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INTRODUCTORY NOTE

IGOR E. KLYUKANOV

The second issue of Russian Journal of Communication is comparative. Everything is said

to be a matter of comparison, or, as they say in Russian, “Âñå ïîçíàåòñÿ â ñðàâíåíèè»

(literally, “everything is cognized through comparison”). If we compare the two expressions,

we might feel a difference; the former seems to have a more inclusive and factual

(“matterialistic”) sound to it while the latter refers more to a process rather than an

established state of affairs, emphasizing the nature of thinking in this process. That is why,

perhaps, because thought manifests itself fully in language, it is language and thought that

have been in the center of the Russian tradition of comparative studies. In the English-

speaking and — broader — Germanic tradition, it seems, comparative research has been

more grounded and institutionalized, embracing in addition to linguistics and psychology,

social, political, philosophical, economic and legal factors. It is, of course, just a feeling, a

hypothesis, and a comparative study of comparative studies in different cultural traditions

would be needed to (dis)prove it. What is beyond doubt, however, is that comparison and

communication go hand in hand and, consequently, comparative studies and the study of

communication are interconnected.

It is tempting to believe that one can defy comparison, stepping out of it, as it were.

To quote O.Mandel’shtam, “íå ñðàâíèâàé: æèâóùèé íå ñðàâíèì” (“do not compare: one

who lives is beyond compare”). Cultures face this temptation as well; after all, cultures are

“compact persons” (Ch.S.Peirce). In this respect, Russia is often viewed (mostly by

Russians) as unique, beyond compare. And yet, over centuries it has been looking out and

comparing itself — to the East, to the West, to the always significant (statistically or not)

Other. 

Indeed, comparison can be conceptualized as meaningful points presented in the form

of “this vs. that” or “us vs. them.” If possible, comparison is brought down to numbers,

statistics; this way, it becomes possible to see how “this” measures against “that,” “us”

against “them.” Then, communication between various agents can be made more successful,

balancing the distance between meaningful digits. In the long run, all agents are drawn into

the flow of communication by forces transcending their uniqueness. O.Mandel’shtam, a true

genius, saw that side of the coin, too: “Âðåìÿ ñðåçàåò ìåíÿ êàê ìîíåòó, è ìíå óæå íå

õâàòàåò ìåíÿ ñàìîãî” (“Time cuts me off like a coin, and I now don’t have enough of

myself for me”).
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The flow of communication carries us all, and we look for answers to questions big and

small, e.g., what to make of time, how to develop trust through everyday encounters, which

obstacles might prevent us from ethical conduct, or how media coverage and consumption

create our attitudes to each other. We try to figure out what matters to us — individually and

together. Even from our “unique” position we wave hands, as it were, to the Other. Our life

is all about particles of matter and waves of thinking. And in this life, we cannot not

communicate and we cannot not compare.



Vyacheslav V. Ivanov is a professor at UCLA and the Lomonosov Moscow State University, Russia
(ivanov@ucla.edu). For permission to reprint this article, please contact the author.
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RUSSIA BETWEEN EAST AND WEST?

REMARKS ON COMPARISON OF CULTURES

VYACHESLAV V. IVANOV 1

The article continues the discussion between Westernizers and Slavophiles (and

later Eurasianists). Differences between the traditional European philosophical

thought and the Wisdom of the Russian mind are presented in metaphoric as

well as in modern neuropsychological terms, e.g. the difference between the left-

hemispheric type with the stress on the logical functions of the brain and the

right-hemispheric model of the world for which creative possibilities of music

and visual art are particularly important. The diglossia, i.e., a functional

difference of Church Slavonic and the Old Russian language is supposed to be

connected to the parallel existence of the two rows of religious and

mythological symbols in the double faith. The possibility of a more adequate

expression through non-verbal art forms is shown using the examples of S.

Eisenstein’s and V. Kandinsky’s creative experiments. Also discussed are the

differences between the Russian culture and other peoples (particularly those

of the Western Europe) regarding the role of intuition, the institution of holy

fools, the perception of time and history and the concept of a human being.

 Key words: Russia, West, Asia, Wisdom, holy fool, time, community.

1. THE TWO POLES IN THE DESCRIPTION OF THE RUSSIAN CULTURE

The two opposite views on the Russian culture go back to the debates in the first half of

the 19th century between Slavophiles who argued for an original Russian path of

development and Westernizers who wanted to see Russia restructured after a Western

European pattern. In these debates, one can see the importance of geographical (spatial)

reasoning. A more radical view is found in the philosophy of history developed by Peter
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Chaadayev (1991) who wrote, “We belong neither to the West nor to the East, and we

possess the traditions of neither” (p. 20). To him a lack of a “feeling of continuity” was

among many negative sides of the situation in Russia. To some extent, this aspect of the

Russian broken historical communication was made even more evident after the Bolsheviks

had come to power as they tried to destroy the only original strong unifying force presented

in the pre-Revolutionary Russia by the Orthodox Church. Just at that time the Eurasian

movement arose among the Russian intellectuals living in exile. The Slavophile concepts

were given new life by Prince Nikolay Trubetzkoy, a great Russian émigré scholar. Already

before his forced escape from Russia to Western Europe he had started a series of works on

the old Russian spiritual legacy. These ideas were developed later on in some of his studies

published abroad (Trubetzkoy, 1991). He insisted on the importance of the Eurasian

contribution to the shaping of the Russian mind. 

Roman Jakobson, his colleague in the Prague Linguistic Circle, put forward the idea

of a Eurasian linguistic league (or zone - Sprachbund), which included Russian and other

Eastern Slavic languages typologically similar to all the other linguistic systems spread

between Japan and Lithuania. The league was characterized by the phonological category

of palatalization (distinction between two ways of pronouncing consonants) and the absence

of polytony (tonal oppositions) (Jakobson, 1972).  Some other cultural features of a more1

Oriental character are typical of the cultures of the peoples ascribed to this complex. Also,

Trubetzkoy argued that the legacy of Genghis Khan was still valid for Russia. Stalin’s

despotic rule seemed to confirm some ideas of Eurasianists. However, to them links with the

nomadic peoples of the steppe would not necessarily mean atrocities of the kind we find in

Stalin’s regime. More important to them was the possibility of a specifically Russian

historical path of development that might be different from that taken by the rest of Europe.

These ideas influenced Lev Gumilev, a famous Russian historian (and the son of the great

poet Nikolai Gumilev, executed at the beginning of the Soviet period). Due to his influence

a new variant of Neo-Slavophile-Eurasian half-fantastic ideas has recently become popular

not only in the academic environment, but in the broad political discourse as well. It

becomes necessary to compare different points of view presented in the works of the

followers of the two traditional points of view that identify the Russian type of culture with

either the Eurasian (Oriental) model or the Common European (Western) prototype. 

2. W ISDOM AND RATIONAL REASONING

A difference between traditional European philosophy that continued the line of the great

Greek thinkers and the way how the Russian saints, holy people and prophetic minds

understood the world was investigated by many important philosophers such as Gustav Shpet

(1917) and poets such as symbolist Vyacheslav I. Ivanov and other authors of the early 20th

century. To Shpet, who perished at the time of Stalin’s terror and only now begins to be

rediscovered both in Russia and in the West as an important follower of Husserl’s



 Russia between East and West? Vyacheslav V. Ivanov

Russian Journal of Communication, Vol. 1, No. 2 (Spring 2008) 115

phenomenology and also a predecessor of modern semiotics and philosophy of language,

tragedy started with the provincial character of the late Byzantine Christianity, its great

Greek sources already weakening. As the Old Russian tradition continued a Byzantine line

of that period, it was not possible to get acquainted with the Ancient Greek foundations of

all the European culture. At the same time, Shpet considered such mystical trends as

Byzantine hesychasm continued by Russian monks to be a most important object for rational

philosophic analysis. These two opposed methods of perceiving the truth were called

“Jerusalem and Athens,” based on the metaphor often used in the Russian philosophy of

culture, particularly by Lev Shestov in the philosophical treatise of the same title (Shestov,

1968). 

 Modern neuropsychological research makes it possible to interpret this difference in

terms of positivist science. In the light of R.Sperry’s experiments on the split brain and

similar studies by the Russian neuropsychologists L.Balonov and V.Deglin (see Trachenko,

2003; Ivanov, 1983), one can think of the reflection in these oppositions of the difference

between two main types of a human being and a culture. It can be supposed that the left-

hemispheric type with the emphasis on the logical functions of the brain characterizes the

cultures in which scientific view of the world is predominant (for example, Chaadaev

stressed that just in this aspect, as in the whole moral realm, the traditional Russia where

modern science had not been developed was opposed to the Western Europe). Different from

it is the right-hemispheric model of the world for which creative possibilities of music and

visual art are particularly important, as must have been the case in Old Russia after the

advent of the Eastern Christianity. It is interesting to note that, in a mystical exchange of

letters between Vladimir Solovyev, one of the greatest Russian philosophers, and the gnostic

incarnation of the Divine Wisdom Sophia, the documents signed by the latter were written

by Solovyev’s left hand, commanded by the right part of the brain, while his own texts show

his usual handwriting produced by his right hand linked to the dominant left hemisphere .1

 Taking a bilingual situation in the light of the functional asymmetry of the brain, the

left (dominant) hemisphere is normally in charge of the main means of logical

communication in society while the other part of the brain is responsible for language used

in some specific areas and speech genres, e.g., in folklore and mythology. Diglossia, i.e., a

functional difference of two languages, typical of the Old Russian culture made it possible

to use Church Slavonic as the main language of theological thinking while colloquial Old

Russian was used mostly in compositing written texts of a poetic character such as that of

“The Igor’ Tale.”  The continued use of Church Slavonic or later, in the 18  century, of the3 th

“high style” of literary Russian influenced by Church Slavonic borrowings might have

become detrimental for the development of logical reasoning in everyday language. The

linguistically complementary character, understood in the meaning introduced by Niels Bohr,

of the functions of the two languages revealed in diglossia had its religious counterpart in

the parallel existence of the two rows of the religious and mythological symbols in the

double faith characteristic of Old Russia. After the introduction of Christianity the ancient
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paganism did not disappear. For a long period of time a complex system existed in which a

Christian saint might have his counterpart in an image inherited from the traditional pre-

Christian system of beliefs. For example, the horse connections of the St.Flor and St.Lavr

in the popular rites of the Russian Orthodox Church can be explained by the substitution of

the ancient couple of the divine twins by this pair of the saints. Substitutes for the divine

twins have been preserved in later Slavic traditions, cf. Boris Pasternak’s memoirs describing

how he saw the horse rites at a Moscow church dedicated to these saints.

 The dualistic social organization and mythologies explain the role of the Divine Twins

in different Indo-European (I-E) traditions: they are represented as the Sons (Children) of the

God of the Sky (Old Indian divo naptâ, Greek Diüskouroi = Dióskouroi, Baltic- Lithuanian

Dievo suneliai and Latvian Dieva dêli) in the Eastern I-E (Indo-Iranian—Greek) and some

Western I-E (Germanic, Baltic) traditions. The images associated with the Twins in different

I-E traditions are usually those of two horses, e.g. Old Indian Aœvinau —Ashvins, the divine

twins associated with aœva—“horse,” Anglo-Saxon Hengest and Horsa as mythological

kings in Western Germanic—Old English legends, the two horse sculptured images of

Dioskuroi. Double horse symbols were put on the roof of a house in Germanic, Baltic and

Slavic traditions: see, for instance, Wooden Horses by Abramov as a recent example in the

Russian “village” literature. This ancient image reappears also in poetry: “horselets”

(êîíüêè) on the decorated roof in early love lyrics by Alexander Blok. Blok who as an owner

of an estate had known well the Russian village graduated with a dissertation on the poetry

of the peasant charms and incantations. Some of them were so close to the transrational

futurist style that the great avant-garde poet Velimir Khlebnikov (who had learned them

through his friend Roman Jakobson) used them in his futurist compositions. In the poetry of

Blok the images of Russian folklore were combined with the symbols of the gnostic love for

the Eternal Feminine, continuing Solovyev’s religion. As a whole, Russian symbolism was

not a purely literary movement different from a movement with a similar name in Western

Europe. In Russia symbolism was connected to a religious philosophy at the center of which

was the notion of a symbol revealing the ultimate truth of the universe, cf. the idea of Sophia

in its gnostic variant in Solovyev’s philosophy and poetry continued by Blok. As the notion

of à symbol was linked to that of an artistic image, a kind of the new aesthetic variant of the

new religion appeared possible. Later post-symbolist trends developed just the technical side

of the avant-garde writing, devoid of any mystical content. 

 The possibility of a more adequate personal expression in non-verbal forms of the art

was discussed by Sergei Eisenstein, a well-known cinema director. His own drawings, that

only now are revealing their secret character, together with his famous silent films such as

“October” (as one of the first attempt at “intellectual cinema”) can be viewed as examples

supporting his theory. According to his idea expressed in his recently published posthumous

books “Method” and “Grundproblem” (Eisenstein 2002; Ivanov 2006), the impression

produced by the artistic form depends on the archaic levels of the psyche it addresses. On

his return from Mexico where some of his anthropological ideas had been expressed in
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fragments of his film “!Que viva Mexico!,” he thought of a plot of similar movies on the

Russian history and he discussed this concept at a private seminar in which the linguist

N.Ja.Marr, together with great psychologists L.S.Vygotsky and A.R.Luria, participated.

These scientists shared Eisenstein’s interest in the “main problem” (Grundproblem)

according to which the modern logical content should be expressed by means of a formal

structure that depends on deep ancient layers of the subconscious. A similar interest in the

ethnological data on the primitive art (especially in the North of Russia) had prepared

V.Kandinsky’s experiments of creating abstract paintings similar to music and radically

different from compositions with a plot that can be translated into words. It can be suggested

that the parallels seen in the Russian avant-garde visual art and the modern science with the

new concept of space (Henderson, 1983) show the intense character of intuition

characteristic not only of the best artists, but also îf many great Russian scientists. For

example, Mendeleev’s famous story of his discovery of the final form of the periodic system

in a dream  can be compared to other similar cases. Comparison to the Oriental cultures is4

here again appropriate. One can recall the great Indian mathematician Ramanudjan who told

his friends that he had got his knowledge of numbers from an Indian goddess visiting him

in a dream; his results, including the notes in the recently found diaries, are important for the

modern science. Andrey N. Kolmogorov, a leading Russian mathematician who belonged

to a generation that was far from mysticism, told me that he would often go to sleep with a

formulation of a theorem and get up with its proof. It is by no means accidental that in an

early article he put forward one of the important principles of the intuitive logic. A

development of similar ideas by Andrey Markov, Jr. and his “constructivist” school

constituted an important part of the beginning of work on the artificial intelligence in the

Soviet period. If one accepts the well-known metaphor of God playing dice (and, in

Hawking’s words, throwing them far away from us), it is possible to say that for many

Russian thinkers this kind of play seemed natural: the probabilistic view was developed by

them already in the 19  century. This might explain why the pre-existentialist ideas of theth

émigré Russian philosophers such as Nikolay Berdyaev and Sergey Bulgakov were ahead

of their time, their importance rediscovered only later after comparable concepts started to

be dominant in the Western thought.

 It can be supposed that similar to the normal brain where both hemispheres work

together, a culture makes it possible to combine logical thinking with intuition. Examples

of such creative combination are present in the work of classical Russian authors such as

Alexander Pushkin and Lev Tolstoy. From this point of view, Pushkin’s attitude towards

Peter the Great seems representative. This tsar remains the most controversial ruler in Russia.

In the Russian culture there are two contradictory images of the tsar himself (seen as a sort

of Antichrist by the Old Believers) and of his Westernizing efforts. In the mainstream of the

literary tradition, starting with Lomonosov and continuing with Pushkin, Peter draws praise.

The so-called Petersburg myth centers on the tsar as Pushkin’s revived sculpture of the

“Bronze Rider.” This heroic topic has been developed and discussed by many Russian
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writers and thinkers who follow Pushkin’s line of depicting Peter the Great as the Great

Westernizer.

 Rethinking the problem of Peter the Great in the light of our historical experience, we

can say that he was the first to introduce mainly those aspects of Western modern technology

that were important for the might of Russia. To achieve this modernization, however, Peter

had to begin the enormous task of creating an entirely new framework for science in Russia,

and this effort in turn led to the establishment of the Academy of Sciences, the emergence

of the encyclopedic mind of Lomonosov, and the reform of the educational system. A

paradoxical result of that development is found in the situation at the end of the Soviet

period when the most gifted scientists such as Sakharov whose work was essential for the

preservation of the military power, at the same time became politically dangerous for the

regime.

3. HOLY FOOLS AS AN INSTITUTION AND THE 

RELATIONS BETWEEN THE CHURCH AND THE STATE

 The neuropsychologist Jaynes (1980) made an interesting attempt in applying the

notion of the functional asymmetry of the brain to the societies in which the traditional forms

of religion had become the main instrument of control. According to his hypothesis the right

hemisphere of a prophet in a typical Ancient Near Eastern society was supposed to receive

messages from God. As these messages were transmitted through the prophecies they

became the main regulatory mechanism for the society. Some traces of a similar way of

translating divine orders into a human language may be seen later in the Middle Ages, but

the story of Jeanne d’ Arc shows that the limits of such a system were restricted. The

Bysantine tradition continued in Old Russia in some respects still was comparable to the

ancient Oriental type. 

The problem of the history of madness as studied in the Western Europe (Foucault,

1988) seems to be particularly interesting. The traditional peasant village in Russia and later

also small towns had completely different methods of social treatment of insanity. The

institution of holy fools was borrowed from Byzance (Ivanov S., 2006). In Russia they

became particularly important for the whole organization of the hierarchical state. According

to the formula proposed by the great religious philosopher N.F. Fedorov, the Russian state

can be defined as an absolute monarchy (autocracy) restricted by the social institute of the

holy fools. A poetic illustration of this idea is found in the scene in Boris Godunov in which

the holy fool blames the tsar for his crimes; due to Mussorgsky’s musical presentation this

particular episode became famous in the Russian theatre as well. 

The status of a holy fool as being outside of the church hierarchy made it possible for

him to contradict the ruler and even condemn him. Otherwise, the dissident would be

punished even if he represented the highest church authority, cf. the fate of the leader of the

Russian Church Metropolitan Philipp (Fedor Kolychev) who was murdered after his public



 Russia between East and West? Vyacheslav V. Ivanov

Russian Journal of Communication, Vol. 1, No. 2 (Spring 2008) 119

denunciation of the tsar Ivan the Terrible who had been originally his friend in their early

years. Not only was Kolychev himself killed on the order of the tsar, but also many members

of his family and other relatives suffered. Thus, the limits of possible critique of the tsar were

restricted. The institution of holy fools was possible only as being completely outside of the

hierarchical relationship of the church and the worldly power. When at the beginning of the

Soviet period there was a conflict between the Bolshevik state and the Orthodox Christianity

some priests decided to continue their struggle for spiritual freedom entering a secret

(“catacomb”) Church. The founder of this catacomb church - the Bishop Mark - was arrested

by the secrete service and put to prison where he died. The peculiar role of the holy priests

whose activity was outside of the hierarchical structure supports the opinion of the great

Russian historian Klyuchevsky who said that in Russia there was God without a Church,

while, to him, the Western (Catholic) organization seemed to be a Church without God. 

 At the time of reforms in Russia the main difficulty that is repeatedly faced by the

Church follows from the constant tendency of the government to use it as its political

instrument. A hostile attitude towards the ecumenical movement has been recently revived

in the Russian Orthodox Church, especially after the murder in 1990 of the brilliant priest

Alexander Men’ who was popular among intellectuals. One of the most dangerous scenarios

for the future of Russia is that of the theocracy of the late Byzantine type described in the

writings of Vladimir Solovyev. The views of the dark part of the priests can be compared to

those of the Islamic fundamentalists in their struggle for the isolation from the rest of the

world.

According to Max Weber, the Protestant ethic suggesting the positive function of

wealth had an important role in the development of capitalism in Western Europe. In Russia

one can see the opposite attitude of religious people, particularly those sharing the ideas of

the “non-acquiring-property” movement (íåñòÿæàòåëüñòâî) and influential intellectuals

with the negative view of the material side of life. A complete change of values in this sphere

that occurred in the top part of the society after the reforms of Alexander II and was repeated

recently in the post-Soviet period did not spread to the other layers of society. 

4. THE CATEGORY OF TIME

 The “hot” and “cool” cultures (in Lévi-Strauss’s terminology) are opposed in their

relation to the category of time. The hot culture, the best example of which can be found in

the North American society, with its rapid change of fashions in all activities, is oriented

toward new achievements and growing amounts of information. The cool cultures to which

all traditional societies belong tend to repeat the canonical texts and patterns without any

change. Most of the Oriental cultures share with India a relative indifference towards the

evolution in time. Since the publication of Chaadaev’s Philosophical Letters it has been

assumed that the Russian indifference to time is compensated for by the importance of space.

