you explain what this emphasis on looking at
the beneficiaries of any particular outcome in order to devise a theory of causality, even without
any evidence?
Ernst’s Take — Q: Would Ernst agree with your portrayal of him? Q: Have you heard from him?
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HEDA SARATOVA
We headed up a sloping incline, coming to a clearing in the trees. Not long before, one of her
brothers had built a soccer field for the children in the village. Now, she told me, she understood
the choice the elder Kadyrov had made. “It took me a while, but I thought about it, and realized we
should thank him,” she said. In both Akhmad-Hadji and Ramzan, she sees necessary and welcome
force, the strength to hold Chechen society together and to keep the Russians at a distance. She
has no illusions about the relative balance of power, either between the Chechens and the
Russians or between herself and Kadyrov. What her onetime colleagues and peers back in Moscow
think of as surrender, she sees as a simple acknowledgment of reality. You may not like it, but
those are the rules of survival— circumstances that became all the more clear after Estemirova’s
murder. I thought back to my time with Konstantin Ernst, who faces far less explicit and sharply
defined pressures; his situation atop Channel One allows for a winking cleverness that eludes
Saratova. Her circumstances are much cruder, as is her response to them. “No matter how much
we shouted, how much we scolded She became a kind of one-woman documentarian, bringing
those in power, how much we fought evidence of atrocities and human rights violations committed
them, like a fish thrashing on a frozen by Russian soldiers out of Chechnya. — Joshua Yaffa
pond, there was no point,” she said.
“On the contrary—it only made things worse.” The view from the clearing was beautiful, peaceful,
even, with a grove of apple trees on one side and a wall of mountains on the other—a pastoral
scene that was interrupted only by Saratova’s recollections of violence and destruction in this very
same place. She makes the trip to Urd-Yukhoi every couple of months, and each time remembers
the bitter and terrifying moments she spent here—a reminder, she told me, that if she is going to
live and work in Chechnya, there’s no other course than the one she’s settled on. “Any other way
just can’t work,” she said. “I’ve tried everything else.”
Q: What does the story of Heda Sartova tell us? Q: What can we learn about the choices she made
and how they relate to those of the other characters in this book?
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FATHER PAVEL ADELGEIM & PATRIARCH KIRILL
Orthodoxy has reached a curious position in Russian society:
70 to 80 percent of the population claim to be believers, and
surveys show that the church as an institution is trusted nearly
as much as Putin, and certainly trusted more than the rest of
the Russian government, which regularly polls significantly
lower. Russia is among the only countries in Europe where
the outward manifestation of Christian faith is growing, rather
than retreating. Together, the Kremlin and the patriarchate
have given voice to a narrative in which the West is not only
a geopolitical foe, but a spiritual one, home to a decadent and
insidious culture of tolerance that must be resisted. In one of
the more bizarre examples of this tendency, the patriarch’s
spokesman, under a pen name, released a dystopian novel
that warns of the horrors of liberalism, portraying Moscow in
the year 2043 as overrun by Ukrainians, Islamists, and
homosexuals. Standing up to Western capitals on political
disputes like Crimea or sanctions is seen, in part, as a defiant
moral gesture—first NATO shows up, followed by gay-pride
parades.
Russian society is, in fact, conservative on questions like homosexuality, but, tellingly, was not
aggressively or vocally so until told to be. The 2012 law banning so-called homosexual propaganda
reflected not the demand of the electorate, but an attempt to manipulate it. Sadly, it worked: once
the law was passed and the dangers of homosexuality were discussed on state television, attacks
on gays and lesbians followed. But conservative rhetoric from the church, echoed by the population,
is often discordant with reality. Divorce rates in Russia are double those in most countries in
Western Europe; the same holds
true for per capita abortions. For
many, Orthodoxy is merely a label of
self-categorization, interchangeable
with calling oneself ethnically
Russian, and a way of making clear
what one is not: a cosmopolitan and
liberal Western individualist, the
bogeyman of the moment. But it has
become less clear what Orthodoxy
stands for, what vision of the human
condition it offers. As Adelgeim
warned, “Faith in the strong”—
whether in the Kremlin or the
church—“has
replaced
divine
providence.”