We are consumed by geography, and we have no real history. The cyclical (non-linear)
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character of the repetition of similar or identical events is common to Russia and other large

countries of Eurasia such as India and China. It is remarkable that at the beginning of the 20 th

century some Russian writers such as Velemir Khlebnikov and scientists such as the

economist Kondratieff seriously discussed cycles (waves) or recurrences in the world

history. Khlebnikov attempted to build mathematical equations of history by calculating

regular intervals between similar events. As he himself noticed, a comparable variant of the

idea of an eternal return can be found in the philosophical and religious systems of the

Orient, particularly in India and in the Buddhist science. One can find parallels to

Khlebnikov’s “Tables of Fate” also in the prose book “Vision” by the great Anglo-Irish poet

Yeats  who had been influenced by Indian thought. But, in Khlebnikov’s case, the tendency5

to use the mathematical language of modern science seems to be significant. To him the idea

of the possibility of time travel was important as expressed in his short narrative “Ka” in

which his own double goes through millennia discussing philosophic problems with the

doubles of other great thinkers. Recent development of the theory of the great logician Kurt

Gödel who denied the existence of the global time in the universe  has led to serious6

discussions of time travel and recurrence of events in the rotating world. The notion of time-

space (chrono-tope) was borrowed by the great Russian physiologist Ukhtomsky from

relativistic physics and introduced into biology. His friend Mikhail Bakhtin applied this

notion to literary and cultural studies.

Among the topics important for the Russian world outlook the theme of the end of the

history should be stressed. The performance of the Mysterium that Skriabin had planned to

be achieved in India  in 1917 (he died in 1915) was supposed to put an end to the world7

history. This problem had been anticipated by him long before it became fashionable

following Fukayama’s work. As Skriabin thought on the deepest topics of the religious

philosophy of his time, using all of the most radical devices of modern avant-garde art, his

Mysterium might have became a decisive breakthrough in cultural history. The Mysterium

and The Preliminary Action (L’Acte Préalable) by Skriabin are partly known thanks to his

manuscripts most of which are kept at Glinka’s Musicological Museum in Moscow.

Gershenson published the verbal poetic text of The Preliminary Action four years after the

death of the great composer, and not long ago Nemtin reconstructed its musical text using

Skriabin’s drafts and later works that appeared to be connected to it or supposed to be its

constituents. The necessity of a holistic semiotic approach follows from Skriabin’s wish to

impress all the senses of the audience, not only by using communication by means of sound

and color, but also addressing tactile and olfactory perception and taste. In The Preliminary

Action as well as in his earlier works such as Prometheus Skriabin developed the aesthetic

ideas of European and Russian symbolists. He composed a sound-and-color music based on

the assumption of a one-to-one correspondence between the colors and the elements of the

harmonious structure. 

 From a purely aesthetic point of view, the form of Skriabin’s Mysterium seems

extremely avant-garde. Skriabin uses the Prometheus tritone approaching atonal music in his
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own way . In his technique in such works connected to Mysterium  as Prelude, op. 74, one

finds features of musical cubism. He also thought about a new spatial and temporal

arrangement of the whole structure of the performance. Keeping in mind Berdyaev’s idea

about modern politics as a kind of continuation of the avant-garde art, one can ask whether

the performance planned by Skriabin has been continuously rehearsed after his death by the

forces that determine the modern history of the world.

Traditional Russian religious philosophy is interested in the end of time seen in the

apocalyptic vision. N. Fedorov developed the idea of the common cause of all scientific

endeavor that should lead to the physical resurrection of the dead. His project influenced

Tsiolkovsky and other creators of the Russian cosmic philosophy, leading to space

exploration. Particularly significant from the point of view of modern cosmology are the

ideas of the great Russian playwright and philosopher Sukhovo-Kobylin, published only in

1995—almost a century after they had been written. In his “All-the-World” concept he

proposed a classification of civilizations according to the range of energy they would use,

belonging either to the planet Earth or to the Solar system and to the Universe at large.

Similar ideas were developed many decades later by the astrophysicist N. Kardashov in the

framework of possible communication with extraterrestrial civilizations.

Diachronic differences are less important for the traditional Russian philosophy of

history as it is oriented more towards the synchronic characterization of the main types of

cultures. For example, Danilevsky (1995) compared the main civilization types, anticipating

the ideas of Spengler and Toynbee. Some of his predictions, e.g. about the absence of

political revolutions as an important part of the Russian history were absolutely wrong, as

was the case with many other Slavophiles whose line he continued. But, his hope for a future

synthesis that can be achieved by Russia deserves special attention. Similar views on a

possible creative combination of different cultural traditions in Russia were expressed by

Dostoevsky in his famous talk on Pushkin. Analogous ideas led Khlebnikov to his

declaration of the “Presidents of the Globe” (Ïðåäñåäàòåëè Çåìíîãî Øàðà), in which one

can see the anticipation of such important thoughts of the global age as making the World

Government an urgent necessity.

5. PERSONALITY AND COMMUNITY

The concept of a human being constitutes one of the main aspects in which, according

to many scholars, a difference between the Russian culture and those of many other peoples,

particularly living in the Western Europe, can be found. It is possible to suppose an

underdeveloped notion of personality in Russia. According to V.V.Vinogradov, “in the Old

Russian language until the 17 century there was no need for a word that might correspond

at least distantly to modern representations and notions of a personality, an individual, a

separate human being. In the system of the Old Russian world view features of an isolated

person were defined by his (or her) relation to God, the community and the world, to
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different layers of society, to the power, the state, the country , the native soil presented from

a different point of view and expressed in other terms and notions. Of course, some features

of a personality (such as uniqueness, separateness or an isolated character, psychological

consistency revealed in some signs of behavior, a concentrated and highly motivated line of

actions etc.) might have been alive and evident for the consciousness of an Old Russian

human being as well. But they were dispersed in different designations and characteristics

of a man, a person … .” (Vinogradov 1997, pp. 296-298)

The words used in this connection were either collective terms, cf. “human mass”

(ëþäèå) from which “one man”  (ëþäèí ) was derived by the suffix of uniqueness, or8

denoted originally “a child (son)” of a tribe or a social group; cf. probable etymology of

÷åëîâåê “man”< *èel-o-vìkß , a compound that included stems cognate to Russian ÷åë-ÿäü

“homely people” and Lithuanian vaikas (“son”) and some parts of the person (ëèöå “face”

from which later the word ëè÷íîñòü was derived with a Church Slavonic suffix), his (or her)

“soul” (äóøà) or “essence” (ñóùåñòâî). The word designating a separate person (îñîáà)

referred usually to the very important people and by its origin seemed to point to the sacred

character of the referent (compare the related Hittite—zipa in Dagan-zipa “The God of the

Earth”). According to Vinogradov’s thought, this linguistic feature showed that the culture

until the 17  century lacked understanding of the role of an individual, also seen in theth

absence of the genre of autobiography  and of the narrative concentrated around one person9

(the Lives of the Saints as well as religious portraits showed the generalizing style that

corresponded to the task of representing the type, not a particular individual). Slavophiles

like Kireevsky spoke of the dominance of the popular (common) point of view that made a

personal aspect less important for the Old Russian culture. To them, as later to modern

representatives of similar views, the necessity to elaborate common opinions (ñîáîðíîñòü)

became one of the main points of the whole program of a return to the ancient institutions.

 Traditional Russian views on the relationship between society, community and

individual were expressed in a way that seems similar to the phrases used in the Eastern

Indo-European languages. To an ancient period of the early (Eastern-) Slavic-Iranian

connections one can trace back the Russian term mir “community, peace” related to Iranian

*mi(h)r- <mitr-< ( Indo-) Iranian Mitra “the object of Mithraistic cults, the god of

agreements.” The notion of social agreement (typologically similar to Rousseau’s idea of the

“social contract”) is seen in the function of the Indo-Iranian god *Mi-tra; it is supposed that

prehistoric Iranian influence explains the origin and later development of the Slavic notion

of *mirß> Russian mir - “peace, agreement, universe.” In the old Russian village all main

decisions were made by “the whole community”- vsem mirom; a similar phrase viœva-mitra

is found in Vedic (Toporov, 1968; 1993; 1998). It can be supposed that this tendency

towards a collective elaboration of the main line of behavior was at least partly due to the

Oriental influences.

 In the traditional Russian village not a separate peasant, but a whole “community”

(îáùèíà) was important. A.I. Herzen who was a Westernizer in his general outlook thought
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that the modern continuation of that tendency might lead to the creation of the Russian

peasant socialism. The idea was criticized by Karl Marx; but, in his later years having

mastered Russian and studied the Russian history, he came to a similar conclusion that he

expressed in his letters to V. Zassulich (Marx, 1973; Yassour, 1987). A tragic paradox

consists in the fact that it was Marx’s followers, not paying attention to his letters, who were

instrumental in eradicating the last traces of the traditional peasant community in Russia.

In the later period of the history of the pre-revolutionary Russian Orthodox Church the

monks closest to the strict ascetic ideals were the ones most venerated. Those “elders”

(ñòàðöû) like Zosima depicted in Dostoevsky’s Brothers Karamazovs embodied the true

Christianity to many Russians belonging to different social classes. The Christian Orthodox

ideal was that of a truly wise man who had lost all interest in worldly matters. This ideal

seems quite close to that seen in Buddhism and some other Oriental philosophical and

religious traditions whose influence on the Old Russian world view seems possible. 

 The late great Russian scholar Vladimir Toporov in his study of the Russian saints

(Toporov, 1998) described the personality of Saint Sergius and discussed the features

common to Buddhism and the Byzantine sources of the Old Russian tradition. First of all,

he mentions a relatively small importance they placed on the notion of Self, realized in

silence and the absence of speech. He discussed the Indian example of Nagarjuna who

rejected Self as an illusion. To Toporov, Sergius’ silence belonged to the main principles of

his mysticism. For a certain period of time the culture (of the right-hemispheric type

described above) was more engaged in such artistic ways of expressing itself by visual

communication, e.g. architecture of temples and icons as well as singing and church music.

Andrey Tarkovsky in his wonderful film showed the great icon painter Andrey Rublev at the

time when, as a monk, the painter had refrained from speaking. In this metaphor the essence

of the Old Russian spiritual life is revealed. 

 It is really remarkable that the ideal type of a wise person not interested in his own

self-assurance and prosperity has remained important throughout the Russian history in spite

of all the changes happening to the society and its ideological infrastructure. This popular

Christian ideal closely corresponds to that of a Russian intellectual, who was usually either

an atheist or did not have pronounced religious convictions. It was considered that a typical

representative of the Russian intelligentsia should not pay any attention to himself or herself,

just like the mediaeval ascetic monks or elders. In Russian society such religious and secular

persons had immense authority that was larger than that of representatives of the state. The

situation is partly comparable to what was said about the holy fools, but one should take into

consideration the difference of the reasons for their veneration. Thus, it can be suggested that

there are several types of wise people as they appear in the Russian cultural history.The

neurophysiologic model discussed above can, to some extent, be applied to these historical

examples, although it needs restructuring in respect to the situations in which the opposition

of Wisdom and Reason is not connected directly to the problem of the pathological

psychology. 
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 It was argued by several scientists that the privileged position of the academician

Andrey Sakharov as a critic of the Soviet government before his exile to Gorky was another

example of a similar Russian tradition. One can object to this idea, however, by saying that

Sakharov based his statements on the logical reasoning, not on the religious revelation. At

the same time, it can be noticed that before him such important members of the Russian

Academy of Sciences as the great physiologist Ivan Pavlov had used their moral power to

criticize the Soviet state. I was told by the famous physicist Noble prize winner Peter Kapitsa

that Pavlov before his death had told him about the necessity for Russia to have at least one

person who could speak openly and frankly. Kapitsa himself tried to realize this difficult

mission, also without going out of the sphere of logical reasoning. One can see the results

in his correspondence with Stalin, particularly in the letter against Beria that caused

Kapitsa’s loss of all his official positions although he remained a member of the Academy

of Sciences and continued his work in a private manner using the money given to him by the

President of the Academy. It is possible to ask, however, whether the moral impulses behind

the behavior of Pavlov and Kapitsa continued the ancient Russian tradition. In a country that

lacks the tradition of a developed individuality the person that has an all-national moral

authority is much more than just one human being: he or she is at the same time an

incarnation of the soul of the whole country. Such was the mission of Lev Tolstoy. The

anathema given to him by the ecclesiastic authorities (and still remaining despite all the

historical events) is a sign of an open competition between one person and the official

Orthodox Church.

 The highly abstract character of both ideals and goals of such heroes is a prominent

feature of the Russian culture. But, these abstract ideas are often realized in a very practical

way. As an example one might cite the prehistory of Russian space rocketry. The idea of

conquering space originated in connection with the common task according to which the

dead can literally be resurrected as suggested by Fedorov. Fedorov was concerned about

possible positive consequences of such an experiment which no longer might seem too

fantastic given the successes of cloning and molecular biology. The existing space on the

Earth would not suffice in the event of resurrection of all the generations that had lived on

the planet. Thus, while the West was amazed at the success of the Russian sputnik, nobody

realized that the project had originated with Fedorov’s concern over how to deal with the

physical resurrection of the dead.

 The abstract ideas put forward by Russian intellectuals are to be realized in an

aesthetically perfect form. Since the story of Vladimir’s choice of the Christian faith as told

in the ancient chronicles, this aesthetic aspect seems to have been of utmost importance.

According to Dostoevsky’s celebrated formula, “The world will be saved by Beauty” (Ìèð

ñïàñåòñÿ êðàñîòîé). Thus, literature, visual art, theater, music and later cinema became the

most important parts of the whole culture, competing with philosophy as well as with

governmental institutions and partly substituting for them.
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ENDNOTES

1. Jakobson 1972. Later studies of such Yenisseyan languages of Western Siberia as Ket and

Yug (the last speakers of the latter died some decades ago) made it probable that they were polytonic,

i.e., had phonologically relevant musical tones) and thus did not share this particular feature.

2. The correspondence is preserved in his archive in the Manuscript Section of the National

(former Lenin) Library in Moscow.

3. A long discussion on a time when the text was composed is over after the linguistic evidence

presented by Zaliznyak (2007) who has shown definitely that it belongs to the 12  century AD.th

4. See comments in Baylor 2001 (where probably too much attention is given to the study of

the Soviet historian of science Kedrov who had tried to diminish the importance of dreaming for the

discovery); Barrett 2001.

5. A special chapter in Perloff 1990 is dedicated to this comparison.

6. Gödel, 1949/2001; Yourgrau, 2006; Modgil, 2005.

7. For Skriabin India was important not only because of the ancient Indian thinkers with whose

ideas he became acquainted through theosophy. Skriabin studied Sanskrit and remarked that one had

to go through it but then to come to something that is higher. 

8. In literary Russian of the classic literature the stem was preserved in a compound ïðîñòî-

ëþäèí - ‘a person belonging to common people’. See a line of Osip Mandel’shtam ‘s poem: Áûëè ìû

ëþäè, à ñòàëè ëþäü¸ [‘We were human beings, and now we are human mass’] with a deliberate use

of an Old Russian word to denote the situation of the Soviet time similar to that of the ancient period.

9. The Testament of Vladimir Monomakh is not an exception as it is written according to the

pattern of the Ancient Hebrew Testaments known to the Old Russian intelligent monks.
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PERCEPTIONS OF TRUST, COMPLIANCE AND

ACCOMMODATION IN POLICE-CIVILIAN

ENCOUNTERS: A RUSSIAN, TURKISH AND

AMERIC AN CROSS-NATIONAL ANALYSIS

CHRISTOPHER HAJEK, HOWARD GILES, VALERIE BARKER, 

H. ANDAC DEMIRTAS-MADRAN, LORETTA PECCHIONI AND CHARLES CHOI2

Research in Asia, South Africa, and the United States has produced models of

police-civilian interaction that highlight the effect of officers’ communication

accommodation on attitudinal outcomes. Specifically, this research has

demonstrated that officers’ accommodative practices are potent predictors of

civilians’ attributed trust in police and their perceived likelihood of compliance

with police requests. The present study continued this line of work in Russia,

using Turkish and American comparison groups; 617 university students

reported how accommodating they perceived police to be, the degree to which

they trusted officers, and their inclinations to comply with them. In addition to

intriguing differences that emerged between the nations, overall results revealed

that officer accommodativeness indirectly predicted civilian compliance through

trust. The hypothesized model was largely supported and culturally sensitive.

Keywords: Law enforcement, civilian, cross-cultural, intergroup,

accommodation, trust, compliance.
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Scholars and law enforcement officials have, for years, known that a key factor in the

prevention of criminal activity is the degree to which civilians and police work together

cooperatively and proactively (Bayley, 1994). However, residents in many communities

sustain negative images of local enforcement, and experience problematic communication

with associated agencies, thus hindering their willingness to assist law enforcement in

combating crime (National Research Council, 2004; Sunshine & Tyler, 2003a). Whereas

social psychologists (e.g., Eberhardt, Goff, Purdie, & Davies, 2004; Wells, 2001),

sociolinguistists (e.g., Gibbons, 2001; Heydon, 2005), and criminologists (e.g., Solan &

Tiersma, 2005) have touched upon some communicative parameters of policing, scholars in

the communication discipline have not generally focused on such phenomena in a

programmatic sense (see nonetheless, Giles, 2002; Gundersen & Hopper, 1984; Kidd &

Braziel, 1999; Perlmutter, 2000). Furthermore, few investigations have offered empirical

data. Scholars’ lack of attention to police-civilian communication is surprising, given the

view that, in many settings, the lion’s share of police work involves communicating with the

public (Thompson, 1983). Indeed, this sentiment is underscored by Womack and Finley’s

(1986) position that communication is “the central most important commodity that the

officer has at his [or her] disposal” (p. 14). 

Research has suggested that individuals’ willingness to defer to legal authorities —

such as police officers — is, in part, shaped by motive-based trust (Tyler & Huo, 2002).

Pivotal to the present study, these scholars add that authorities’ ability to gain compliance

from community members may be accomplished by treating them in ways that encourage

judgments that procedures are fair, and that the authorities’ motives are benevolent. What

Tyler and Huo refer to as dignified and respectful treatment, we regard here as features of

communication accommodation.

Gaining an understanding of the role of accommodative practices, trust, and

compliance in police-civilian encounters is complicated by regional, cultural, and historical

differences. It is intuitively obvious from television news and film content that police

agencies around the world differ dramatically not only in the nature of their uniforms,

demeanors, and equipment, but also in practices of corruption, abuses of power, and

thresholds for the use of force. Given our interest in understanding the extent to which these

differences influence attitudes toward law enforcement, we offer the current analysis — part

of a cross-cultural program of research aimed at solidifying empirically applied advances in

this area (see AUTHORS, 2006-a, 2007-a, b). Specifically, we report results from Russia,

incorporating Turkish and American comparison groups, to test a model of behavioral and

attitudinal factors in police-civilian interaction. Turkey was chosen due to its changing

political structure (in terms of its democratization) and culture that straddles Eastern and

Western influences. The North American context was included as a Western contrast, in part

due to its being a well-established democracy. Its value as a baseline is also grounded in its

culture being the source of the majority of research on the communicative dimensions of
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attitudes toward law enforcement, insofar as accommodation, trust, and compliance are

concerned. What follows is a review of relevant historical background and attitudinal

research in each of these three locations.

RUSSIA: A NON-DEMOCRATIC TRADITION

Post-Soviet Russia is a fascinating context for studies of intergroup and cross-cultural

communication, as it has garnered world-wide attention for its radical social and political

changes over the past two decades. As a function of these changes, policing policies have

undergone significant scrutiny. Additionally, relations between civilians and the police

(called the Militia in Russia) have not fared well. This has been due to the geographic and

political breakdown of this region (Gilinskiy, 2003), that has fostered mistrust in the minds

of Russian civilians toward the Militia (e.g., Beck & Robertson, 2005; Sergeyev, 2001;

Zveki, 1996). An investigation of the existing structure in the Russian Militia — and its

historical origins — should clarify factors at the root of these attitudes.

The former Soviet Union collapsed in 1991 with a three-fold policy initiated by

President Gorbachev. This policy included perestroika (restructuring), glasnost (openness),

and demokratizatsiya (democratization) (Gilinskiy, 2000, 2003; Solomon, 2005). Currently,

however, power is still retained by the ruling class, and the non-democratic methods of the

former Soviet Union are still evident (Gilinskiy, 2005). Furthermore, governmental

corruption and the militarization of both economic and political policy are still prevalent

today (Gilinskiy, 2003). Whereas there have been efforts to change the existing structure in

order to develop efficiency in the Militia, and to create more positive police-civilian

relations, actual changes in policy have not taken effect immediately in Russia. The reason

for this pace may rest in the former Soviet Union’s cultural norms, wherein plans for change

are created, yet implementation of those plans is rarely executed (Gilinskiy, 2003). Sergeyev

(2001) has described a vague, “gray zone,” that can be found between the new laws of post-

Soviet Russia that are poorly implemented, and stable patterns of social behavior that existed

well before the Soviet collapse. We now turn to an analysis of the current structure of the

Russian Militia and how the civilian and Militia relationship is affected by this unique

transition period in Russia’s history.

The policy changes of post-Soviet Russia have left the Militia depleted of its financial

resources and its appeal to develop a qualified workforce. Since the fall of the Soviet Union

in 1991, Russia has shifted toward a market economy and the instability during this

transition has created a sharp increase in inflation and crime (Gilinskiy, 2000). These

changes were accompanied by a widening gap between the rich and the poor between 1991

and 1994 (Gilinskiy, 2003). The under-funded and under-equipped Militia of the post-Soviet

period has experienced increased turnover of both senior administrators and members of

specialized police forces (Sergeyev, 2001; Solomon, 2005). To survive through the unstable

economic period and to create security for their families, Militia members have turned to
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other more lucrative career choices or have looked for ways in which to take advantage of

the apparent weaknesses in the existing system. 

Responding to the disorganized state of the government in the 1990s, private

businesses were forced to depend on commercialized security services rather than the

established local Militia (Solomon, 2005). In a survey conducted to understand the current

state of the Russian Militia, 41% of the Militia members interviewed claimed that their

comrades were doing illegal policing during work hours (Solomon, 2005). Additionally,

members of the Militia have been forced to find supplemental income due to the limited

finances offered by the government. Corruption within the Militia is also a serious problem

and bribery is still considered normal behavior (Beck & Robertson, 2005; Gilinskiy, 2005;

Sergeyev, 2001). 

All aspects of Russian government and society have gone through a significant

transformation since the departure from communism (Sergeyev, 2001). While other aspects

of the government have experienced change since the fall of the Soviet Union, both the

methods and the characteristics of the Militia have remained the same (Beck & Robertson,

2005). As the abuses of human rights and corruption within the ranks of the Soviet Militia

were commonplace during the time of communism, these standards and norms of the old

system continue to exist, and there are many officials that are still resistant to change

(Gilinskiy, 2003; Solomon, 2005). In the former Soviet Union, police officials were not held

accountable to the people, but rather to the higher-ranked leaders of the communist party

(Solomon, 2005). As a result, members of the Soviet Militia abused their authority and

expressed their freedom to operate in an unethical manner without repercussions.

Currently, the Ministry of Internal Affairs (MVD) is responsible for the three armed

divisions of the Russian government: the internal army, specialized police forces, and the

Militia (police). As a division in Russia’s three armed power structures, the Militia is still

very military-like, and acts with little regard for the interests of the Russian people (Beck &

Robertson, 2005; Gilinskiy, 2003). The Russian Militia is in essence self-monitoring and

lacks accountability beyond what is stipulated in the current constitution (Beck & Robertson,

2005; Gilinskiy, 2000; Zveki, 1996). 

It is, therefore, not surprising that independent research has revealed Russian civilians’

increasing dissatisfaction with Militia activities (Mazaev, 1997), despite that throughout the

1990’s, police reform rested high on the political agenda (Beck & Robertson, 2005). Integral

to this shift in priority, the Russian government has pushed for a change in the Militia’s

directives by stipulating the following goals: provide citizens with personal safety, stop and

prevent both crime and civil law breaking, solve crimes, and secure civil order and safety

(Gilinskiy, 2003). Additionally, under the post-Soviet theme of glasnost, the Militia’s goal

has been more attuned to lawfulness and consciousness of human rights (Gilinskiy, 2003;

Solomon, 2005). Accordingly, in 1996, a plan called the “Concept of Development for the

Internal Affairs Agencies and Internal Troops of Russia” was created to promote a positive

change. This plan was given specific milestones in 1996, 2000, and 2005, to assess concrete
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progress, and the MVD was restructured so that it could focus on its goals to restore and

maintain public respect (Beck & Robertson, 2005). Unfortunately, however, achievement

of the aforementioned basic goals has not been met (Gilinskiy, 2005; Mazaev, 1997;

Solomon, 2005). Despite government efforts, both the Militia and the MVD are presently

considered to be weak and disorganized (Beck & Robertson, 2005). Furthermore, while the

1996 plan and its milestones were noble in their conception, it was unsuccessful in practice

(Solomon, 2005). To this day, there are instances of human rights abuse, the Militia still

considers itself above the law, and there has been little change in the relationship between

the Militia and the political structures of the government (Beck & Robertson, 2005). 

However, there have been instances in which reports of poor Militia performance —

especially as related to crime — have been exaggerated, thereby increasing public distrust

(Beck & Robertson, 2005; Sergeyev, 2001; Solomon 2005). Notwithstanding exceptions,

Russia’s citizens are not hopeful for change in the current state of relations between

themselves and the Militia (e.g., Gilinskiy, 2003). The crime rate doubled between 1984 and

1997, and there was a particularly significant increase in violent crimes (Gilinskiy, 2003).

The lack of faith in the Russian Militia has forced communities to act on their own to deal

with the increase in crime (Sergeyev, 2001). Community organization and neighborhood

watch programs have been used to decrease crime in local communities.

Findings of a panel study conducted in 1993 and 1996 (Zveki, 1996), indicated that

40% of the sample did not seek help from the Militia primarily because of mistrust. Survey

data from Moscow, St. Petersburg, and Ekaterinburg revealed that there is a large portion of

the population that considers the police to be corrupt, and that believe that the use of physical

violence by the Militia has increased. These respondents also indicated that they had chosen

not to report crimes to the police because they felt that it would be ineffective. The Russians

also stated a lack of confidence in the Militia’s capabilities and willingness to serve the

community. The opinion that the Militia could not assist citizens with crime prevention

intensified between 1993 and 1996. Overall dissatisfaction with the Militia was reported in

an alarming 66.9% of the sample.

In other attitudinal research, Gilinskiy (2005) conducted a comparative analysis

evaluating four annual surveys of the population in St. Petersburg. The survey was

administered to approximately 6000 respondents from 1999 through 2002. One third of the

respondents evaluated Militia misconduct as a serious problem. In 1999, 36.5% believed that

bribery was considered a serious problem, and this statistic increased to 46.5% in 2002. Only

a third of the victims of crime made reports to the local Militia. Gilinskiy suggested that the

problem of under-reporting was a direct reflection of the lack of confidence in the Militia.

The manner in which Militia members treated civilians also changed for the worse during

the four year period. Whereas 41.9% of the sample felt as though they were treated fairly by

the Militia in 1999, only 24.5% of the respondents felt similarly in 2002. Lower levels of

satisfaction were also reported regarding direct contact with Militia members, and those

detained in the streets considered the conduct of the Militia as impolite or very impolite. 
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Russia has experienced considerable transformation in the last twenty years. While the

policies and laws of the government have changed dramatically, the practices of the Militia

and the way civilians are treated has worsened due to the alleged increase in the Militia’s

unlawful behavior (Gilinskiy, 2000, 2003; Zveki, 1996). Whereas the government has made

efforts to ameliorate this situation and to create more trust between civilians and the Militia,

the implementation of these plans have lacked considerably. 

TURKEY’S DEMOCRACY: A CULTURAL BRIDGE BETWEEN EAST AND WEST

Turkey has assumed critical importance as a bridge between Asia and Europe —

geographically, economically, politically, and culturally. Some of its developing Western

characteristics have been due to social and economic reforms that occurred during its

attempts to gain access to the European Union (Cao & Burton, 2006). Of interest here, many

of these reforms related directly to the country’s security system and its developing emphasis

on democratization and human rights. Other efforts focused on improvements in police

education and public relations campaigns enacted to improve the image of the police. In

terms of general background, policing in Turkey is enforced by three national forces: the

civil police, gendarmerie, and the coastal security. The traditionally centralized and coercive

style of policing in Turkey was adapted from the French Centralized Policing System. Most

recently, public complaints (as presented in the news media), as well as research reports by

academicians, have made local police departments realize the importance of police-citizen

coordination and cooperation. In fact, “community policing” and highly improved

educational programs are the main framework of the policies in today’s Turkey. This

emphasis on positive relations between police and the communities they serve underscores

the importance of studies that assess police accommodation, trust in police, and perceived

tendency to comply with police officers. 

Despite advancements in the Turkish police organization’s person-centered goals,

public attitudes toward the police have not been the subject of significant research. Studies

conducted through the turn of the last century indicated primarily negative attitudes. For

example, Aksit and Demirtas (2003) conducted a comprehensive qualitative study (focus

group) that revealed that Turkish civilians and police perceived one other in “us” versus

“them” terms. Both perceived social distance between the police and the public, and both

groups believed that healthy intergroup cooperation between civilians and officers could not

be established. Other research has indicated that Turkish civilians consider police officers

to be largely uneducated, and has highlighted a communication gap between police and the

public they serve. Not surprisingly, Turkish citizens expect officers to behave more

professionally, ethically, politely, make more objective decisions, be more democratic, and

avoid the practice of bribery (Aksit & Demirtas, 2003; Dundar, 1983; Erdag, 1998; Erdogan,

2000; Oztaner, 1990; Oztekin, 1997). These research findings have emphasized the Turkish
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police organization’s need for more successful public relations efforts aimed at increasing

public awareness of the functions and powers of the police force. 

However, in interesting contrast to the above, the European and World Value Surveys

(Institute for Social Research, 2000) reported increases in Turkish civilians’ confidence in

police over time. The percentage of those expressing confidence increased from 62.5% in

1990, to 68.6% in 1995, to 70.0% in the year 2000. These levels are quite high compared to

those in other EU member states, with Turkey’s neighboring countries, and with other

Muslim nations (Cao & Burton, 2006). Although no research could be located for the current

study, the role of socio-demographic factors is likely to be important in predicting judgments

about police in Turkey, as it is in other nation states. 

In sum, notwithstanding improvements in the police organization and goals for

improved public relations as evidenced in the organization’s slogan, “Police-public hand in

hand,” the police organization in Turkey is the object of negative prejudices and stereotypes.

THE UNITED STATES: A WESTERN PERSPECTIVE

ON POLICE-CIVILIAN INTERACTION

As seems to be the case in Turkey, many American civilians hold “contradictory

perceptions of the police” (White & Menke, 1982, p. 223). That is, police officers are almost

revered — and yet despised — at the same time (Molloy & Giles, 2002). This ambivalence

contributes to making street police work an emotionally stressful occupation (Howard,

Tuffin, & Stephens, 2000; see also, Toch, 2003) and one in which the vast majority of

officers concede that they have an image problem (Oberle, 2004). Such images are not

alleviated by the largely negative representations of police on television programs, many of

which focus on officers’ alleged abuses of force (e.g., Lawrence, 2000; Ross, 2000), media

reports that document a long history of police having problems with their image (e.g.,

Gwynne, 1995; Halbfinger, 2003), and research that highlights officers’ inequitable

treatment of citizens (e.g., Friedrich, 1980; Jacobs & O’Brien, 1998; Norris, Fielding, Kemp,

& Fielding, 1992; Smith, Visher, & Davidson, 1984). 

In line with our present examination of indirect (e.g., parasocial via media) as well as

direct contact with police, Rosenbaum, Schuk, Costello, Hawkins, and Ring (2005) found

that vicarious contact with police was more important in predicting attitudes than was

personal contact. In particular, a positive experience reported by someone the respondent

knew in the last year was associated with less negative images of law enforcement. Although

no comprehensive meta-analysis of attitudes toward the police across cultures exists, many

Western investigations have pointed to the role of socio-demographic factors in predicting

such judgments, albeit these vary greatly from community to community (e.g., Frank,

Brandl, Cullen, & Stichman, 1996; Klyman & Kruckenberg, 1974). In general, older, female,

urban, better educated, higher-incomed, married, and Caucasian respondents in comparison

to their social counterparts consistently manifest more positive views of law enforcement
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(e.g., Benson, 1981; Eschholz, Sims Blackwell, Gertz, & Chiricos, 2002; Olsen, 2005; Peek,

Lowe, & Alston, 1981; Tyler & Huo, 2002; Weitzer, 1999; Yates & Pillai, 1996) as do many

of those who reside in communities where the level of criminal disorder is purportedly low

(Hennigan, Maxson, Sloane, & Ranney, 2002). Ethnic perceptions of law enforcement in the

West have also received widespread empirical attention. Taylor, Turner, Esbensen, and

Winfree (2001) found that Caucasians and Asians had the more favorable views of police,

followed by Hispanics and Native Americans, and then African Americans. These results,

particularly as they relate to African Americans’ trust in law enforcement (Huo & Tyler,

2000; Tyler, 2001; Tyler & Huo, 2002), have been confirmed by many others (e.g., Parker,

Onyekwuluje, & Murty, 1995; Prine, Ballard, & Robinson, 2001; Smith & Hawkins, 1973;

Wortley, 1996). 

As the preceding review indicates, civilians’ attitudes toward police officers in Russia,

Turkey, and the United States share similarities and differences. Research in Turkey and the

U.S.A. indicates that officers are simultaneously disapproved of and, yet, respected.

Additionally, citizens in these countries expect both abuse and respect from those sworn to

protect them. Russian attitudes, in contrast, are quite negative in nature. We ask then, what

implications do these contradictory attitudes (both within and between locations) carry for

expected communication, and across cultures? Furthermore, what are the effects of these

perceptions on citizens’ inclinations to assist officers in performing their duties, vis a vis

compliance with officer requests? Other than general prescriptions that officers’ styles

should be respectful of the communities they serve (Miller, 1999; Sunshine & Tyler, 2003b),

little empirical data are available pertaining to the types of communicative acts civilians in

different cultures expect or experience when encountering police officers. We now explore

these questions as we offer an important theoretical approach to the study of police-civilian

interaction, and introduce a line of research inspired by it.

THE THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND ASSOCIATED DATA

Key aspects of police-civilian interaction can be understood from a communication

accommodation theory perspective (CAT) (Giles, Coupland, & Coupland, 1991; Gallois,

Ogay, & Giles, 2005). The theory has been described as one of the most prominent theories

in the social psychology of language (Tracy & Haspel, 2004), and, having been applied in

many contexts, it has expanded into an “interdisciplinary model of relational and identity

processes in communicative interaction” (Coupland & Jaworski, 1997, pp. 241-242). The

theory explores the ways in which individuals vary their communicative behavior to

accommodate others given where they believe others to be (see Thakerar, Giles, & Cheshire,

1982), their motivations for so doing, and the social consequences arising. An

accommodative climate is one in which conversational partners listen to one another, take

the other’s views into account, desire to understand their conversational partner’s unique



Perceptions of Trust, Compliance and Accommodation in Police-Civilian Encounters Christopher Hajek et al.

Russian Journal of Communication, Vol. 1, No. 2 (Spring 2008) 135

situation, and explain things in ways that “sit right” with their partner. An accommodative

climate also features pleasantness, politeness, and respect. 

In addition to being oriented toward interpersonal issues, CAT is also closely linked

to the intergroup stakes of an encounter (Gudykunst, 1986; Harwood & Giles, 2005). For

example, many civilians are likely to perceive — and hence communicate with — police

officers in terms of their social category membership and unique roles rather than react to

them as idiosyncratic individuals (let alone as co-citizens); indeed the badge, uniform, visible

equipment, and even hairstyle are likely to have engendered strong feelings of intergroup

boundaries since childhood (Durkin & Jeffrey, 2000; Giles, Zwang-Weissman, & Hajek,

2004; Singer & Singer, 1985). Creating an accommodating climate is challenging for officers

who, probably more than most, communicate with “numerous people whose backgrounds,

needs, points of view, and prejudices vary dramatically, moment to moment” (Thompson,

1983, p. 9); such interactions may be considered “intergroup” to the highest degree.

The present study is part of a series of studies that have attempted to empirically

explore the perceived role of officers’ accommodation across cultural boundaries. The first

of these studies examined differences between ethnic groups within the United States

(AUTHORS, 2006-b). For this study, three large samples of Californian respondents

(Mexican-Americans, European-Americans, and a mixed sample of university students) were

asked in a variety ways and contexts about their attitudes toward specified local law

enforcement agencies in southern California. In general, ratings of satisfaction with local

police were significantly above the neutral mid-point, with males, non-European-Americans,

and younger people being less positive in these regards. In addition, and invoking separate

structural equation models for the three different populations, socio-demographic factors had

very few direct effects on assessments of local officers and rated satisfaction with them.

However, officers’ communication accommodation skills very strongly predicted

assessments of officers — and to a much greater extent than did rated trust in the police. 

The next stage of this research program involved discovering whether the potent role

of officers’ perceived accommodativeness in predicting attitudes toward law enforcement

was context-specific or more universal in a global sense. Targeting “police in general” rather

than specifying a local agency, AUTHORS (2007-a) examined the generality of previous

structural equation models with students in another U.S. region (viz., in the Midwest,

Kansas) and the other two in the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and Taiwan. Besides the

large ethnolinguistic differences between the American locales and the latter, these three (in

contrast to the agencies in southern California) also had prior histories of police misuse of

force and/or corruption. In summary, structural equation models for the three settings had

much in common. Perceived accommodation and trust were co-determinants of attitudes

towards the police, and both shaped respondents’ expressed obligations to obey them.

Nonetheless, important cross-cultural differences did emerge. In the Taiwanese model,

whereas trust in the police was influential in predicting satisfaction with the police, officer

accommodation was perceived to be more influential. In the Kansas and PRC models, while
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perceptions of officers’ accommodation largely determined trust in them and vice-versa, it

was only the trust factor in these settings that predicted the outcomes.

Given intriguing findings among accommodation, trust, and the relationships of these

phenomena to civilians’ inclinations to comply with police requests, the next stages of the

research program involved tests of a streamlined model of communication accommodation

with a focus on these three key variables only. To this end, we investigated racial and ethnic

differences within and between the United States (Louisianans) and South Africa

(AUTHORS, 2006-a), and conducted a similar study to explore differences around the

Pacific Rim — sampling specifically in Japan, Korea, Guam, and Canada (AUTHORS,

2007-b). In both studies, in addition to differences that emerged between nations and/or

ethnicities, we found that officer accommodativeness indirectly predicted civilian

compliance through trust. 

THE PRESENT INVESTIGATION: 

RATIONALE, HYPOTHESES, AND RESEARCH QUESTION

Our rationale for the present study originates in our previously stated questions. That

is, what implications do contradictory attitudes toward law enforcement carry for expected

communication, and across cultures? Moreover, what are the effects of these perceptions on

citizens’ inclinations to assist officers in performing their duties, insofar as compliance with

officer requests is concerned? This study represents the further exploration of these questions

— and the universality of their answers — with an analysis of communicative dimensions

of police-civilian interaction in Russia, along with Turkish and American comparisons. As

mentioned above, the Turkish locale was selected for regional comparison purposes, and

because its changing culture has straddled Eastern and Western influences. The North

American context was included as a Western contrast, and to represent a baseline for

comparison given that its culture is the source of the majority of research on the

communicative dimensions of attitudes toward law enforcement. 

Not only has the study of “compliance” as an outcome variable enjoyed a long history

in interpersonal communication research (e.g., Anderson, Dillard & Knobloch, 2002;

Wilson, 2002), the concept has been extremely potent to police officers at a practical level.

Indeed, officers look to their communication skills to effect voluntary compliance wherever

possible rather than having to resort to physical coercion to gain it. Based on our prior

findings regarding perceptions of accommodation in the law enforcement context in diverse

geo-political regions, we proposed to test a model  that perceived officer accommodativeness

would predict two paths to reported civilian compliance; one direct and the other indirect

through trust. This model, together with the importance of assessing perceptions of police,

what we know about the Russian, Turkish, and U.S. cultures, and highlighting our belief in

the symbiotic relationship between compliance and public safety — a particularly salient



Perceptions of Trust, Compliance and Accommodation in Police-Civilian Encounters Christopher Hajek et al.

Russian Journal of Communication, Vol. 1, No. 2 (Spring 2008) 137

issue in such regions engaged in rapid political and social change — one hypothesis (H) and

a research question (RQ) are posed as follows:

H: Perceived officer communication accommodation will directly, as well as

indirectly through trust, predict perceived voluntary compliance with police in

Russia, Turkey, and the USA.

RQ: Generally, what differences (if any) will emerge between Russia, Turkey, and the

USA, in perceived officer accommodativeness, trust, and voluntary compliance?

METHOD

Sample

Undergraduate students (N = 617) from universities in three countries participated in

the study. Russian participants (n = 198; 96 females) ranged in age from 18 to 27, with a

mean reported age of 20.70 (SD = 1.88). All of these participants were ethnically self-

identified Russians, and were students at Saint Petersburg State University in St. Petersburg,

Russia. The Turkish participants (n = 219; 119 females) ranged in age from 17 to 29, with

a mean reported age of 21.63 (SD = 1.91). They were all Turkish, and students at Baskent

University and Ankara University in Ankara. American participants (n = 200; 102 females)

were recruited from a large university in Baton Rouge, Louisiana. Their ages ranged from

17 to 50, with a mean reported age 20.70 (SD = 3.86). All of these participants were

Caucasian, to maintain consistency with the mono-ethnic Russian and Turkish comparison

groups.

Procedure and Materials

The 38-item instrument was adapted from previous surveys of attitudes toward local

law enforcement (AUTHORS, 2006-b), and included items about perceptions of police

officer accommodation, trust in police, and attitudes about compliance with police requests

(see Table 1). Likert-type items anchored by “strongly agree” and “strongly disagree” were

used to assess accommodation, whereas bi-polar semantic differential scales were used (e.g.,

“very unpleasant” to “very pleasant”) to assess trust and compliance. The questionnaire also

consisted of a number of demographic items. In Russia and Turkey, an English version of

the questionnaire was translated into Russian and Turkish, respectively, and these versions

were back-translated to English. Bilingual consultants checked these translations for

consistency, and to ensure that the translations were sensitive to the cultural contexts, and

that the original instrument’s meaning was not distorted. Questionnaires in the United States

were administered in English. 
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 TABLE 1

MEASUREMENT MODELS: CRONBACH ALPHAS AND STANDARDIZED REGRESSION WEIGHTS 

          Regression Weights

Latent Variable Indicators      Russia               USA     Turkey
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Perceived Officer Accommodation (Cronbach Alpha) .86 .90 .92

How pleasant are the police officers? .70 .79 .85

How accommodating are police officers? .81 .81 .84

How respectful of students are police officers? .88 .83 .84

How polite are police officers? .82 .91 .85

How well do police officers explain things? .64 .69 .75

Reported Trust in Police (Cronbach Alpha) .85 .93 .92

Do you feel you should support the police? .77 .72 .61

Do you feel the police protect citizen rights? .69 .83 .82

Confidence that the police department can do its job well .60 .85 .86

Trust the police to make decisions that are good for everyone .74 .84 .82

How satisfied are you with services provided by the police? .63 .86 .92

How would you rate the police department? .75 .87 .87

Attitudes About Compliance (Cronbach Alpha) .80 .75 .77

You should obey the police .84 .55 .82

I would always try to follow what a police officer says I should do .83 .42 .59

People should obey the decisions that police officers make .63 .94 .77
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Results

To test the Hypothesis, structural equation models were constructed for each of the

three locations and tested for the influence of perceived officer communication

accommodation and reported trust in police on attitudes about compliance with police officer

requests. An initial test of each measurement model showed that all the indicator variables

posted consistently high path coefficients from their latent factors in each location. See Table

1 for Cronbach alphas for the scales as well as the regression coefficients.