Q: What is the role of the Orthodox
Church in Putin’s Russia (and
historically)? Q: What can we learn
from comparing the stories of Father
Pavel Adelgeim and Patriarch Kirill?
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OLEG ZUBKOV
Zubkov and Oksana were deeply saddened by the scene, not because
they had any particular attachment to this figure of long-ago history but
because, as Zubkov put it, the image of Lenin “embodied an entire
epoch.” Zubkov and Oksana weren’t Communists, but that wasn’t what
Lenin stood for to them: he represented a mythologized past, a time of
brotherhood and equality that, even if it never really existed,
nonetheless occupied a place of nostalgic affection in their minds. The
rupture caused by the Maidan threatened their memories and
understanding of their own history—a personal and subjective fear, but
that didn’t make it any less real. They stood by the statue, cracked and
sprawled out on the frozen pavement, and began weeping. Zubkov
hugged his wife and son. “We cried for the legacy of the Soviet Union,
for veterans, the elderly, for people who endured so much and are still
alive,” he said. “We were not ready to accept what was happening.”
…
From then on, Zubkov was almost constantly under investigation for one violation or another. He
was fined for the alleged illegal import of a collection of monkeys, jaguars, and a kangaroo; in the
days after annexation, but before Russian law came into force, Zubkov brought the animals to
Crimea in accordance with Ukrainian customs regulations, still formally in effect at the time, but
considered retroactively null a year later. The authorities declared that a large billboard Zubkov had
installed on the main highway was an illegal construction and must be torn down. Crimea’s tax
inspectorate said that the entry tickets for Skazka were not marked with the proper stamp and
warned that the zoo might have to close for three months to print a new batch.
Zubkov’s legal problems skirted between tragicomic and simply tragic. His slapdash wiliness in
running his parks went up against the purposeful scheming of Poklonskaya and those urging her
on. A five-year-old boy playing in Taigan knocked over a stone figurine, which fell on him; one toe
had to be amputated. Poklonskaya filed charges against Zubkov. A part-time security guard at the
park was found dead in the staff dormitory. Zubkov said the guard had an alcohol problem;
Poklonskaya’s office intimated that he had been attacked by a rogue tiger. I spent one afternoon in
court watching as Zubkov tried to appeal a guilty verdict for allegedly assaulting another one of his
employees at Taigan. What all sides seem to agree on is that, late one night, a maintenance worker
got drunk, commandeered one of the park’s vans, and crashed it en route to see some young
women on Crimea’s southern coast. When police brought the worker and the crumpled van back
to Taigan early the next morning, Zubkov smacked the guy upside the head—or, as the worker and
Poklonskaya later alleged, delivered a severe beating that required hospitalization. Zubkov was
sentenced to three years of probation. The incident was hard to render in black and white: Zubkov
is the sort of hotheaded baron who might indeed give a thwack to those working for him, but
Poklonskaya was clearly on a mission to cause as much trouble as she could for him and his parks.
Their drawn-out feud quickly became personal. When Zubkov threatened to close down Skazka
and Taigan in an act of protest, Poklonskaya said, “Yes, for God’s sake, let him get into a cage
himself.”
Q: What can you tell us about what happened in Ukraine? Q: What does the story of Oleg Zubkov
tell us? (his oscillation between pro annexation to against it) Q: What does it show us about the
need to break or bend rules in Putin’s Russia just in order to live normal life and how those breaks
can be used to prosecute you willy nilly? Q: What about how much of the stuff that happens in
Russia requires personal appeals or sycophancy?
11

PERM-36: SERGEI KOVALEV, SHMYROV, AND KURSINA
The museum was taken over by the state
and its founders were forced out. It was a
localized manifestation of what was
becoming a nationwide trend. In one
instance, the head of a library of Ukrainian
literature in Moscow was charged with
hoarding “extremist” materials. “Ukrainian
nationalism went hand in hand with
German Fascism, and it has again reared
its head today,” the prosecutor in the case
told the court. “And the defendant is one
of the mechanisms for disseminating their
ideas.” (The librarian received a
suspended four-year sentence.) These
events were reflections of the new mood,
the result not necessarily of exact
instructions issued by the Kremlin, but of
underlings and functionaries around the
country trying to overperform in their
duties or looking to use a convenient
moment to achieve their own agendas.