The outcomes for the final models were very similar across all locations with

exception of the United States where the path from perceived police officer accommodation

to attitudes about compliance was statistically significant. The statistics for each location are

summarized in Table 2.

The relationships between perceived police officer accommodation and reported trust

in police, perceived officer accommodation and attitudes about compliance, and reported

trust in police and attitudes about compliance, are summarized in Figure 1.

The path from perceived officer accommodation to reported trust posted a strong

positive relationship. Additionally, there was a strong, positive relationship between reported
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TABLE 2 

STRUCTURAL EQUATION MODEL REGRESSION WEIGHTS AND GOODNESS OF FIT STATISTICS

Models
Betas

Accom/Trust
Betas

Accom/Comply
Betas

Trust/Comply c2 p CFI TLI RMSEA

Russia .80 N.S. .76 94.04 < .05 .99 .99 .042

USA .71 .26 .45 104.71 <.01 .99 .99 .051

Turkey .92 N.S. .53 122.26 <.01 .99 .99 .057

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

trust in police and attitudes about compliance with officer requests (p < .001) in all locations.

Moreover, as mentioned above, the United States sample revealed a weak to moderate

positive relationship between perceived officer accommodation and attitudes about

compliance with police requests.

As an initial means of examining differences among the three countries (and to address

the RQ), a 3 (location) x 2 (gender) MANOVA was conducted for accommodation, trust, and

compliance. Respondent gender was included due to emergent effects in some previous

studies on attitudes toward law enforcement (see AUTHORS 2006-a, 2006-b). The

multivariate test indicated significant effects for location, L = .878, F (2, 615) = 13.65, p <

FIGURE 1 

FINAL MODEL: THE INFLUENCE OF PERCEIVED POLICE OFFICER ACCOMMODATION AND

REPORTED TRUST IN POLICE ON ATTITUDES ABOUT COMPLIANCE WITH POLICE REQUESTS
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.001, h  = .06. However, no effects were found for gender, L = .990, F (1, 615) = 2.05, p <2

.11, h  = .01, nor was an interaction effect found for location and gender, L = .988, F (1, 615)2

= 1.19, p < .31, h  = .006.2

Given the insignificant gender finding, no follow-up tests were conducted for this

variable. Follow-up ANOVAs were conducted to investigate the role of location, and they

indicated significant effects for trust and perceived compliance. Means and standard

deviations were:

                                                    Russia             Turkey                USA

Accommodation             3.53 (1.07) 3.43 (1.38)        3.54 (1.22)

      Trust                                 4.16 (1.06) 3.75 (1.38)        4.53 (1.19)

      Compliance                       4.26 (1.24) 4.26 (1.44)        4.58 (1.27)

The test for accommodation, F (2, 612) = 0.48, p < .62, h  = .002, was not significant,2

and suggested that participants in all three locations did not differ substantially in their

perceptions of police officer accommodation. Participants in all locations found police to be

moderately accommodating. The ANOVAs for trust, F (2, 614) = 21.52, p < .001, h  = .07,2

and perceived compliance, F (2, 613) = 3.99, p < .02, h  = .013, however, were significant.2

Participants in all locations differed significantly in their trust of police. Specifically,

Americans trusted police more than did Russians who, in turn, trusted police more than did

Turkish participants. Finally, Americans reported a higher likelihood of complying with

police requests than did either Russians or Turkish participants (who did not significantly

differ in this regard). In sum, the answer to the RQ was such that perceptions of officer

accommodativeness did not differ among participants in the three settings, although potent

differences were found for trust and perceived compliance.

DISCUSSION

The findings from the multivariate analyses underscore the value of examining

differences across national groups in studies of this nature. Klyman and Kruckenberg (1974)

suggested some time ago that each police precinct has its own set of unique problems, and

we find that the same may be said of each nation given its unique socio-historical climate.

In summary, and related to our Research Question, participants in all locations perceived of

police as being moderately accommodating. Additionally, they expressed moderately high

levels of trust and inclination to comply with police requests. Taken as a whole, these results

indicate that young adults in the three locations are fairly respectful of the authority of

police. That is, they seem to grant the police some level of authority to correct aberrant

behavior and, as citizens, they expect to comply accordingly. This finding was surprising as

it related to the Russian sample, as the literature has suggested a rougher history of civilian-
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Militia relations in that cultural milieu. Also perhaps surprising was the lack of gender

effects in that women did not report being any more compliant nor construed officers as

more accommodating and trustworthy than their male counterparts in any cultural setting.

Our multivariate analyses also revealed that American participants trusted police more

than did those in Russia, who were in turn more trusting than Turkish participants.

Additionally, Americans reported a higher likelihood of complying with police requests than

did either the Russian or Turkish participants. Generally, these results indicate that the

Western model of law enforcement, as least as expressed in the U.S.A., is more likely to

encourage trust in police and accompanying compliance than are other models. In regard to

compliance, and as far as our particular American sample was concerned, we do not know,

as yet, whether this was obligated from fears of recriminations or borne out of desires to

maintain civic order. An argument in favor of the latter motivating factor rests in the fact that

the American sample was comprised of Caucasians who were, arguably, collectivistic

“Southerners.” As such, it would be expected that many of these individuals were members

of extended families that were actively enmeshed in their community. As such, any

misbehavior could be perceived as a reflection on family; thus expected compliance would

be high.

Again, our prediction related to the roles of perceived accommodation in determining

civilian reported trust and compliance provided partial support for the Hypothesis. The

hypothesized relationship that accommodation would predict perceived trust in police which

would, in turn, influence reported compliance, held in all three locations; however, a direct

relationship between accommodation and compliance existed for the American sample only.

The different solution emerging in this latter case is interesting. In a lawful society, it is

essential that the custodians of the law be obeyed. In the Figure 1 model settings, trust is

necessary but perhaps not sufficient for a lawful, police order-compliant society. In the

U.S.A. — a country with a well-establish democracy, unlike Russia and Turkey — citizens

may expect more accommodation from police officers. This effect may be amplified by the

aforementioned possibility that popular Southern American expectations of politeness would,

in many cases, make it difficult to not comply with a polite request. Therefore, an

accommodating officer would be placing greater social pressure on a citizen to comply, not

simply because of the officer’s position of authority, but because the request itself would be

difficult to ignore when framed in the “correct” manner. On another note, and considering

comparisons with Russia and Turkey, whereas trust is influential in all locations, perhaps the

more long-standing democratic system in the United States has made trust of police per se

less of a necessity, as noted above. From the data, it appears that behaviors (accommodative

ones in particular) may be directly and/or indirectly influential in compliance gaining

alongside attitudes such as trust — the latter being more crucial in developing democracies

(or non-democratic ones), or perhaps Muslim, or Eastern, cultures. 

While the strengths of the paths from accommodation to trust were quite high for all

locations, it is noteworthy that the strengths of the pathways from trust to reported
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compliance differed between groups in the Figure 1 model. Given the strength of the path

from accommodation to trust for the Turkish participants, it is interesting to note that the

Turkish sample revealed the least robust path from trust to compliance. Again, this may have

been due to more recent — and deliberate — changes occurring in that country’s culture as

it adopts more Western European cultural perspectives and policies. Arguably, this could

allow citizens a perceived freedom to question police power, and believe, accordingly, that

they would comply (or not) with police requests.

From an applied perspective, the strengths of our model paths, and whether

perceptions of officers’ accommodativeness have direct or indirect effects in predicting

compliance with the police, albeit fascinating issues to tease apart cross-contextually in their

own right, are perhaps moot. The data herein show that vicariously observing and/or directly

receiving accommodation from officers will engender trust in police in general and likely

relieve stress and frustration in the immediacy of an encounter. This might be the case

especially for civilians in new and/or changing democracies, or nation-states with

complicated histories that have, at times, involved the suppression of individuals’ rights.

Additionally, the current results lend evidence to our claim that the importance of trust in

police and officer accommodation may be of universal importance in obtaining civilian

compliance.

Importantly, we make no claims for our findings in any one nation to generalize to

other regions of it, yet the fact that our model holds up across very different cultural contexts

is testimony to its robustness. Furthermore, we acknowledge that work is needed in more

cultural contexts and with samples other than college students. That said, undergraduates are

likely, arguably, to have as much if not more contact with police officers late night

downtown on the weekends than other sectors of the population, lending further validity to

our findings. For future research, we need to determine from police-civilian encounters (see

Solan & Tiersma, 2005) what can be coded (verbally and nonverbally) and discursively

analyzed as accommodative and confirming actions on the one hand, and nonaccommodating

and disconfirming actions on the other (see Sieburg, 1976). Furthermore, future explorations

may address the extent to which sexual orientation, age, gender, and ethnic make-up of the

police officer and civilian impact their drawing upon their accommodative-

nonaccommodative resources, as well as a myriad of respondent variables (non-student,

political orientation, prior nature of contact with police, ethnic identification, etc.). 

Indeed, individuals’ accommodative skills may comprise an unrecognized statement

about their communicative competences (see Burleson & Greene, 2003) and, in this way,

CAT has the potential to be associated with a very wide range of their uses of

communicative actions in both interpersonal and intercultural settings (see Gallois, 2003).

In terms of CAT, and in light of our findings, we again suggest that a key motive for officer

convergence is the desire to gain compliance. Such motives underlying convergence are

central to communication in other service contexts and organizations as well. For example,

Hajek, Villagran, and Wittenberg-Lyles (2007) applied CAT to physician-patient encounters,
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and found evidence for the positive relationship between perceived physician

accommodation and compliance with physicians’ treatment recommendations. Such benefits

of accommodation skills have also been observed in settings where, for example, a travel

agent accommodated her pronunciation to the different socio-economically-based language

styles of her Welsh clientele (Coupland, 1984) and, in Taiwan, where salespersons

converged more to customers than vice-versa (van den Berg, 1986). Whatever, the work

herein highlights the value in further developing CAT — theoretically as well as empirically

— so as to incorporate consequences of accommodating in terms of attributed trust and

anticipated compliance, as well as longer-term institutional goals such as intergroup

cooperation, and in our case, effective community-policing.

Paradoxically given the above findings, communication skills are given short shrift in

police officer training (see however, Thompson, 1983). In fact, almost all training in the

U.S.A. is devoted to officer safety through acquiring arrest, control, defensive, and weapon

techniques. It is an empirical question as to what extent invoking the latter techniques could

be avoided, or at least attenuated in terms of level of force delivered, if appropriate

accommodative skills — as prescribed by CAT — were engaged (McCluskey, 2003). While

the importance of officer safety through re-learning perishable physical skills and muscle

memory cannot be under-estimated, our findings regarding the importance of officers’

accommodative practices in determining trust in and compliance with them (new

developments for CAT) suggest that far more attention should be directed at developing

communication skills in general, and accommodative ones in particular (Huang, Flanagan,

Longmire, & Vaughn, 1996). Such training could include education about how to solicit

respect through the use of situationally-appropriate address forms, listening skills, empathy,

explanations, and nonverbal skills (e.g., smiling). Of course these tactics should be sensitive

to the values, customs, and needs of a wide variety of civilians within a given culture. While

civilians often see “the badge” rather than the person behind it, officers, too, should be

person-centered rather than over-categorically oriented, especially in changing social

systems such as Russia and Turkey, and in ethnically-charged environments such as the

United States. Of course, we also acknowledge that accommodation would be dysfunctional,

and therefore ill-advised, in certain life-threatening circumstances. 

This is not to conclude that communication interventions in this sphere should be a

one-way street. The public, in tandem, require educating about the sometimes necessary but

perceptually under- or non-accommodating stances that officers need to take for their own

(as well as others’) safety. These situations include most traffic stops, wherein officers have

no idea whether those stopped have just committed felonious activities, possess weapons,

and so forth. If community-oriented policing and collaborative efforts to reduce crime are

to launch in any meaningful way — especially in cultures with troubled histories, or periods

of significant social change as is the case in Russia and Turkey — intergroup boundaries

between law enforcement and the community need to be dissolved. One approach to this is
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to improve the quality of communication occurring between these parties through

accommodative practices that have herein been shown to promote trust and compliance.

Finally, we hope to stimulate more research in Russia on the aforementioned issues

as well as the relationships between crime, law enforcement, and communication here.

Clearly our model can be expanded to include more antecedent factors (e.g., perceived safety

of local neighborhoods) and outcomes (e.g., complaints received about officers). Moreover,

there is also room for longitudinal studies to be conducted in Russia as societal and political

changes inevitably ensue in a globalizing world as well as a need for more behavioral and

ethnographic work to be engaged. The fact that Russian officers were perceived as

moderately trusted and accommodative is perhaps unexpected given the tenor of the

background literature. How Russians (and of different ethnic persuasions) account for

current and changing levels of trust and construe police actions as accommodative-

nonaccommodative is obviously a valued empirical direction to undertake so that we might

add flesh and meat to the bones of our structural equation model.
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ETHICS IN PUBLIC RELATIONS: AMERICAN

AND RUSSIAN STUDENTS’ PERSPECTIVES ON

PROFESSIONAL CHALLENGES

BRUCE BERGER AND ELINA ERZIKOVA3

This study investigates Russian (n=206) and American (n=204) public relations

students’ perceptions of relationships between ethics and public relations

practice. The results suggest that, although there are some similarities, students

in the two countries view professional public relations ethics and leadership

quite differently. Russian participants were more likely than their American

counterparts to see obstacles that might have prevented them from ethical

conduct. More American than Russian participants reported intentions to

confront an unethical decision of superiors. 

Key words: public relations, ethics, leadership, Russia, United States 

In recent years, public relations scholars, educators and practitioners have paid increasing

attention to ethical frameworks in decision making and to codifying ethics in practice.

However, few studies have examined perceptions of ethics on the part of public relations

students. This comparative study explores this important topic through the perceptions of

206 Russian and 204 American public relations students. 

The results suggest that, though there are some similarities, students in the two

countries view professional public relations ethics and leadership quite differently. First,

more American participants (39 percent) than Russian respondents (23 percent) said there

were no obstacles that might have prevented them from following ethical rules. Second,

while identifying the most important characteristics of public relations leadership, Russian

students valued management skills, whereas American students placed greater emphasis on

honesty. Third, more American respondents (85 percent) than Russian participants (59

percent) appeared to be ready to confront management if they made an inappropriate or
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unethical decision. This exploratory research helps increase our understanding of similarities

and differences between the two groups, which represent the next generation of public

relations professionals.

LITERATURE REVIEW

 

Public Relations and Ethics

Public relations scholars have proposed a variety of ethical frameworks and models

to bring ethical criteria to strategic decision-making processes in organizations. Edgett

(2002) suggested 10 criteria for ethical advocacy in public relations: Evaluation of the issue

before considering it merits of advocacy; priority, or loyalty to the client or employer;

sensitivity, which is the balancing interests of the client with those of publics; confidentiality,

or the protection of clients’ morally justified secrets; veracity, or full truthfulness;

reversibility, which implies “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you;” validity,

or argumentation based on sound reasoning; visibility, or identification of originators of

persuasive messages to the public; respect to the audience; and consent, or clearly articulated

rules and agreement to them of the parties involved in the communication process. 

David (2004) outlined a comprehensive framework by which to evaluate professional

values in public relations. He argued that public relations practice might be affected by a fear

of litigation and financial losses in case of malpractice. As a result, professional values are

likely to be trumped or compromised to avoid embarrassment or law suit. 

Bowen (2005a) created a deontological analysis, which is, according to Berger and

Reber (2006), comparable with public relations professional and organizational codes of

ethics. Deontological ethics, in Bowen’s (2007) words, “[R]equires that the respect and

dignity of others be maintained in ethical decision making” (p. 281). These and other

theorists (e.g., Grunig, Grunig, & Dozier, 2002) contend that ethical practices help

organizations do the right things in society, build trust with stakeholders, and strengthen the

profession. 

Professional Associations

Professional public relations associations also have long emphasized the need for

ethical practice through codes, accreditation measures, training programs and other means.

The most recent Public Relations Society of America Code of Ethics, for example, is

introduced with this statement: “Ethical practice is the most important obligation of a PRSA

member” (PRSA Member Code of Ethics, p. 5). The PRSA code is founded on professional

values of advocacy, honesty, expertise, independence, loyalty and fairness, and the document

concludes by asking professionals to “work constantly to strengthen the public’s trust in the

profession” (p. 13).
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Many researchers and practitioners have pointed to well-known shortcomings of

existing codes of ethics, including the general nature of their provisions, lack of enforcement

measures and cultural differences. Nevertheless, at least one recent development suggests

such codes are expanding globally. The Global Alliance for Public Relations and

Communication Management, founded in 2000, consists of more than 60 member

organizations that represent more than 150,000 practitioners internationally (Molleda, 2004).

One of the alliance’s first initiatives was development of a protocol to standardize the

various codes of ethics in the profession (“Worldwide standard,” 2003).   

        Another issue is differences among practitioners regarding professional ethics. In a

study funded by IABC, Bowen (2005b) found significant differences between men and

women regarding ethics training, ethical issues and preferred styles of moral discussion.

Although females are found to be more ethically grounded than males (Bowen, 2005b;

Ludlum & Moskaloinov, 2005), there is still lack of knowledge why the gender differences

regarding ethical issues exist and how they are formed (Bowen, 2007). The present study

does not aim to explain the differences in ethics perceptions between men and women but

examines whether the differences exist in college age individuals whose ethics perceptions

have not been influenced by public relations experience. Previous research on public

relations majors in these American and Russian universities indicated that females appeared

to be more ethical than males (Erzikova & Berger, 2007b).

Kim and Choi (2003) concluded from their survey of practitioners that ethical

standards appeared to change with age and ideology. Older practitioners showed a higher

level of agreement with the Code of Ethics, and professionals with high idealism and low

relativism showed a greater tendency to make strict ethical judgments of professional

standards than practitioners with other ideologies. Wright (1985) also found that the level

of ethical standards increased with age among PR practitioners and business professionals.

Individual professionals also may see themselves as more ethical than other PR

practitioners. Sallot, Cameron, and Lariscy (1998) found that practitioners hold their peers

in comparatively low esteem, seeing them as unprofessional and unenlightened compared

to the way they view themselves. “Practitioners see themselves individually as having higher

status, being more accountable, and having more professional skills in strategic planning and

research than their peers” (p. 14). Berger and Reber (2006) found that 15 of 65 practitioners

they interviewed admitted to having leaked information to external publics, planted rumors

in the grapevine, or used similar tactics that may blur ethical boundaries. However, nearly

twice as many (29) of those interviewed said they thought other practitioners used such

techniques.

   

Education

Recently, a few U.S. universities have initiated the process of ethical scrutiny of its

applicants (Rhode, 2006). These schools require to provide letters of recommendations in
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which applicants’ integrity is ranked on a five-point scale. Prospective students are also

asked to discuss ethical problems that they have experienced. Although the screening of

applicants for moral character might not look like an effective method to reduce the number

of unethical students, it nevertheless reveals a great concern of educators over what kind of

values future practitioners possess and what kind of norms they will bring to the professional

environment.

        In this regard, increasing attention has been devoted to the importance of teaching

professional ethics in education, and to what ought to be taught (Gale & Bunton, 2005).

Harrison (1990) surveyed public relations and advertising professors and found nearly all

of the educators believed that studying ethics was important for their students.

Emphasizing the fact that modern public relations is defined by ethical standards, the

Commission on Public Relations Education (2006) acknowledged the importance of public

relations professional education as the process of defining and teaching professional ethics;

as education that helps students to acquire skills necessary to identify and resolve moral

dilemmas in a way that leads to an ethical outcome. 

VanSlyke Turk (1989) surveyed practitioners regarding public relations curricula and

found that they believed the top five skills for success as a manager in public relations were

planning and organizing, problem solving and decision making, goal setting and prioritizing,

time management, and ethical and legal issues. Toth (1999) reported that educators and

practitioners agreed that ethics and codes of practice were one of a number of important

areas of study in public relations. One recent study examined the impact of ethics instruction

(Gale & Bunton, 2005). The researchers surveyed 242 alumni with majors in public relations

or advertising and found that graduates who had completed a media ethics course were more

likely than those who had not to value ethics more highly, better identify ethical issues, and

deem ethical issues to be important in their professional work.    

Ethics and Leadership 

Arnaud and Schminke (2007) stated, “Leadership and ethics represent a natural

combination of constructs” (p. 213). This is why history of leadership is a study of ideas

about leaders and the ethics of leadership (Ciulla, 2002). Leadership is a type of relationship,

and by understanding ethics we better understand the relationship between leaders and their

followers (Ciulla, 2003). The ethics of leadership was defined as “the obligations of leaders

to promote justice, fairness, trust, and the conditions necessary for people to live well in

communities that flourish” (Knapp, 2007, p. xii).

Thomas (2002) stated that the recognition of the fact that leadership, strategy, and

communication are integrated is the first step toward organizational success. Ashley and

Patel (2003) found that a leader, who was an effective communicator, attracted a high degree

of support of people. O’Neil (2003) argued that public relations managers’ effectiveness is

based on their ability to deal with multiple relationships, with both internal and internal
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publics. In Springston and Leichty’s (1996) words, public relations practitioners “represent

the management philosophy to external publics and interpret the concerns of external publics

to the organization’s management team” (p. 697).

Lowe, Kroeck, and Sivasubramanian (1996) argued that in the past, organizations

focused on the development of leaders at the upper level, whereas new organizational

paradigms, emphasizing a more active involvement in decision-making process, implies the

development of leaders across organizational levels. This implies that interviewing practices

would involve not only the assessment of technical skills of prospective lower level leaders

but also the evaluation of their interpersonal abilities. An implication for teaching public

relations is that more attention should be paid to the development of leadership qualities in

students who might be expected to be effective leaders at their work place in spite of their

young age.

Thayer (1986), speculating about leadership in public relations, said that traditional

and so-called “modern” societies differ in their interpretation of leadership. In the latter, the

leader is a change agent, whereas in the former, the leader is selected to conserve the truths

of that society. Thus, one should be careful in using a single “yardstick” to measure attitudes

toward leadership in Russia, in which authoritarian culture prevails (Bahry, Boaz, & Gordon,

1997) and the United States, which is regarded as a “modern” society (Thayer, 1986). 

The importance of national context was reinforced by Spicer, Dunfee, and Bailey

(2004) in their investigation of ethical evaluations of American managers working in Russia.

The researchers found that national context influenced managers’ ethical decision-making

process by attuning them to local norms. 

Deshpande, George, and Joseph (2000), conducting a survey of Russian managers,

found that if information was detrimental for managers’ self-interests, they withheld it. Such

a behavior might be perceived as unethical by Westerners but Russians did not see violation

of ethics in this case. The reason was that the managers had a limited control over resources

in the situation in which goals were externally imposed, and this is why the practice of the

exaggeration of results and cover up mistakes were not taken as unethical. 

While examining the present, one should take into account the past. The Soviet regime

created an economic and social environment extremely different from the Western context.

Since Gorbachev’s perestroika in the middle of the 1980s, the market economy has grown

rapidly in Russia, but modern economic enterprises still suffer from inherited long-standing

norms and expectations. As Sidorov, Alexeyeva, and Shklyarik (2000) stated, “Many

problems ordinary to business ethics in developed market countries are new in Russia.

Ethical issues regarding business responsibility, risk, profit, property, leadership, decision

making, communication, etc. have no tradition in our country” (p. 922-923). Another scholar

opined that in the past, the average Russian needed such “street” virtues as dishonesty and

deception to beat the corrupt system and survive (Mitchell, 2003). 

In public relations, Russian managers are concerned with such factors as unfair

competition, bribery, and so-called “black PR” (dirty and manipulative) that hinder the
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development of the field in accordance with ethical codes (Erzikova & Berger, 2006). This

background suggests that Russian respondents might significantly differ from American

participants in ethical projections of their future experiences in public relations. 

Despite increasing research into ethics in public relations, we still know relatively little

about students’ knowledge or perceptions of professional ethics. This study contributes to

the current literature by comparing ethical orientations of Russian and American public

relations students. Such a cross-cultural study might help uncover between-society

differences and challenges that the respondents as young professionals will face in the near

future. The study also provides an indirect assessment of cultural differences that may lead

to differences in ethical decision making (Moon & Franke, 2000).

Research Questions

Based on the above discussions, this study attempts to answer the following research

questions:

 

RQ1: What are the perceptions of American and Russian public relations students

regarding ethical aspects in public relations practice? 

RQ2: What are the perceptions of American and Russian public relations students

regarding leadership characteristics in public relations practice?

RQ3: Are there any significant demographic differences between the participants’ self-

reports regarding ethics and leadership in public relations? 

 METHOD

Participants 

The survey was administrated to convenience samples of 410 public relations students

in Russia (n=206) and the United States (n=204). The total sample included 81 males and

329 females. The average age of the students was 19.8 (SD=1.7). 

The Russian data was gathered in two Russian universities, with 480 and 250 public

relations majors respectively. In the first university, located in a city with 500,000

population, 125 students (19 males and 106 females) were surveyed. Eighty-one students (14

males and 67 females) participated in the same survey in the second university, which is

located in a city with one million residents. The researchers chose the two universities for

practical reasons. In the first university one of the researchers taught a course at the public

relations department a few years ago, which facilitated access to students, while the second

university was selected because the head of the public relations program there had



Ethics in Public Relations Berger and Erzikova

Russian Journal of Communication, Vol. 1, No. 2 (Spring 2008) 155

participated in a previous research project (Erzikova & Berger, 2007) and agreed to

undertake another initiative. 

Overall, 206 Russian public relations students participated in this study. Ages ranged

from 17 to 26, with a mean of 19 years old (SD=1.53). The majority of participants

(117/206) were 18 and 19 years old. The sample consisted of 55 freshmen, 63 sophomores,

40 juniors, 35 seniors, and 13 fifth year students (higher education in the Russian Federation

requires completion of five years). The fact that only 16 percent of the overall participants

in two studies were males reflects the general situation in the public relations field in Russia,

where the majority of practitioners are women (Tsetsura, 2005). In addition, statistical data

from the universities in which the surveys took place indicate that 21 percent of all students

in the first university were male, and 15 percent of all students in the second university were

male.

Two hundred and four American public relations majors (48 males and 156 females)

participated in the same study. American students (all public relations majors) were recruited

from an introductory public relations course, an introductory communication course, and

three upper-level public relations courses at a large southeastern university with more than

500 public relations majors. 

The majority of students completed the survey outside of class time and received a

small grade credit for their participation. Similar to the Russian sample, the American pool

was a convenience sample with a predominance of females (76%). According to statistical

data, about 75% of all PR students in this university were females. This number also is

consistent with the overall figure of females (70%) in the public relations field in the United

States (Aldoory & Toth, 2002).

Participant ages ranged from 18 to 33, with a mean of 20 years old (SD=1.72). The

majority of participants (113/204) were 19 and 21 years old. The sample consisted of 23

freshmen, 60 sophomores, 44 juniors, 75 seniors, and 2 graduate students. American

respondents (M=20) were slightly older than Russian participants (M=19). 

Instrument 

Three open-ended questions were designed to examine the respondents’ perceptions

of ethical issues and leadership in public relations practice. These questions were drawn from

previous studies on ethics and leadership in public relations (Berger & Reber, 2006).

Students were expected to provide written responses to the following questions:

1. Are there specific situations, issues, or reasons that might prevent you

from following ethical rules as a PR professional? Please describe them. 

2. Please identify and briefly describe two or three characteristics of

leadership that are most important in PR practice today.



Berger and Erzikova Ethics in Public Relations

156 Russian Journal of Communication, Vol. 1, No. 2 (Spring 2008) 

3. What do you think it means “to do right thing in PR” when

management of your organization makes a poor or inappropriate decision?

The questionnaire was translated into Russian by one of the researchers. Two Russian

professional journalists then examined the text independently and offered several suggestions

for improvements, which were incorporated into the final survey instrument.

The students’ ethical perceptions (the process of acquiring, interpreting, selecting, and

organizing ethics ideas and concepts) were the dependent variable in this study, whereas

nationality, age, gender, level of education and completion of a course in ethics were the

independent variables. The survey was administrated in classroom settings in Russian and

American universities. Completion times ranged from 15 to 30 minutes.

To analyze the obtained qualitative data, the researchers read the student answers

several times to identify emerging themes and develop a coding list. After that both authors

coded 100 percent of data independently. To check intercoder reliability, they used Holsti

formula. The agreement percentage on categories for the first, second, and third questions

were 100, 99, and 91 respectively. 

  RESULTS

In general, the researchers found significant differences between the two samples in

their attitude about ethics in public relations. Therefore, patterns of cross-cultural variations

in ethical orientations across the two samples are the main focus of this data. 

Question 1

Responses for the question, “Are there specific situations, issues, or reasons that might

prevent you from following ethical rules as a PR-professional?” were coded as “No” if a

participant revealed a strong commitment to ethics. The following answer is an example of

“No” category: “No. Ethics should be something you look back on and would even sacrifice

your job or career to make sure your decision is the right ethical one!”

Responses were coded as “Yes” if a respondent indicated a clear intention to violate

ethics, or provided a vague answer such as “I don’t know yet” or “Maybe.” An example of

“Yes” answer is the following statement: “Some things are very personal and you cannot

really go by ethics because just something is ethical does not make it right. Every situation

is different.” 

These data were analyzed using cross-tabulations to inspect levels of statistical

significance through application of the Pearson Chi-Square test. The significance level

established for all tests was .05. The test showed a significant difference between the two



Ethics in Public Relations Berger and Erzikova

Russian Journal of Communication, Vol. 1, No. 2 (Spring 2008) 157

samples (chi-square =13.06, df=1). Twenty three percent of Russian participants said there

were no obstacles that might have prevented them from following ethical rules, compared

to 39 percent of American students. 

Chi-Square tests did not reveal gender differences within both samples. Russian

females were similar to Russian males (chi-square =1.11, df=1), and American females were

similar to American males (chi-square =1.92, df=1). Thirty percent of Russian males and 20

percent of Russian females were positive that there were no issues that might have pushed

them toward unethical behavior. As for the American sample, 29 percent of males and 42

percent of females were confident that they would not violate ethical rules. 

The Pearson Chi-Square test did not indicate significant differences between Russian

and American males (chi-square =0.00. df=1). However, there was a statistically significant

difference between ethical orientations of Russian and American females (chi-square =16.82,

df=1). Compared to Russian women, American women indicated they were more likely to

follow ethical codes in all situations. 

Both Russian and American participants named specific reasons or situations that

might cause them to ignore ethical rules, and the collective responses yielded 19 pages of

single-spaced text that was subjected to qualitative analysis and data reduction (Lindlof,

1995). After responses were carefully read, they were organized in seven categories

according to the emerging patterns and schemes of interpretation (Table 1). Answers that

indicated respondents’ readiness to violate ethics after an unethical act was undertaken

against them were included in the category Response to Another’s Unethical Behavior. The

second grouping, Protect Job Security, embraced answers that showed participants’

intentions to abandon ethics if their job was at stake. Participants’ self-reports about their

readiness to act unethically to benefit financially were categorized as Financial Self-Interest.

Statements that indicated respondents’ willingness to sacrifice ethics under pressure from

management were included in Pressure from Superiors group. Competition in the Public

Relations Market was the category for reports that were concerned with a fierce competition

between public relations firms as a force that made practitioners to violate ethics. Some

participants said that their acts would depend on a concrete case, and the category for such

answers were It Depends on a Situation. Finally, Physical Threat embraced answers that

mentioned physical threat as a factor that would lead students to ethical misconduct. 

Chi-square tests revealed statistically significant differences in two categories:

Response to Another’s Unethical Behavior and Protect Job Security. Russians participants

were more likely than American participants to act unethically in response to the unethical

behavior of a colleague, rival, or client. As one Russian participant said, “It is very difficult

to follow ethics when a dirty campaign is led against you.” 

On the other hand, American participants were more likely than Russian students to

abandon professional ethical codes if their job security was at stake. As one American

respondent put it, “If your job was on the line and you thought that something is unethical,
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TABLE 1

ISSUES THAT M IGHT PREVENT THE RESPONDENTS FROM FOLLOWING ETHICAL RULES

  Russian        American

Category       Students Students Chi square (df=1)

Response to another’s unethical behavior      17 2 9.09*  

Protect job security        3       13 9.73*

Financial self-interest      15       15 0.53

Pressure from superiors      18           13 0.04

Competition in the PR market        5 2 0.19** 

“It depends on a situation”        5 6 0.55

Physical threat        9       10 0.66

Totals      77        61

Note: *p<0.01; ** Yates’ correction performed. 

you would probably go against your belief to save your job.” Similarities between Russian

and American students were found regarding financial self-interest (“Too much ethics leads

to too little money”), pressure from superiors (“If your boss asks you to do something

unethical, you have to do it”), and competition in the PR market (“I might violate ethics in

the situation of a harsh competition among PR agencies”). Approximately the same number

of Russian (5) and American (6) students said that their decision to violate ethics would

depend on a concrete situation. 

Importantly, the nature of physical threat was interpreted differently by students from

the two countries. Russian participants perceived the threat as a dangerous situation for

themselves (“I will violate ethics if the case is linked to criminals and I and my close people

are strongly jeopardized”), whereas American respondents perceived the threat as a risk to

others (“The only time I might not follow ethical rules is if it would cause physical harm to

others if I did”).

Question 2

The majority of the responses for the question, “Please identify and briefly describe

2 or 3 characteristics of leadership that are most important in PR-practice today,” were

reflected in 11 categories: Management Skills, Sociability, Effective Communicator,

Determination, Honesty, Positive Attitude, Creativity, Responsibility, Confidence, Charisma,

and Loyalty (Table 2). Russian respondents named 648 traits (3 characteristics per person),

whereas American participants came up with 408 features (2 characteristics per person). This

unexpected discrepancy prevented the researchers from performing  Chi-square  tests  and
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TABLE 2

CHARACTERISTICS OF LEADERSHIP IDENTIFIED BY RUSSIAN AND AMERICAN PARTICIPANTS

Russian Students (n=206) American Students (n=204)

        Number of            Number of  

Characteristics         Responses   %        Rank           Responses           %                  Rank

  

M anagement skills             134 65.05 1 71 34.80 2 

Sociability 82 39.81 2 44 21.57 3

Effective communicator 80 38.83 3 19   9.31 6

Determination 79 38.35 4 40 19.61 4

Honesty 63 30.58 5        124 60.78 1

Positive attitude 62 30.10 6 15     7.35 7 

Creativity 44 21.40 7    8   3.92        11

Responsibility 28 13.59 8 27 13.24 5

Confidence 27 13.11 9 11   5.39 9

Charisma 20   9.71        10 13   6.37 8 

Loyalty   1   0.49         11   9    4.41        10 

Other 28 27

limited their analysis to counting percentages to detect between-samples similarities and

differences.

The responses of Russian and American participants suggested a similar view of only

one dimension — responsibility. Respondents’ perceptions of the rest of the features

revealed substantial gaps between American and Russian students. More than half of Russian

participants (65.05%) mentioned management skills as the most important characteristic in

PR practice today, compared to one-third of American respondents. Almost two-thirds of

American responses (60.78%) referred to honesty, whereas this trait was found only in one-

third of Russian answers. Sociability was brought up in 39.81% of Russian responses and

in 21.57% of American answers. Such a skill as an effective communicator was more valued

by Russian than American respondents: 38.83% versus 9.31%. Students from Russia and the

United States differed in their views of the significance of positive “Can Do” attitude in PR

practice: 30.10% of Russian responses mentioned this trait versus 7.35% of American

responses. Creativity in the profession appeared to be more vital for Russian than for

American participants, 21.40% and 3.92%, accordingly. 

Although there were clear differences between the two samples, it is worthy to note

that in American and Russian groups, management skills and sociability were two of the top

three leadership’s characteristics.

Question 3

Responses for the question, “What do you think it means ‘to do right thing in PR’

when management of your organization makes a poor or inappropriate decision?,” were



Berger and Erzikova Ethics in Public Relations

160 Russian Journal of Communication, Vol. 1, No. 2 (Spring 2008) 

examined in two ways. First, responses were coded as “Confront” or “Agree.” If a participant

reported a strong intention to confront management about the decision, these responses were

coded as “Confront.” The following answer is an example of the “Confront” category: “I

think it means to stand up for what you believe in even if it means sacrificing your job with

a particular company. If management makes an inappropriate decision then you should call

them out and let who is in charge know how you feel about the situation.”

Responses were coded as “Agree” if a respondent thought that the best way to deal

with superiors was to go along with them or compromise with them. An example of the

answer that fits the “Agree” category is: “If an organization makes an inappropriate decision

I feel there is not too much you can do about it.” 

These data were analyzed using cross-tabulations to inspect levels of statistical

significance through application of the Pearson Chi-Square test (alpha = .05). The test

showed a significant difference between American and Russian samples (chi-square =34.18,

df=1). Eighty-five percent of American students were ready to oppose a poor decision, or

confront management, compared with 59 percent of Russian participant.

Chi-Square test did not reveal gender differences within the samples. Forty-nine

percent of Russian males and 61 percent of Russian females intended to confront

management (chi-square =1.24, df=1). As for the American sample, 85 percent of both males

and females said that they would oppose an unethical decision (chi-square =0.00, df=1). 

However, the Pearson Chi-Square test did indicate significant differences between the

samples. This was found for Russian and American males (chi-square =11.08, df=1) as well

as for Russian and American females (chi-square =23.52, df=1). Compared to Russian

participants, then, American respondents indicated they were far more likely to dispute what

they considered to be an inappropriate decision. 

Responses of Russian and American participants were also coded according to seven

categories of advocacy developed by Berger and Reber (2006) in their study of more than

700 American PR practitioners. (The results for the present study are shown in the Table 3.)

According to Berger and Reber (2006), “doing the right thing” varied among respondents

based on (a) the extent to which PR professionals would advocate, (b) the type of advocacy

approaches they would use, and (c) the framework or perspective from within which they

would advocate. 

Following their research, they identified seven categories of advocacy.

Loyalty advocacy refers to the situation in which a PR practitioner expresses a

concern about an inappropriate decision, but if his or her voice was not heard, the

practitioner carries out the decision because executives, not PR professionals, are

responsible for making strategic organizational choices. 

Self-protective advocacy focuses on PR practitioners’ actions to document their

attempts to change management’s mind and possibly, causing the PR practitioners to

refuse to execute a poor decision in to prevent themselves from losing their jobs and

damaging their careers. 
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TABLE 3

D IFFERENCES BETWEEN RUSSIAN AND AMERICAN STUDENTS IN ADVOCACY CATEGORY 

  Russian  American             

 Students    Students    Chi square

Category             (n=206)    %     (n=204)        %                        (df=1)

1. Loyalty advocacy 29 14.08 11   5.39     8.78**

2. Self-protective advocacy 18   8.74   3   1.47 10.87*

3. Rational advocacy 66 32.04 34 16.67 13.13*

4. Stakeholder advocacy   3   1.46 29 14.22 23.20*

5. Ethical advocacy 27 13.11 77 37.75 16.51*

6. Activist advocacy   9   4.37 22 10.78   6.05***

7. Exit advocacy 15   7.28 16   6.37   0.13

8. Other 36 17.48 15   7.35

Note: *p<0.001; **p<0.01; ***p<0.02

Rational advocacy means providing professional PR consultation by bringing

cases, laws, alternative solutions, rational arguments, and expertise to persuade

management to change their decision. Compared to loyalty and self-protective

advocates, rational advocates do not specify what they would do if their attempts fail to

overturn a poor decision. 

Stakeholder advocacy refers to speaking on behalf of stakeholders, relations with

whom might be damaged if an inappropriate decision is implemented. 

Ethical advocacy means “doing the right thing” by supporting choices that are

based on human values and professional or organizational codes of ethics. 

Activist advocacy refers to PR practitioners who will use virtually any approach

— from forming employee coalitions to whistle-blowing to authorities — to pressure

decision makers to change a bad decision. 

Exit advocacy is similar to rational advocacy. PR practitioners attempt to change

management’s decision; however, if their efforts fail, they indicate they would leave the

organization. 

Chi-square tests revealed significant differences between Russian and American

samples in 6 out of 7 of these advocacy categories (Table 3). Participants from the two

countries were similar only in their choices of exit advocacy: Seven percent of Russian

students and 6 percent of American respondents said that they would prefer to leave the

organization to avoid taking part in an unethical practice. The rest of their choices were

significantly different. 

Thirty-two percent of Russian students preferred rational advocacy, whereas only 17

percent of American students did the same. Thirty-eight percent of American respondents
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TABLE 4

D IFFERENCES AMONG PR PRACTITIONERS AND STUDENTS

REGARDING ADVOCACY IN PUBLIC RELATIONS

                                  American     Russian   American

        Practitioners       Students        Students   

Category            (n=707)    %     (n=206)    %    (n=204)         %

1. Loyalty advocacy   53   7.50 29 14.08 11 5.39 

2. Self-protective advocacy   40   5.66 18   8.74   3 1.47 

3. Rational advocacy 174 24.61 66 32.04 34 16.67 

4. Stakeholder advocacy   34   4.81   3   1.46 29 14.22 

5. Ethical advocacy 168 23.76 27 13.11 77 37.75 

6. Activist advocacy   59   8.35   9   4.37 22 10.78 

7. Exit advocacy 141 19.94 15   7.28 13 6.37 

8. Other   38   5.37 36 17.48 15 7.35

chose ethical advocacy versus 13 percent of Russians. Fourteen percent of Russian

respondents revealed themselves as loyalty advocates, whereas only 5 percent of American

participants did the same. 

Self-protection was an important issue for 9 percent of Russian students, but only for

1 percent of Americans. Stakeholder advocacy was chosen by 14 percent of American

participants versus 1 percent of Russian respondents. As for activist advocacy, 11 percent

of American participants said they would actively voice their concerns about an unethical

choice, whereas only 4 percent of Russian students were ready to oppose an inappropriate

decision. In sum, compared to American respondents, the majority of Russian participants

appeared ready to compromise rather than confront an inappropriate or poor decision. 

Berger and Reber’s (2006) study of American PR practitioners concluded that

advocacy in some form was “the right thing” to do when management makes an

inappropriate decision. However, their study of practitioners revealed different results from

findings obtained from both students’ samples. The professionals’ scores on categories of

advocacy lay somewhere in between Russian and American PR students’ scores, with exit

advocacy as an exception (Table 4). 