…
Kovalev had assumed he knew just about everything about life in the “zone,” as the camps were
commonly known in the informal Soviet lexicon. But as he came to realize, “there were some things
I didn’t understand.” In particular, one detail had always bothered him when he was still on the
outside, compiling reports from Soviet prisons for the Chronicle. He would regularly learn of a
political prisoner who was sent to the camp’s punishment cell, the dreaded “isolator,” for silly
infractions, like wearing house slippers outside the barracks or having the top button of his work
shirt undone. Kovalev could understand taking a stand on unjust conditions or going on a hunger
strike to promote a broader political cause—but the right to wear slippers where you wanted? “Why
pick this battle?” he thought. “What’s the point? Is that worth getting sent off to the punishment cell?
It just seems silly.” Better to save your strength and fight the prison administration on more
meaningful points. But now he understood.
Slippers and buttons and all the rest were
just pretexts, technical infractions the guards
would blithely ignore for months, and then
one day, when they decided they needed to
act against this or that inmate—or, more
precisely, their bosses in the prison
administration gave them such an order—
they would catch you in slippers on the front
steps of the barracks and write up a report.
No one cared about the rules until suddenly
they did, and it was off to the punishment cell
for you. Kovalev had been in Perm-36 for
three months when his time came. As a
means of retribution for his sticking up for
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another prisoner, the camp bosses confronted him with some absurd violation; he got seven days
in the punishment cell, which the guards lengthened to fifteen for good measure.
Relations took on the form of ritualized battle, in which inmates were trying not so much to win as
to frustrate and madden their jailers; and the jailers sought nothing more than a surface image of
order, keeping things quiet so they didn’t face problems from above. As Bukovsky wrote in his
memoirs, by then no one cared about Marxism or talked of a “radiant future.” The guards at Perm36 were interested only in a simple acknowledgment of their power. “And when they tried to starve
us into it in the camps, or threw us into the punishment cells to rot, they were demanding not a
belief in communism, but simply submission, or at least a willingness to compromise.”
…
“If the Nazi Holocaust exterminated the Other, the Soviet terror was suicidal,” notes Alexander
Etkind, a professor at Cambridge University, in Warped Mourning, his probing work on how modern
Russia remains haunted by its unfinished examination of the past… Etkind describes how the “selfinflicted” nature of Soviet terror complicates the impulses that usually appear after violent societal
catastrophe: striving to understand the calamity, mourning for its victims, and yearning for justice.
In the Soviet Union, people were killed or imprisoned for reasons that did not comport with
observable reality. As Etkind notes, a Jew caught in the Holocaust understood himself as a Jew;
he recognized the category and his belonging to it, even if he obviously did not find this a reason
to exterminate him. But who was a kulak, an enemy of the people, a counterrevolutionary element?
These were paranoid fictions that did not exist in actual life, yet carried deadly meaning. In Warped
Mourning, Etkind quotes another historian, Mikhail Geller: “The difference is that in Hitler’s camps,
the victims knew why they were killed,” whereas those who perished in the Gulag “died bewildered.”
That bewilderment, that inability to explain—except by pure chance—who lived and who died,
meant that all those who took part in the Soviet project were in some way implicated. In 1956, after
Stalin’s death and the emptying of the Gulag, the poet Anna Akhmatova observed: “Now two
Russias are eyeball to eyeball—those who were in prison and those who put them there.”
…
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At one point in the mid-nineties, a group of
German university students came to Perm-36
as volunteers to help with repair and
construction projects. They were a motivated,
enthusiastic bunch, full of well-intentioned
notions of memory and historical justice.
Kovalev was there, too—he came often to
work through ideas with Shmyrov and
Kursina and to offer up old memories. The
German students began to ask him about his
time as a prisoner at Perm-36, and he told
them stories of how he was sent to the
punishment cell for an unfastened shirt
button. Kovalev called over someone else
who worked at the museum, Ivan Kukushkin,
a bearded and lumbering man in his fifties.