DISCUSSION

Results in this study highlight some important differences between the two samples.

However, such differences are not unexpected. Previous research has indicated significant

differences in the types of behaviors considered ethical in Russia and in the West

(Deshpande, George, & Joseph, 2000). 
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The fact that 17 Russians (8 percent of the Russian sample) said that another’s (a boss,

a client, or a rival) unethical behavior might cause them to violate ethical rules might have

indicated defensive attitudes, or anticipation of external challenge in a relatively unfriendly

environment. The number of Americans in this category was notably low — two students

(1 percent of the American sample). 

Another category in which the two samples differed was “Job security.” Of the 204

American students who completed the survey, 13 thought that to protect job security, they

might disobey ethical standards, compared to only 3 out of 206 Russian students who

brought up this issue. 

Approximately the same percent of Russian (4) and American (5) participants

mentioned a physical threat as the reason to break ethical law. However, Americans

understood the threat as a risk to others as a consequence of their — PR professionals —

actions, whereas Russians considered the threat as a danger to themselves. This is also a

mark of Russian reality, in which both businesses — small and big — are criminalized

(Buss, 2001; Sidorov, Alexeyeva, & Shklyarik, 2000). Russian students did not preclude

they might face a dangerous situation while working in a profit-making company. 

Along with a chaotic recent history and underdeveloped systems of legal and ethical

laws in Russia, another factor contributed to different perceptions of ethics by the

participants from Russia compared to Americans. Puffer (1994) stated that in Slavic cultures,

there are two sets of ethical standards — one is for personal relationships and another is for

official relationships. In Russia, honesty is perceived as essential in personal but not

professional conduct. Presumably, it stems from the past, particularly, from the Soviet

period, when a saying regarding economic relations with the government was created: “The

state cheats you, you should cheat the state.” 

Compared to Russia, “In the West, particularly, in America, people are expected to

employ the same set of ethical standards regardless of the situation” (Puffer, 1994, p. 47).

In the United States, honesty is on the business agenda (though not always practiced), and

the American participants confirmed this assumption by ranking honesty as the number one

trait in PR leadership. For Russian students, management skills appeared to be more

important. There are three possible reasons for this. 

First, it might be a reflection of university programs’ efforts to overcome negligence

toward managerial functions in the Russian past. Second, it might be an evidence of Russian

students’ interest in the “technical side” of business conduct, which shaded other traits such

as responsibility and loyalty. Finally, the emphasis on management skills might indicate

Russian students’ perceptions of public relations as a field in which success depends on

managerial talents. Still, there is a need for future investigation of why certain leadership

traits made the top of the hierarchy and some were disregarded by Russian and American

participants. 

Important similarities also were observed between the two groups: Management skills

and sociability were identified as two of the top three leadership characteristics. This finding
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suggests that in spite of the cultural and economical distinctions between the two nations,

identity with the profession of public relations has formed similar perceptions in surveyed

students.

Previous research has shown that ethical perceptions of American managers have been

relatively stable for several decades (Moon & Franke, 2000). Unfortunately, comparable

empirical data are not available for Russia, and one can only hypothesize that new economic

and political conditions have impacted the ethical sensitivity of Russian managers. A recent

study has shown that while the Russian business world is rejecting egalitarianism and

promoting a competitive attitude, Russian mass consciousness is still skeptical of such

capitalist features, if not hostile toward individualism, competition, liberalism, and

democracy (Kliucharev & Muckle, 2005). 

Simplicity and straightforwardness are associated with standard Western business

practices (Puffer, 1994). It might be argued that these features were reflected in the finding

that 85 percent of American students intended to confront poor or inappropriate decisions

by management, compared to 59 percent of Russian respondents. Such a sober attitude of

Russian students might be explained by disbelief in their ability to win confrontations with

superiors, or to suffer undue consequences in confronting superiors. This disbelief seems to

be rooted in Russian culture: Russians perceive their future with a profound pessimism

(Tongren, Hecht, & Kovach, 1995).

It might also be argued that the reluctance of Russian students to challenge

management has its roots in Russian collectivist culture. Triandis (1993) argued that the

image of an ideal leader is different in individualistic and collectivistic cultures. For

individualists, a good leader is the one who allows his or her subordinates to follow their

own agendas and stimulates them with interpersonal competitions. In collectivistic cultures,

a nurturing and supportive — “like a father” — leader is considered to be ideal. 

After analyzing the results, the authors contacted three Russian professors who taught

public relations in one of the universities in which the survey took place. Independently from

each other, they provided similar comments on the results, emphasizing that in general,

Russians perceive an organization from a paternalistic perspective. In other words, Russians

do not mind that the dominant role in an organization belongs to the leader, who has his or

her exclusive right to make the final decision. This picture of an authoritative and respected

supervisor might have caused Russian participants to be careful in their virtual reactions to

management’s poor decisions. Many responses of Russian students underlined the necessity

“To try to convince management to act ethically,” “To express a disagreement in a soft

manner,” “To point out management’s mistake tactfully.” Such a delicate tone in Russian

responses contrasted with American students’ voices: “Do not cover up,” “Confront

management about the decision,” and “Be honest, be upfront, take responsibility.” Future

research might further explore to what extent the current situation in Russian economic,

political, and social life as well as public relations practices, influence Russian students’

perceptions of ethics.
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Responsibilities in public relations are conflicting by their nature: A professional needs

to meet the expectation of a manager, to please the client, and at the same time to keep in

mind that his or her activities also affect publics. The public relations practitioner’s duties

become even more complicated against a background of economical, political and social

turbulence in a nation. In such situations, an ethical adjustment seems to be a necessity. The

question is, to what degree? Some flexibility allows a practitioner to remain in the

profession, whereas lack of flexibility may force the individual to leave the public relations

field due to endless confrontations. A survival mentality, or obedience to the boss, does

move an individual’s career, but it does not advance the profession. 

 CONCLUSION

The results of this study contribute to a small but growing body of conceptual and

empirical knowledge on cross-cultural ethical differences in public relations. The findings

suggest that the cultural environment and the degree of economic development of the

students’ native countries may have influenced the ethical perceptions of Russian and

American students. The type and extent of public relations education, on-the-job training in

the field and professional association support also may have helped them to shape both

public relations perceptions and practices. In Russia, a conflict between two values systems

— Russian (“traditional”) and the Western (liberal) in Russian mass consciousness

(Kliucharev & Muckle, 2005) presumably complicates the professional lives of public

relations managers: Having Western roots, public relations is being cultivated in the Russian

soil, and its products then have a special flavor. In the United States, public relations practice

is perhaps more evolved and professional, but issues of ethics and leadership remain

contested.

The findings of this study cannot be generalized to the rest of the population because

of the convenience samples. Nevertheless, it is useful to know how some public relations

students in Russia and the United Sates perceive themselves in regard to ethicality today,

when concern about the lack of ethical behavior among many public relations practitioners

in both countries is a highly controversial issue. In addition, the study underscores the need

for more research focused on student ethics perceptions. Such studies might serve as a

background for re-evaluating the format and content of ethics instruction in public relations

educational programs if such programs do, in fact, favorably influence professional ethics.
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A DIFFERENT NUCLEAR THREAT: PRESS

COVERAGE OF THE THREE MILE ISLAND AND

THE CHERNOBYL NUCLEAR ACCIDENTS IN

SOVIET AND AMERICAN ELITE NEWSPAPERS

ELZA IBROSCHEVA4

This study examined the news coverage of the Three Mile Island and the

Chernobyl nuclear accidents and the role of political ideology in deciding the

content of news in two elite U.S. newspapers, the New York Times and the

Washington Post, and two elite Soviet newspapers, Pravda and Izvestiya. The

findings indicated that the U.S. press coverage of Chernobyl had a

predominantly negative bias compared to the U.S. press coverage of Three Mile

Island. Soviet press coverage of Three Mile Island had a more negative bias

than the news coverage of Chernobyl. The study concludes that both the U.S.

and the Soviet news media were heavily influenced by the Cold War climate and

the dominant ideology of each society.

Key words: media coverage, ideology, hegemony, Chernobyl, Three Mile Island,

nuclear policy.

Nuclear energy is perhaps the one technological invention that has transformed human

progress and human history in terms beyond what historians and social scientists dared to

predict. Depending on the observer’s viewpoint, the discovery of nuclear energy is lauded

as one of humanity’s greatest scientific triumphs or lamented as the ultimate Faustian

bargain. Yet, the importance of nuclear power over the years has been put beyond doubt and

has defined the very terms in which we perceive the ideological opposition of the Cold War

and the accompanying hazards of the nuclear weapons race.



A Different Nuclear Threat Elza Ibroscheva

Russian Journal of Communication, Vol. 1, No. 2 (Spring 2008) 169

In the nuclear age, the news media play a central and even growing role in society,

defined and often controlled by its technological inventions. Audiences often learn how to

conduct themselves in ordinary and extreme social and work situations through the mass

media, but they also learn how to evaluate major social institutions and their actions

following the news coverage. Despite the fundamental political and ideological differences

between the Soviet and the Western world, however, this statement held true for both

democratic and totalitarian societies. In the United States, the news media are deemed

powerful guardians of political norms because the American public believes that a free press

should keep it informed about the acts and the decisions of the government. This is one of

the basic beliefs of the role of the news media in democratic societies — in democracies,

governments are viewed as fallible servants of the people. The professional media

organizations are regarded as objective reporters of good and evil who scrutinize the passing

scene on behalf of a public that can and must appraise the performance of the officials. In

contrast to this view, the role of the news media in the Soviet society was determined by its

power to influence and mobilize the social and political system. For the Soviet press, there

was no pretense to “objectivity,” as understood and practiced in the West. On the contrary,

the press ought never to be seen as a mere reporter of “the news”—rather, it was the duty of

the journalist to “change the world” and raise the level of class-consciousness and social

cohesion.

While freedom of expression is certainly a sign of a democratic society that functions

without the constraints of a major political ideology, it does not guarantee the complete lack

of economic, cultural or social domination of the ruling class in society. The concept of

hegemony (Gramsci, 1971) seems useful for a coherent analysis of cultural practices without

losing the plurality and the particularity of democratic theory. In a democracy, hegemony

provides an ideology that supports political society and encourages consent by the dominant

class. When hegemony in civil society is strong, political domination is easily achieved

without reliance on coercion. In this ideological and cultural domination of the elites in

Western societies, the news media play a crucially important role. This is particularly true

in cases of national emergencies and hazardous situations threatening the public safety and

the local and international environment. Nuclear accidents, beyond doubt, present such

critical moments and the crucial role of the news media in reporting these events is

unquestioned.

In the Cold War environment, nuclear power presented yet another dangerous weapon

of destruction. However, nuclear power used for civilian purposes served the opposite

purpose — it was a demonstration of progress, a sign of technological advancement, an

indication of prosperity and higher scientific development. The question of how safe nuclear

energy really was and how well authorities communicated radiation safety issues to the

public has been studied widely in the field of communications studies (Wober et al., 1992;

Gwin, 1990; Farell & Goodnight, 1989). As Gwin (1990) argues, American cultural

understanding of nuclear power is “strewn with rhetoric and images that have minimized
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safety concerns and promoted nuclear power development — images that have become

imbedded in modern nuclear risk communication” (xiv). Additionally, when political

interests are the major determinants of international relations, the news media, research has

shown, play a significant role in forming public opinion and placing national and

international events in the public eye. 

The present study provides a comparative analysis of the news coverage of the two of

the most massive nuclear industry failures of our times, TMI (henceforth — TMI) in the

United States and Chernobyl in the Soviet Union. While scholars in mass communication

research have explored the news coverage of TMI and Chernobyl (Gamson & Modigliani,

1989, Wober et al, 1992), it seems necessary to establish how the two press systems of the

superpowers covered these important nuclear accidents. TMI and Chernobyl provide an

appropriate parallel between the social and political conditions dictated by the Cold War.

Even more, the press coverage of these nuclear failures might provide an important

indication not only to the behavior of the press in moments of national emergency, but also

to its role either as a supporter or a contender of the dominant ideology of society. This study

examines two elite U.S. and two elite Soviet newspapers to analyze the coverage of TMI and

Chernobyl and the role of ideology in deciding the content of the news. A quantitative and

qualitative analysis was conducted to determine the connection between the empirical

observations and theoretical impression of the relationship between the news media and the

dominant ideology of each society.

LITERATURE REVIEW

It has become commonplace in mass communication research to emphasize not only

journalism’s role in the dissemination of information, but also the news media’s contribution

to the construction of meaning in society (Carey, 1975; Hall, 1982; Gitlin, 1980). Influenced

by journalistic routines and practices (Fishman, 1980; Gans, 1979; Tuchman, 1978), news

stories as symbolic accounts provide the public with definitions of social and political reality.

The current focus on the news media as significant agencies of symbolic, socially determined

production reflects a broader, paradigmatic shift away from a transmission model of

communication to a cultural or ritual model of communication (Barkin & Gurevitch, 1987;

Carey, 1975). 

However, conflicting interpretations of the news media’s relationship to political

authority have been a significant part of mass communication research for a long time. While

numerous studies have noted the news media’s contribution to the construction of meaning,

neo-Marxist researchers have argued that news content routinely supports and extends a

dominant ideology. In this view, journalistic constructions of reality legitimize and reinforce

the political and economic status quo; as agencies of social control, news organizations

denigrate and restrict dissent (Hallin, 1987; Hall, 1982; Dahlgren, 1982; Gitlin, 1980).
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These observations challenge the long-established idea that the news media are

powerful guardians of political norms growing out of the public belief that a free press is

vitally important and necessary for the existence of a democratic society. However, the

practice of the news media is less clear-cut than its theoretical frame. In the United States,

neither news people nor governmental officials are completely at ease with the media

“watchdog” role (Graber, 1993). While journalists claim for themselves principles of

objective and unbiased coverage, for many communication scholars objectivity is less of an

ideal than a tactical process in news reporting intended for news media institutions to create

a perception of centrist ideology and to attract and preserve a mass audience (Ognianova &

Endersby, 1996). As Fishman (1980) pointed out, “ideological hegemony in the news media

can occur without the direct intervention of publishers or editors, without the existence of

informal news policies into which reporters are socialized, and without secret programs in

news organizations to recruit reporters sharing a particular point of view” (p. 140). The

ideological character of the news often follows from sources other than the journalist’s

immediate social environment and the rules of the profession. On the contrary, news bias

often originates in political and social conditions, deeply rooted in the structural organization

of authority in society. 

TMI AND CHERNOBYL IN THE NEWS MEDIA

Stephens (1980) contended that the story of TMI was generally one of information —

“its presence, absence and evasive nature” (p. 5). In reporting a nuclear incident which posed

a severe threat to the public safety journalists were facing a new, unprecedented, type of

event to cover on an otherwise-slow news day. “This was a story of confusion, waste and

ineptitude in search, often not for information, truth or success, but for public attention” (p.

73).

The magnitude of this event undoubtedly involved immense news media attention. As

many authors have argued, the press was at the center of TMI. The press was charged with

interpreting the event for the nation. However, as Stephens also contended, when accepting

this task, the news media came under more criticism than any other group involved —

criticism for sensationalism, for being antinuclear, for being pronuclear and for not keeping

reactor specialists on the reporting staff. 

Not only did the media play a critically important role in informing the public, but they

also played a major role in creating and communicating the symbolic meaning of TMI to the

viewing and reading audiences. Farrell & Goodnight (1981) studied the communication

practices at TMI in order to examine the rhetorical techniques and specific rhetorical devices

used in communicating the nuclear power crisis which ensued after the accident. In their

evaluation, TMI presented a crisis not only in technical terms, but also in communicative

adequacy. What is more, Farell and Goodnight found that the TMI communicative practices

signal an overall failure of technical rationale itself to offer communicative practices which
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address the larger issue of dealing with the public rhetoric of communicating nuclear power

in the 20th century. In studying a rich selection of media reports on TMI, the authors

concluded that nuclear failure at TMI constituted a unique communication crisis which

revealed “the most fundamental limitations of present conceptions of public discourse,”

expressed by the failure of both public officials and media sources alike to clarify the

distinction between social and technical discourse when communicating society’s “unsteady

relationship with technology and the environment” (p. 299).

Rubin (1982) conducted thorough research on the amount and nature of information

about the TMI disaster released to the public. In a content analysis of the two major wire

services (AP and UPI), the three broadcast networks (ABC, CBS, and NBC), and the three

major newspapers (the New York Times, the Washington Post, and the Los Angeles Times),

Rubin recorded the coverage of specific critical factors and the sources of the available

information. Rubin also explored the sources providing the reporters with information and

how reporters were in turn interpreting and presenting the information to the public. This

study discovered that the complex motivations of the sources and the peculiar needs of

journalists contributed most to the poor flow of information to the public. 

In a comparative study of the TMI and the Chernobyl accidents, Rubin (1987)

discovered that while there were many striking parallels in the flow of information during

both nuclear catastrophes, ranging from absence of emergency communication plans to the

deliberate withholding of data on radiation releases, there were also many significant

differences. Rubin’s analysis demonstrated that information about the accident at TMI was

available in greater quantity in shorter time and with fewer restrictions than Chernobyl.

Nevertheless, he pointed out that both U.S. officials and the utility personnel of the TMI

power plant were more protective of the nuclear industry than open about faults and

problems with nuclear technology. To further exemplify the difficulty of drawing a clear line

between the Western press approach to handling a nuclear disaster and that of the Soviets,

Rubin quoted Hans Blix, Director General of the International Atomic Energy Agency: “The

Soviet reporting was late, meager, but probably not untrue. The Western reporting was fast,

massive and often misleading. Can there be not anything in between?” (p. 54). 

In a similar vein, Gamson and Modigliani (1989) offered one of the most complete

examinations of both the TMI and Chernobyl nuclear accident in their study of the

relationship between media discourse and public opinion in communication about the issue

of nuclear power. In their examination of media discourse, Gamson and Modigliani take on

a constructionist approach, arguing that that the change in public opinion is not caused by

changes in media discourse, but rather, is the result of part of the process of constructing

symbolic meanings that are socially defined and are influenced by the way in which

journalists and other vessels of cultural meaning “develop and crystallize meaning in public

discourse” (p. 2). In explaining how media discourse is organized, the authors identify what

they call “media packages” — a set of interpretative packaged reports that give meaning to

an issue. In this sense, media packages resemble frames, which indicate organizational
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devices which journalists use to report on events and which media audiences use to

understand such reports. In reporting on the issue of nuclear power, the authors argued, the

most widely used media package is that of progress followed, secondly, by the package of

energy independence. Simultaneously, the authors observed other, less pro-nuclear packages

also began to appear in media discourse, including what they call the environmentalist

package of soft paths as well as the public accountability package. 

The findings of Gamson and Modigliani’s qualitative analysis of both major nuclear

accidents are fascinating. In studying the media discourse stimulated by TMI, the authors

argued, there was “an accelerated shift from progress to runaway and devil’s bargain as the

most popular schemata among the attentive public” (p. 33). However, after Chernobyl, media

discourse changed from pro-nuclear progress to the fatalism of runaway or the ambivalence

of devil’s bargain and from ambivalence to outright opposition. And while these findings

allow us to scrutinize the relationship between media discourse and public opinion, they fail

to explain the role of the ideological rift between the two superpowers at the time which

might account for the noticeably distinct treatment of TMI and Chernobyl by the American

press. 

In the immediate aftermath of Chernobyl, an entirely new set of questions about the

role of the news media in covering nuclear disasters was raised. Many parallels were drawn

between the press coverage of the TMI and the reaction of the news media to this

unprecedented environmental problem. In a content analysis of the radiation reports in the

U.S. news media, Friedman, Gorney, and Egolf (1987) discovered that the press and

television failed to provide enough radiation or risk information in their coverage of the

Chernobyl accident. To support their argument, the authors also examined the results of

different studies of the TMI accident, which generally led to the conclusion that the U.S.

coverage of the TMI radiation was “abysmally inadequate.” The Task Force on the Public’s

Right to Information of the President’s Commission on the Accident at TMI charged the

reporters covering TMI with making improper comparisons and factually impossible

statements and providing insufficient background information (Rubin & Cunningham, 1980).

On the other hand, Wilkins and Patterson (1987) analyzed the Chernobyl news

coverage from a different angle. They contended that the news media committed

fundamental errors of attribution in their coverage of a risk situation, such as Chernobyl, by

treating it as a novelty, failing to analyze the entire system and using insufficiently analytical

language. A very important observation which Wilkins and Patterson’s qualitative analysis

illustrated is that the news media failed to analyze fully the technological and social system

in which the event occurred. Moreover, the authors contended that the news reports of the

Chernobyl accident tended to blame people and institutions for what appeared to be societal

problems that needed to be addressed in a different manner. Also, the content analysis of

television network news related to the Chernobyl accident indicated that the news media, in

covering an event of such enormous magnitude, used a cultural and dramatic frame for what

risk experts viewed as primarily technological problems. “Television viewers, for example,
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were not told that Chernobyl was considered in some respects a ‘normal accident’ but that

Chernobyl was an ‘accident’ of an inept, callous, and secretive political system” (p. 87).

In their book on television and public opinion on nuclear power, Wober et al. (1992)

offer an in-depth and globally inclusive analysis of the media portrayals of the public debate

over the society’s potential to use the nuclear technology for the benefit or harm of

humanity. More importantly, the authors demonstrate the specific ways in which television

has disseminated, transmitted and some times, manipulated the aggregate body of knowledge

on the power and danger of nuclear energy. In this volume particular interest to the study at

hand is Shlapentokh’s contribution (1992), who examined the ideological nature of the

ecology debate in the Soviet Union, recognizing that the media played a huge role in not

only concealing the facts of the impact of Chernobyl, but also contributed to the ideological

manipulation of the Soviet public opinion while dismissing Chernobyl as a mechanical

failure that does not merit the “malicious reaction of the West” and the “anti-Soviet hysteria”

that followed. As Shlapentokh pointed out, “Soviet propaganda also attempted to exploit

Chernobyl disaster for two other purposes — as an argument in favor of Soviet foreign

policy, presented at this time as the only one concerned about nuclear disarmament ... as well

as for praising the altruism, heroism and the friendship of the Soviet people” (p. 103).

Another study of the television news coverage of Chernobyl contended that Soviet

television manifested all elements of the control, the persuasive and the hortatory functions

expected of the media by the new regime initiated by Gorbachev (Mickiewicz, 1988).

Similarly, a content analysis by Eribo and Gaddy (1992), which examined the press coverage

of the TMI and the Chernobyl nuclear accidents demonstrated significant differences

between the press coverage of the two nuclear accidents in the United States and in the

Soviet Union. Their content analysis of the New York Times and Pravda compared the

Chernobyl news reports with those of the TMI accident and found that the New York Times

gave earlier, greater and more detailed coverage to the nuclear accidents at both Chernobyl

and TMI. 

A qualitative study conducted by Young and Launer (1991) presented another

perspective on the nature of the Soviet press coverage of the Chernobyl nuclear disaster. By

reviewing the coverage of the accident in three Soviet newspapers, Pravda, Izvestiya and

Pravda Ukrainy, and on Soviet television news, the authors contended that the coverage of

Chernobyl was not entirely uniform, but went through several distinct stages which were

highly influenced by the changing political and social conditions of the Soviet society. The

authors pointed out that “the Soviet government ‘ideologized’ the event by attempting to link

it to the Soviet proposals for arms reduction and to reinforce the image of the United States

as the primary threat to disarmament” (p. 109). 

Remington (1988) offered another perspective on the Soviet approach to covering

social or environmental crises. In an analysis of the crisis management of the KAL Flight

007 and the Chernobyl incident, Remington examined the decision-making process whether

to run these important stories or not. The author concluded that in dramatic situations,
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timeliness as the primary newsworthy factor concedes to political considerations by the high-

levels of Soviet authority. 

For many scholars, Chernobyl was a milestone in Soviet media studies. Marples and

Young (1997) contended that “Chernobyl was first and foremost a media event” (p. 125).

In their analysis, the authors acknowledged the sensitivity of the nuclear safety theme and

compared the way in which the United States and the Soviets handled their own nuclear

fiascoes. However, Marples and Young provided a rather limited and traditional perspective

on the news coverage of the accidents, failing to analyze the importance of the complex

political and international environment. “Whereas the Western media is and was free to write

accounts of TMI at their leisure, the Soviet press has espoused the opinion of the leadership

in Moscow, by and large” (p. 126). Thus, Marple and Young argued that the “free” and

democratic press of the United States handled the sensitive topic of nuclear catastrophe in

a more responsible and open fashion, while the Soviet press withheld and manipulated

important information not only to their own citizens but to the international community as

well.

In a similar argument, Haynes and Bojcun (1988) pointed out that the Western media

were hampered in their work by the paucity of information — or the complete lack of it

before the 28  of April — from the Soviet government, and by the prohibition againstth

Moscow-based foreign correspondents traveling to Chernobyl to pursue their inquiries. “In

what was clearly perceived by the Reagan administration as a propaganda opportunity

against the Soviet Union, government officials joined the fray once the Soviet government

admitted the disaster” (p. 62). Haynes and Bojcun also argued that while the initial

sensationalism of the exaggerated reports of the number of victims and geographical scope

of the accident were eventually corrected, they “received a good deal of play in the world

press” and influenced the manner in which the nuclear accident was perceived by the

international audience.

Luke (1989) contended that the news of Chernobyl fit well within the mechanism of

“conditioning and suggestion” in both the Eastern and the Western world. While analyzing

the role pf ideology in the Soviet and the U.S. press, the author maintained that shifting the

focus in covering such an important nuclear disaster from the event itself to the ideological

perspective of the society in which it took place, summarized the intrinsic complexity of

events with international significance the rank of Chernobyl. “When causation is assigned

to the Chernobyl reactor operators or designers’ technical blunders, the disaster can be

attributed to inept magicians, who rightly paid the price of serious trouble for lacking

‘technical vigilance’” (p. 183). Luke’s critical analysis strongly emphasized the importance

which the dominant ideology of a given society, whether the “free,” democratic society of

the West, or the tightly controlled society of the Soviet Union, had on the content and

direction of news coverage.

To summarize, while there is a significant amount of literature written on failures of

nuclear energy and their coverage by the U.S. and Soviet press, only a limited number of
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these studies explore the influence of political ideology on the content of news. Thus, it

seemed necessary to examine the role of ideology and political rivalry in the press coverage

of these two events, which while not political in nature, present an opportunity for political

opposition and power struggle. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND HYPOTHESES

According to the hegemony thesis, the news media are not autonomous institutions

capable of exercising their own power; rather, the news media serve as instruments in the

voluntary ideological mobilization of the society. To examine the applicability of the

hegemony thesis to the press coverage of TMI and Chernobyl, this comparative study

accomplishes further research on the role of ideology in news coverage by addressing these

research questions:

Was there a difference in the ideological perspective presented in the U.S. press

coverage of TMI compared with the coverage of the Chernobyl accident? Was there a

difference in the ideological perspective presented in the Soviet press coverage of TMI

compared to the coverage of Chernobyl?

Was there a difference in the usage of sources in the U.S. and the Soviet press

coverage of Chernobyl and TMI?

Did the language of the U.S. news coverage differ in reporting the two accidents

and was the language used in the news reports ideological in nature?

Did the language of the Soviet news coverage differ in reporting the two

accidents and was the language used in the news reports ideological in nature?

To examine these research questions, the following hypotheses were postulated based

upon the literature review and the historical context of the Cold War:

H1: U.S. press coverage of Chernobyl will have a more negative ideological slant

than the U.S. coverage of TMI and the Soviet press coverage of TMI will have a more

negative ideological slant than the press coverage of Chernobyl. 

H2: More official sources will be used in the U.S. press coverage of TMI than in

the U.S. press coverage of Chernobyl and more official sources will be used in the

Soviet coverage of Chernobyl than in the Soviet news coverage of TMI.

H3: More negatively charged ideological words will be used in the U.S. news

coverage of the Chernobyl nuclear accident than in the news coverage of TMI and more

positively charged ideological words will be used in the U.S. coverage of TMI than in

the U.S. coverage of Chernobyl.
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H4: More negatively charged ideological words will be used in the Soviet

coverage of the TMI than in covering the Chernobyl accident and more positively

charged ideological words will be used in the Soviet coverage of Chernobyl than in the

Soviet coverage of TMI.

While content analysis studies of both Chernobyl and TMI have been accomplished

before, this study offers a new approach to the media analysis of coverage of these nuclear

crises as it examines them cross-culturally while emphasizing and conceptualizing measures

of ideological influences in news content which contribute further to the existing body of

knowledge in the communication studies discipline. 

Method

From the large selection of newspapers with significant national circulation in the

United States, two newspapers, the New York Times and the Washington Post, were selected.

The New York Times, journalism scholars contend, ends up influencing the content” of the

media and the knowledge of the opinion leaders (Cohen, 1961; Davidson; 1976; Weiss,

1974; Saikowski, 1983; Graber, 1993) and that it may not be a bad indicator of the general

public perception about news events (Page & Shapiro, 1984).  The Washington Post, as one 1

of the influential newspapers which originates in the nation’s capital, also enjoys great

popularity as an opinion leader and an elite newspaper. 

To study the news coverage of TMI and Chernobyl in the Soviet press, this study

analyzes Pravda and Izvestiya as representatives of the Soviet press. These newspapers were

selected because as Young and Launer (1991) argued, “the national press remains the

medium of choice for placing events into the proper ideological prospective” (p. 108).

Pravda, the official organ of the Communist Party, was published seven days a week and

had a circulation of almost 11 million in the 1980s, the largest circulating newspaper in the

world (Kurian, 1982; Hecht, 1982). 2

This study also analyzes Izvestiya, published by the Presidium of the USSR Supreme

Soviet, to provide a more balanced representation of the Soviet press. Izvestiya had a 6.4

million circulation in the late 1980s and while not as authoritative as Pravda and rarely

diverging from the official party line (Boxburgh, 1987), Izvestiya differed in appearance and

on occasion, in content, from the official voice of the party (Murray, 1994). 3

This study encompasses two separate time periods — the first two months after the

TMI accident starting from March 28, 1979, and ending May 31, 1979, and two months after

the Chernobyl accident, starting from April 26, 1986, and ending on June 30, 1986. 

A preliminary examination of all newspaper issues from the study period yielded a

total of 438 TMI stories in the New York Times and the Washington Post and a total of 4

stories in Pravda and IzveStiya. For Chernobyl, the total number of stories printed in the U.S.
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TABLE 1

D ISTRIBUTION OF NEWS STORIES IN THE TWO U.S. AND SOVIET NEWSPAPERS

Newspaper

               TMI                      Chernobyl

Number of

stories Percent

Number of

stories Percent

The New York Times

The Washington Post

Pravda

Izvestyia

297

141

3

1

67.2%

31.9%

0.67%

 .23%

287

124

48

54

55.9%

24.2%

 9.4%

 10.5%

Total 442 100% 513 100%

newspapers was 411 against 102 stories printed in the Soviet newspapers. Table 1 is the

distribution of news items in the two U.S. and the two Soviet elite newspapers. 

This study uses a systematic sample of 25% of the convenient sample of U.S.

newspapers for the two nuclear accidents, a total of 211 stories.  For the Soviet newspapers, 4

the study considers the whole convenient sample of 106 stories. For the purposes of this

study, all newspapers were examined in their native language — English for the U.S. dailies,

and Russian for the Soviet dailies. 5

Overall, the paragraph was used as the coding unit and the unit of analysis for

hypothesis one. Hypotheses three and four required that the word be the coding unit and the

unit of analysis. 

To find out whether there were any differences in the TMI and Chernobyl news

coverage, the following variables were established:

Slant — ideological slant was measured by recording whether a paragraph

conveyed a favorable and positive impression of the actions of the respective country,

unfavorable or negative impression, or whether the paragraph conveyed both or neither,

in which, it was considered neutral. 

Ideological Words — ideological words were decided through a preliminary

review of the U.S. and the Soviet coverage of the accident. Certain words, conveying

ideological opposition were recorded and thereafter, coded by the researcher. For

example, ideological words were accident vs. nuclear disaster; damaged reactor vs.

crippled reactor; immediate reactor vs. slow and untimely reaction, open

communication vs. withholding information; mechanical failure vs. human error;

among others. These ideological words were examined and recorded to establish the role

of language in the reporting of international and national news in the U.S. and the Soviet

Union. 
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Source — after a careful reading of randomly selected, non-sample issues of the

examined newspapers, the following categories of sources were established: journalistic

(journalist’s observation or investigation); wire sources; official sources (governmental

or other state institution); scientific (a study or an identified scientist); nuclear industry

source (national or international); unofficial sources (any unnamed and dissidents’

opinion) and other (any other sources). 

Inter-coder reliability was established at 95% for ideological slant and 100% for

ideological words. 6 

In addition, a qualitative analysis of the major themes of coverage in both the U.S. and

Soviet newspapers was conducted to discern the subtle and frequently, obscured, ideological

references which might not become apparent from the statistical analysis. The qualitative

analysis examined the language and rhetorical devices used by the journalists to cover TMI

and Chernobyl.7 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

The statistical procedure yielded a total of 3,170 paragraphs, 2,248 (71%) of which

were found in the U.S. press coverage of TMI and Chernobyl and 920 (29%) in the Soviet

coverage of the two accidents.  These initial results of the statistical distribution of stories8

in the U.S. and the Soviet press are in themselves illuminating. The volume of coverage in

the U.S. press of both the TMI and the Chernobyl accidents was significantly higher than the

volume of coverage of the same events in the Soviet newspapers under examination. 

The first hypothesis was supported. The data yielded statistically significant results

(chi-square=477.00, p < .05) and demonstrated that the slant of the U.S. news stories about

Chernobyl was more negative than the slant of the U.S. news stories about TMI. The slant

of the Soviet news reports about TMI was also more negative than the slant of the Soviet

news report of the Chernobyl accident. Results are presented in Table 2.

The news coverage of Chernobyl in the two U.S. elite newspapers was more negative

(38.8%) than the news coverage of TMI which was not reported in a negative ideological

slant (0%). In the two Soviet elite newspapers, the news coverage of TMI was also more

negative (65%) than the Soviet news coverage of Chernobyl which was not reported in a

negative ideological slant (0%). In testing hypothesis two, the statistical procedure yielded

significant results (chi-square=110.473 p < .05), presented in Table 3. 

Contrary to the theoretical assumptions, however, the New York Times and the

Washington Post cited almost an equal amount of official (49.5%) and non-official sources

(50.5%). The news stories in Pravda and Izvestiya used more official sources in covering

Chernobyl (96.1%) than in covering TMI (3.9%). However, even though the results of the
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TABLE 2

D ISTRIBUTION OF PARAGRAPH USE OF NEGATIVE IDEOLOGICAL SLANT

BY NEWSPAPER AND ACCIDENT

Nuclear accident

Negative mentions in the

U.S. newspapers

Negative mentions in the 

Soviet newspapers

N

%

 of total slant N

% 

of total slant

TMI 0 0% 13 65%

Chernobyl 464 38.8% 0 0%

c = 477.00
2  p=.000  (p< .05)

statistical test were significant and the findings indicated that the Soviet press used more

official sources in the news coverage of Chernobyl than in the coverage of TMI, the U.S.

press used an equal number of official sources in reporting both TMI and Chernobyl. Thus,

hypothesis two is rejected. 

For the purpose of testing hypothesis three, the following procedure was established.

The negatively charged words could also be labeled as “provocative” because used in the

coverage of the opposing power’s nuclear accident, they convey a critical and negative

interpretation. Similarly, what earlier was described as positively charged ideological words

could also be described as “defensive” words because when used in reporting one’s own

nuclear failure, they convey a more supportive and positive interpretation. The statistical test

which was applied to the collected data in testing this hypothesis was conducted while

collapsing the two sets of words into two separate categories which were labeled

accordingly. The findings of the test yielded significant support (chi-square=103.1226, p <

.05) and are described in Table 4.

The news coverage of the TMI in the New York Times and the Washington Post 62.9%

of the time used positively charged ideological words such as “accident,” “mechanical

failure,” or “strong reactor design” and only 37.1% of the time employed negatively charged

ideological words. Moreover, the U.S. press coverage of Chernobyl 63.4% of the time used

negatively charged ideological words such as “secretive,” “nuclear disaster,” “human error,”

or “unsafe nuclear science,” while only 36.6% employed positively charged ideological

words. These results clearly lend support to hypothesis three.

The recording procedure applied to the data set in testing hypothesis three which

collapsed the total number of ideologically words into two separate variables was also used
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TABLE 3

D ISTRIBUTION OF PARAGRAPH USE OF OFFICIAL SOURCES BY NEWSPAPERS AND ACCIDENT

Event

Usage of official sources

 in U.S. newspapers

Usage of official sources 

in Soviet newspapers

N % N %

TMI 379 49.5% 6 3.9%

Chernobyl 386 50.5% 149 96.1%

c =110.473
2                      p= .00000 (p< .05)

to test hypothesis four. The test yielded significant results (chi-square=46.01313, p < .05)

which are presented in Table 5.

The Soviet press coverage of TMI employed in 68.4% of the time words with

ideological meaning which were critical of American nuclear science and the U.S. handling

of the nuclear accident, such as “unprepared to handle nuclear accidents,” “nuclear disaster,”

or “incompetent operators,” and “slow and untimely reaction” and which were defined as

“negatively charged ideological words.” On the other hand, only 31.6% of the time the

Soviet newspapers used words were carried a positive ideological meaning. Also, the Soviet

newspaper reports of Chernobyl 87% of the time used positively charged ideological words

such as “safe nuclear science,” “immediate evacuation and mobilization,” or “strong design”

and “sophisticated control” while only 13% employed words and terms that a had a negative

ideological meaning. Therefore, hypothesis four is supported.

TABLE 4

D ISTRIBUTION OF IDEOLOGICAL WORDS IN 

U.S. PRESS COVERAGE OF TMI AND CHERNOBYL

Event 

Usage of Negatively Charged

Ideological Words 

Usage of Positively Charged

Ideological Words

N % N %

TMI 248 37.1% 420 62.9%

Chernobyl 538 63.4% 311 36.6%

c =103.1226 p= .00000 (p< .05)2
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TABLE 5

D ISTRIBUTION OF IDEOLOGICAL WORDS IN 

SOVIET. PRESS COVERAGE OF TMI AND CHERNOBYL

Event 

Usage of Negatively Charged

Ideological Words 

Usage of Positively Charged

Ideological Words

N % N %

TMI 13 68.4% 6 31.6%

Chernobyl 90 13.0% 604 87.0%

c =46.01313 p= .00000 (p< .05)2

QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS

The New York Times and the Washington Post

The news coverage of TMI and Chernobyl in the U.S. press significantly differed in

areas of concentration and themes of interest. The similar nature of the two technological

mishaps suggested a consistent tone and focus of news stories over the two time periods.

However, the U.S. press exhibited notably different behavior in the case of TMI and

Chernobyl. While TMI was a unique technological disaster, unprecedented in coverage and

importance, Chernobyl presented an opportunity for the U.S. journalists to improve their

knowledge and skills in handling risk communication which threatened public safety on a

national and international level. During the TMI crisis, the U.S. newspapers directed the

public attention to the potential hazards of civil nuclear power and the assumed

consequences of nuclear fallout. Moreover, the news media’s reaction to, and handling of,

the TMI nuclear failure in itself became a newsworthy event, which received significant

attention in the press. While the volume of material printed about the accident was almost

prodigious, reporters often admitted their fear of the consequences of radiation exposure and

their failure to understand the workings of a nuclear reactor and thus, their failure to

communicate effectively the risk of a possible fallout at TMI. 

Along with stories that focused exclusively on the information provided by the

governmental commission in charge of investigating the accident, the New York Times and

the Washington Post printed stories on anti-nuclear protests and risk assessment that often

questioned the safety of U.S. nuclear technology. A New York Times story, for example,

discussed the dangerous consequences of a possible meltdown at TMI, warning the public

of the dangers of civil nuclear technology. Similar in tone articles questioned the necessity
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of using energy produced by atomic power plants, turning the attention of the public to

alternative energy sources. 

Moreover, U.S. newspapers devoted a significant part of their news coverage to

discussing international reaction to the manner in which the TMI accident was handled by

the government and the nuclear technology authorities. While many of these reports were

positive and, for the most part, supportive of the safety measures developed as a universal

standard in the Western world, the news reports which discussed the Soviet coverage of TMI

were exclusively critical. An article printed on April 2, 1979, in the New York Times

discussing the Soviet reaction to the accident accused Soviet authorities of misrepresenting

facts and exaggerating the consequences of the nuclear failure. Moreover, the Times report

pointed out that all Soviet accusations of incompetence were groundless, particularly when

only one Soviet reactor had the safety concrete containment dome which all nuclear power

plants in the United States had. The Times report also emphasized a statement by a Soviet

dissident scientist who testified to a Soviet nuclear explosion which released dangerous

nuclear wastes but was never reported or confirmed by Soviet authorities. The effect was to

question the safety standards and procedures of Soviet nuclear science and raise further

doubt in the safety of Soviet nuclear science and technology in general. 

On the other hand, the New York Times and the Washington Post applied a different

approach to the coverage of the Chernobyl nuclear accident. The initial reports on Chernobyl

in the U.S. newspapers concentrated heavily on the lack of information and Soviet

unwillingness to cooperate and release the facts around the circumstances and the scope of

the nuclear accident. One explanation of this different perspective was offered by Sood,

Stockdale and Rogers (1987) who contended that while the TMI disaster increased the news

value of Chernobyl, the Cold War relationship between the United States and the Soviet

Union also played a significant role in the perspective through which the news media

depicted the failure of the Soviet nuclear power. Overall, the U.S. press expressed the

mistrust and negative attitude of the West to the general safety and reliability of Soviet

nuclear science. Moreover, a majority of early news reports questioned the strength of the

Soviet industrial base and sought to expose the weaknesses of the Soviet system in general.

In the news reports, the Chernobyl reactor was often described as “crippled,” “lacking basic

safety regulations,” “an enormous explosion,” “having the worst safety measures in the

world.” Journalists openly spoke of “the shadow of Chernobyl,” “the slow reaction and

heavy bureaucratic machine” of the Soviet government. In the same tone, the secrecy of the

Soviet government occupied the attention of reporters, who wrote that the Soviets were

putting “an extraordinary effort to restrict information about the worst nuclear accident so

far” and that this was apparently “a reflexive retreat into secrecy that again seemed to show

the Kremlin loath to concede any failing before its people and a hostile world.”

Other news reports attempted to estimate the importance of this nuclear disaster and

its implication to the future development of U.S. nuclear science. An article in the

Washington Post cited an U.S. scientist who announced that “Hiroshima was a major lab for
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studying radiation, and now, this will be another one.” An even more insensitive comment

was quoted in a New York Times cover page news story which stated: “It’s too bad it did not

happen closer to Kremlin.” 