The two shook hands warmly. “Tell them,
Kukushkin,” Kovalev said. Kukushkin was a
former guard at Perm-36, and had watched
over Kovalev during his years as a prisoner,
had even ordered him to the punishment cell
more than a few times. He still lived in the village near Perm-36, and had reinvented himself as the
museum’s security guard, doing some odd jobs around the property. He helped Shmyrov
reconstruct the room where prisoners were inspected for contraband and forbidden materials.
Kukushkin was honest, and a hard worker, and had the respect of Shmyrov and Kursina, even
Kovalev. He answered Kovalev by saying he only sent him to the punishment cell for good cause,
which he went on to define as “discipline.” It wasn’t that Kovalev had necessarily done anything
wrong—or maybe he had, that wasn’t important—but the camp bosses said he should be sent off
to the isolator, and so that’s what Kukushkin did. The Germans were stupefied. They seemed
deeply upset, and wanted to leave Perm-36 immediately. It wasn’t the story of Kukushkin following
orders that so disturbed them, but the handshake the two men shared, their bonhomie. Kovalev
tried to explain that Kukushkin was not a sadist or a torturer, or a guard at Auschwitz; “He didn’t
chase people to their deaths in gas chambers or shoot them in the middle of the prison yard.”
Rather, he had been a young man trapped by circumstance and zombified by Soviet propaganda.
If anything, Kovalev empathized with Kukushkin. When you think about it, Kovalev went on, “his
status wasn’t much higher than ours. He was not really a free man, but captive to the same whims
of the camp administration.” He lived in barracks that weren’t much different from those housing
the prisoners and, for the most part, ate the same lousy food on which nearly everyone in the Soviet
Union subsisted at the time. “In a certain sense we shared a common fate,” Kovalev said. The
Germans were not convinced. They were bound by strict, categorical norms, an ethical prism born
of Germany’s admirable—if often inflexible—attitude toward totalitarianism and those who serve it.
A political prisoner and his guard should not shake hands, and from that flows a whole way of
seeing the world.
Q: What does this story of Kovalev and Kukushkin (their ‘bonhomie’ handshake that so upset the
Germans) reveal about the unique conditions of Soviet-era imprisonment? Q: Is this a metaphor
for the larger conditions in which the people of modern Russia find themselves in today? Q: How
did the museum go from being a means by which Russians could try and come to terms with their
history to being yet another tool of propaganda for the state?
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ELIZAVETA GLINKA
The story of Elizaveta Glinka (or “Doctor Liza” as she was affectionately called by her Russian
followers) is an interesting one. While all the characters in the book are forced to make choices in
the face of state power that often lead to some form of compromise between their personal values
and the demands of the state, Liza found a way to use the guilt born of others’ comprises in order
to save human lives. In a sense, she traded moral indulgences for cash, as well as favors from
state officials looking to be absolved of their sins—sins they committed while making their own
compromises between their own values and those of the state. Her story also exemplifies the power
of personality and how one’s ability to move mountains or accomplish objectives in Putin’s Russia
(indeed, in any overly bureaucratized state) is tied up in personal relationships and reputations.
Q: How is Doctor Liza’s story a commentary on the complicated, moral drama that plays out in
each and every Russian? Q: How does Elizaveta’s story exemplify the power of personality and
character in making things happen in a bureaucratic state like Russia? Q: What compromises did
Liza have to make?
QUESTIONS ON POLITICIS AND FOREIGN AFFAIRS
Q: What did Putin hope to achieve in his early olive branch offering during the aftermath of the 9/11
attacks? Q: Was his overture genuine, or part of a larger, more cynical strategy?
Q: What was the significance of the Munich speech in 2007?
Q: How does Putin see and understand the arch of Russian history and where does the dissolution
of the Soviet Union and the 1990’s fit into that history?
Q: How important is the health of Russia’s economy to Putin’s ability to maintain power? Q: How
is the Russian economy today?
Q: What is your take on the impeachment hearings over Ukraine, the original claims about collusion
between Trump and Putin, election hacking, and the larger threat that Putin represents?
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