While the majority of initial reports of Chernobyl in the U.S. newspapers concentrated

on the Soviet delay of information of the nuclear fallout to the international community,

many of the follow-up reports focused on the comparison between the safety of the two

powers’ nuclear technologies, which often metamorphosed into an open discussion of the

difference between the two political and social systems. Many of these stories often

discussed the TMI accident, emphasizing the safety of the American reactors in comparison

to those of the Soviets. One official was quoted in a Washington Post news story stating that

“the difference between TMI and Chernobyl is like the difference between heaven and hell.”

A nuclear scientist declared that “while the U.S. authorities were extremely cautious in

handling the nuclear incident at TMI, the Soviet authorities displayed reckless disregard for

safety.”

Pravda and IzveStiya

A striking observation was made at the beginning of the data collection stage when the

search located only four stories in Pravda and Izvestiya discussing the TMI accident in its

immediate aftermath. An examination of the study period indicated that most of the

international news coverage was devoted to foreign policy conflicts and the Cold War power

struggle, mainly reviewing the Arab-Israeli conflict and the “aggressive” American

involvement in it. In fact, both Soviet newspapers devoted only two of the six total pages in

each daily issue to international news, one page of which was solely devoted to news from

the “brotherly peoples” of the Socialist republic in the Eastern bloc. However, despite the

small number of stories, the ideological inclination of the Soviet reports was hard to

overlook. The news stories in both newspapers spoke of “panic-stricken people” and an

“unexpected and uncontrollable situation.” Perhaps the best description of the Soviet reaction

to TMI was an extensive news analysis of the event published in Literaturnaya Gazeta. What

the U.S. was initially portraying as an incident was interpreted in the Soviet bloc as “a

serious, major accident, one that threatened at any moment to turn into a catastrophe, even

terrible tragedy.” Moreover, the news report said that the only explanation of the accident

could be “either that the personnel were not adequately trained or that the emergencies

technology demands further attention.” The author of the article drew attention to the

irresponsible behavior of the private nuclear energy companies. “For the public, TMI serves

— no, it already served — as an example of the criminally irresponsible use of the atomic

energy by monopolies, and people indignant about what happened.” Interestingly, the Soviet

reports of TMI also mentioned the lack of reliable safety system in American nuclear plants,

which contrary to the U.S. reports, were described as weak and unreliable, and most of all,

“malfunctioning and cheap.” 
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Moreover, in the same edition of the newspaper, another article took the opportunity

to emphasize the superiority of the Soviet nuclear technology. The article, titled “No Task

Is Beyond Soviet Science” criticized the U.S. for experimenting with nuclear science and

technological advance in the name of private profit, rather than in the name of the progress

of humanity. On the other hand, “the USSR’s mighty scientific and technical potential,” the

article contended, allows it to solve problems that withstand various sorts of tests and

blockades. 

The discussion of TMI, as well as of many other minor nuclear mishaps in the Western

world, found place on the pages of Pravda and Izvestiya almost immediately after the worst

nuclear failure so far took place in April 1986. While ideological opposition and anti-

American sentiments found a reflection in the news coverage of TMI, Chernobyl presented

yet another opportunity to the Soviet press to apply ideological control to the content of

domestic and international news. 

Perhaps the most striking element of the Soviet news coverage of Chernobyl was the

four-day delay in releasing information to the international community, and most of all, to

the Soviet people directly affected by the scope of the accident. However, the Soviet

authority presented an explanation which was to excuse the lack of early reports — in order

to avoid panic and assess the short- and the long-term plans of action for fast recovery from

the accident, the Soviet authorities needed four days to thoroughly research and examine the

situation at Chernobyl and its consequences to the people of the Soviet Union and the

international community. Interestingly, what was perceived as a token of bad faith and

reckless secretiveness in the Western world was described as a necessary measure of

selective approach to information in the interest of the Soviet people and the fast and

effective elimination of the radiation threat. 

Moreover, the areas of concentration and the focus of news stories in the Soviet press

differed significantly from the coverage of Chernobyl in the U.S. press. While the number

of stories printed in the Soviet newspapers did not match the volume of coverage which the

accident received in the U.S. press, the news stories discussing the Chernobyl tragedy in the

Soviet newspapers were mostly feature or human interest stories which occupied the front

pages of the newspapers and enjoyed significant length. Contrary to the U.S. press coverage

of the Chernobyl accident, instead of approaching the nuclear mishap as a major

technological disaster which presented an excellent opportunity to test the safety and the

reliability of the nuclear system of a competing world power, the Soviet news coverage was

directed in a more humane and spirited perspective. The majority of the early stories and in

fact, most of the follow-up reports, focused on the brave effort of all plant operators and

emergency workers who helped in the immediate evacuation and mobilization of the local

populations. However, none of the articles failed to mention the skilled and considerate

leadership of the Communist Party, which was often called “the great and wise leader,” “true

friend of the victims,” “protector of the survivors.” Moreover, rather than depicting a portrait

of a weak industrial base and incompetent emergency force, Pravda and Izvestiya openly
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praised the highly qualified team of emergency workers on the site, who “performed

enormous human feats” and the medical team who was “doing the impossible to save the life

of the brave Chernobyl firefighters.” 

A great amount of attention in the Soviet newspapers was also given to other nuclear

accidents which took place around the world, particularly, failures of nuclear technology in

the Western hemisphere. Most of these articles criticized the “apparent lack of responsibility

on the side of private interests” and while clearly ideological in their anti-Western

sentiments, presented ideologically charged, yet true, facts of nuclear mishaps all over the

Western world. Of particular interest to the Soviet journalists were the technological failures

in all spheres of U.S. science. A significant amount of coverage, for example, was given to

the “Challenger” catastrophe and to investigating the reasons for the accident. Several

articles in Pravda and Izvetyia described the “cruel and “heartless” decision of the NASA

authorities to allow the flight to take place regardless of their knowledge of failing safety

systems in the space shuttle. NASA was described as “willingly and consciously closing its

eyes on blatant technological defects,” as “opportunistic,” and “recklessly adventurous” and

the astronauts were said to be “doomed” at the “mercy of irresponsible administration.”

Many of the journalistic reports also discussed the Western reaction to Chernobyl and

the Western depiction of the accident in the news media. To the Soviet journalist, the

purpose of these reports was beyond clear — “with these images, the capitalists are hoping

to divert the attention from the numerous nuclear accidents that take place on American soil,

the reasons for which are either defective equipment, insufficient qualification of the

personnel or reckless disregard for safety measures,” one reporter wrote. Others described

the Western media coverage as “desperate attempt to divert the attention from the criminal

aggression of the U.S. expressed in the recent bombing of Libya, and the undeclared war

against Afghanistan and Nicaragua; to justify future effort in the weapons race, the

continuing nuclear tests and the refusal to accept the peace proposals of the Soviet Union.”

The accusations of the Soviet press were almost universally present in each news

report, emphasizing the lack of understanding and compassion from the West to the terrible

tragedy of the Chernobyl people. Moreover, the critical U.S. media coverage of Chernobyl

was also used as a political sign of unwillingness to negotiate the nuclear disarmament —

a note heavily played in the Soviet coverage of the Chernobyl disaster. In this connection,

it is important to note that many journalistic reports shifted the focus from the scene of the

accident to painting apocalyptic images of what might happen in case of a nuclear war with

the United States. “The world, humanity in general should never forget what a terrible

danger lies in nuclear arms,” a press release in Pravda stated. Thus, instead of questioning

the governmental policies or expertise in handling nuclear technology and the lack of

immediate and sufficient information about the danger of nuclear energy and nuclear science

in general, the Soviet press depicted the Chernobyl disaster as a “test to the human strength

and spirit,” as an unavoidable “glitch in the wheel of progress” and a chance for the Soviet
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people to prove to the world that theirs is a just, closely knit society which always strives to

help comrades in distress, nuclear or civil.

The present study had several limitations among which the most apparent one was the

small sample size of Soviet news stories on the TMI nuclear failure. The small sample size

poses questions about the validity of the test results and calls for further examination to

determine the strength of the statistical conclusions. In addition, while this study focused on

the influence of ideology on the news coverage in the United Sates and the Soviet Union,

other influential factors that determine the direction of news reports also come to mind. For

instance, the role of journalistic norms and journalism education both in the United States

and the Soviet Union could be a decisive factor in directing the news coverage of domestic

and international events and could contribute valuable findings to future research of the news

coverage of nuclear accidents in the different press systems. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The purpose of this study was to illuminate the role of political ideology and the Cold

War confrontation in the news coverage of two nuclear events which while sharing many

common characteristics, significantly differed in the manner in which they were presented

in the news media. While a significant amount of studies in mass communication have

examined the news coverage of nuclear danger, and specifically the news media reaction to

TMI and Chernobyl, none of those studies compared the two from an ideological perspective

as reflected in the news reports. Thus, one of the contributions of this study is that is has

enriched the existing literature with a unique comparative study which examined the role of

ideology in the U.S. and the Soviet press coverage of TMI and Chernobyl. 

The results of this study confirmed that the ideological confrontation between the two

world powers in the Cold War years swayed the news coverage of TMI and Chernobyl to

present two universal ecological hazards as an opportunity to attack and criticize the beliefs

and technological prowess of an opposing political regime rather than truthfully inform the

public about the immediate and real dangers of radiation releases. 

Moreover, the qualitative examination of the news coverage in the New York Times,

the Washington Post, Pravda and Izvestiya illuminated yet another difference in the way in

which the two countries approached the news coverage of their nuclear accidents. The U.S.

press bombarded the public with news reports, frequently exaggerated and contradictory, and

devoted significant attention to the future of nuclear energy and its consequence to the U.S.

energy corporations. On the other hand, the Soviet press coverage was almost exclusively

devoted to the fate of the victims of the radiation fallout. In the Soviet press, Chernobyl was

depicted as a test to the Soviet people, another cruel manifestation of the forces of nature,

which despite its tragic end, presents yet another opportunity for the Soviet people to

mobilize their assets and prove to the whole world that Soviet science will continue to

progress with more sophisticated control and more safety measures. As a result of this,



Elza Ibroscheva A Different Nuclear Threat

188 Russian Journal of Communication, Vol. 1, No. 2 (Spring 2008) 

hundreds of letters were published in the Soviet newspapers, describing the Soviet people’s

selfless desire to help the victims of Chernobyl. An article in Pravda, entitled, “I want to

work at the Station,” quoted a member of the Chernobyl community who addressed these

words to the Western press: “Screaming from the grave, we are alive! We stand firm on our

land. We are going to fight for a clear sky above us to the very last breath. We are the brave

people of Chernobyl.”

Thus, while ideology was a decisive factor in determining the angle of news coverage

in both the Soviet and the U.S. newspapers, it is important to note that there were also

significant differences in the topics of interest and themes of coverage in the two press

systems. The U.S. newspapers described the Chernobyl accident in a noticeably negative

light, emphasizing the lack of safety measures and sophisticated control while the Soviet

newspapers presented the Chernobyl accident as nature’s “test” to the strength of the Soviet

people. This observation leads to yet another important finding of this study — while

ideology seems to impact the direction and bias of news coverage, other factors, such as

journalistic norms and personal values, might also influence the final news product.

Moreover, while this study had certain limitations, it pointed to a prominent role played by

the dominant ideology and the superpower competition in the coverage of domestic and

international news during the Cold War years. In the context of newswork, the dominant,

anti-Communist or anti-Western ideology of either the United States or the Soviet Union

appeared to function as a major source of news bias which also served as a powerful

mechanism for transmitting and perpetuating the Cold War power competition and

ideological opposition between the two countries. Ultimately, even nuclear hazards such as

TMI and Chernobyl, which posed a serious threat not only to the country in which the

nuclear failure took place but also to the entire international community, became not just a

nuclear threat, but a political and ideological one as well. 

ENDNOTES

The New York Times has a large circulation and influences to a great extent the content of1

smaller newspapers and many other national and local media outlets (Gitlin, 1980; Antush, 1994).

Moreover, this newspaper publishes a significant amount of foreign news (Haque, 1983; Riffe, 1984).

While Pravda has been the center of many studies examining the role of the Soviet press in2

the contemporary social and political sphere (Berezhnoi, 1975; Bogdanov & Viazemski, 1971;

Okorov, 1974; Ovsepyan, 1975), it has also been contended that Pravda was one of the most

inalienable parts of the ideological development of totalitarianism in the Soviet Union and the

Kremlin’s primary tool of ideological control (Merrill & Fisher, 1980). In addition, Western leaders

and their political advisers often “search Pravda’s content for clues to the changing direction of

Soviet’s policy” and as a “useful index to the Soviet behavior” (Markham, 1967, p. 170).

Murray (1994) contended that during Khrushchev’s era and even after his death, the language3

of Izvestiya had more first-person reportage and clearly attempted to move away from the official

language to a more literary style. Also, greater coverage was given to foreign news.
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Because the hypotheses that this study explores examine bias of the coverage, editorials, letters4

and opinion pieces were left out of the analysis because they do not purport to be objective; these

forms of communication are intended to take a stand on an issue, and present the author’s personal

point of view.

All related stories in the U.S. newspapers were identified through their respective indexes. For5

the Soviet newspapers, because the index to Pravda and Izvestyia could not be accessed, the related

stories were identified through a careful and thorough examination and recording of all available

(certain newspaper issues were not recorded in the microfilm sequence) issues.

While the data were being collected, a pilot study was conducted to establish inter-coder6

reliability. The inter-coder reliability was determined by comparing the coding of 30 randomly

selected cases from the total sample. Each item was independently coded by two coders for each

variable. The agreement level for each variable was calculated by dividing the number of items that

both coders agreed by total number of items examined. The total number of paragraphs coded for

inter-coder reliability was 518. The two coders agreed 482 times on ideological slant and 518 times

on ideological words. 

The U.S. articles were examined by the author who is fluent in English and Russian. To ensure7

accuracy in replicating meaning in the translation process from Russian to English, the author

employed the help of a native Russian speaker who assisted in enhancing the accuracy of the

translation.

At the completion of the data collection, the data were entered in the computer and examined8

for entry errors and coding inconsistencies. The analysis of the data was done in the statistical package

in SPSS. To examine whether the collected data lent support to the hypotheses stated previously, this

study used chi square statistical tests to compare the observed distribution of the examined variables

with the distribution expected by chance. For the purpose of this study, the alpha level was defined

at .05 (which indicated that a hypothesis which tests at a probability level bigger than .05 will not be

supported and a hypothesis which tests at a probability level smaller than .05 will be supported).
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NATION BRANDING AND RUSSIA: 

PROSPECTS AND PITFALLS

IGOR E. KLYUKANOV, EDITOR

Nation branding is popular these days, both as a practice and as an object of study. More

and more countries are embracing nation branding. Also, more and more academic

publications are dedicated to it. Recently Keith Dinnie (see his contribution below) published

the book, entitled Nation branding: Concepts, issues, practice (Elsevier Ltd., 2008), which

is arguably the most comprehensive volume on this phenomenon.

This phenomenon is hardly new (cf. Dinnie, p. 17). Typically associated with identity,

image, position, or Zeitgeist (Dinnie, p. 41/151), no nation could have avoided it in its

interaction with the Other. Like Moliere’s Monsieur Jardin, who was surprised to discover

he’d been speaking prose all his life without knowing it, nations might be surprised to learn

they’d been “doing branding” whenever they came into contact with each other. 

That the phenomenon is controversial and complex, however (Dinnie p. 13), is easier

to agree with. Nation branding might appear omnipotent while in real life, it is hardly the

case. For example, in one of his comic strips, Doonesbury shows Duke and his son trying

to brand the fictitious nation of Greater Berzerkistan where the President-for-Life has been

bombing his own citizens. The two are looking for the perfect pitch to spin ethnic cleansing

and wonder if “something bluesy” would work with genocide. 

The term itself — “nation branding” — is controversial and not universally accepted;

alternative variants have been suggested, usually with less commercial overtones, e.g.

“reputation management” or “public diplomacy”. Simon Anholt, a leading authority in the

field (see his contribution below) now prefers to call his approach “competitive identity”

(Dinnie, p. 22). Such various labels for the concept are an indication of its complexity.

Scholarly frameworks have been developed and practitioner insights given in order to

understand its nature; many of these are found in Dinnie’s book, which approaches nation

branding from the (most wide-spread) economic and marketing perspective (p. 20).

However, even such a pragmatic approach to nation branding, e.g. in terms of principles of

integrated marketing communication (Dinnie, pp. 195-197), must draw from a number of

academic disciplines and fields. In his book Dinnie lists quite a few (p. 21), ranging from
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political geography to social psychology to international law; conspicuously absent from the

list is the discipline of communication, which is indispensable in order to remedy the

situation where “little existing theory” is admitted (Dinnie, p. 13). 

Nation branding, in essence, is a process of helping a country to manage its image

while interacting with the Other; thus, the discussion of nation branding as an impression

management process cannot avoid such theories as Symbolic Interactionism and Dramatism.

Naturally, applying these theories, developed in the realm of interpersonal communication,

to a higher, more abstract and impersonal, level of interaction, is not an easy task. This task,

by the way, cannot be successfully accomplished without making some use of ethnographic

theories. Also, the goal of nation branding is constructing a clearly identifiable image of a

country; distinctiveness is often mentioned while discussing its nature (Dinnie, p. 52). This

discussion can be made more fruitful by using the conceptual framework of constructivism,

because the relationship between, e.g. cognitive complexity and communication can hardly

be denied. Also, the final product of nation branding usually takes the form of a slogan, cf.

“All Ways Surprising” and “Always Surprising” as the two main slogans used for the new

country brand of Chile (Dinnie, p. 59). To determine whether a country’s Zeitgeist is

successfully captured by such a slogan, one can turn to Speech Act Theory; after all, each

slogan is a speech act, and it is impossible to construct or interpret one without following

certain rules and meeting certain felicity conditions. One can also look at nation branding

in semiotic terms, cf. the section on the country-of-origin and semiotic theory in Dinnie’s

book (pp. 93-94). For example, the role of myth, mentioned in his book (p. 116) or sonic

branding done through music, voice and sound (p. 124), all fall within the framework of

semiotics where clearly related to nation branding are such works, as, for example,

Marketing and Semiotics (edited by J. Umiker-Sebeok in 1998) and, more recently (2002)

Persuasive Signs: The Semiotics of Advertising by R. Beasley and M. Danesi. 

Applied to Russia, the phenomenon of nation branding is developed by V. Lebedenko

in the chapter entitled On National Identity and the Building of Russia’s Image (pp. 107-

111). The author notes a deep self-identity crisis in Russia during the 1990s (p. 107),

believes that nation branding must be left to professionals, e.g., PR agencies and companies

(p. 109), and admits that its mechanism is not yet formulated (p. 110). With that in mind, and

considering everything said earlier, I asked a number of communication scholars and

practitioners in the field to share their ideas about branding Russia. I sent them several

questions as “prompts,” making it clear that everyone was free to address any issues

considered relevant and worth discussing. Some of the contributors chose to answer the

questions while some used them as a springboard for their short essays, all given below. I’d

like to thank one more time each contributor for his or her input. I found their contributions

insightful, thought-provoking and useful. I hope you do, too. 
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What are some most urgent purposes for nation branding for Russia?

First of all, there is no such thing as “nation branding” — in other words, some kind

of demonstrably effective campaign or initiative that can “brand” (promote, reframe, change

the image of) a country. “Branding” campaigns in the commercial sense, based on marketing

communications techniques, can only have an effect on the country’s communications

output. No link to real outcomes (in terms of altered perceptions in general overseas

populations, still less changed behaviours towards the country) has ever been demonstrated.

When I coined the phrase “nation brand” in the late 1990s, I simply observed that

countries have brand images, and that those images are as important to their progress and

prosperity as are the brand images of corporations and products. I have never claimed that

countries can be branded like corporations or products. 

However, the value of an enhanced national reputation is beyond question: every

country on earth could benefit from a better image. The question is not whether Russia needs

to improve its brand, but how, and whether, it is possible to do this deliberately.

What are some discursive and practical techniques that can be used in branding Russia?

The same as for any other country: 

1. The image must be measured and analysed in all of Russia’s key overseas “markets”

(whether for trade, cultural relations, political relations, talent, tourists or consumers). 

2. A working coalition of the top decision-makers in government, business and civil

society need to agree on what image the country needs and deserves to have in order to

achieve its economic, political and cultural objectives. 

3. Government, business and civil society need to start conducting themselves in

accordance with that vision. 

What steps are involved in the creation and communication of a nation brand?

See above: it’s a matter of proving that Russia deserves a different reputation, not

telling people how they should perceive Russia, or projecting more and more information

about Russia. We live in an information age: the problem is not a lack of information, it’s

people’s lack of desire to access that information and change their minds and their

behaviours as a consequence. 

What problems might exist for branding Russia?

A lack of clarity about these basic concepts.

The lack of a shared vision amongst the different stakeholders.
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The lack of coordination between these stakeholders.

The lack of long-term political and social will to maintain the chosen course for long

enough to affect Russia’s international reputation. 

The desire on the part of many vested interests to treat “nation branding” as a costly

media-based exercise. 

How can branding Russia work on rational and emotional levels?

Russia’s image, just like the image of any country, works at the emotional level,

fundamentally conditioning the “rational” decisions of people around the world. 

How likely are Russians to “live the brand”, performing attitudes and behaviors developed

by the brand strategies?

That entirely depends on how well they relate to the strategy, and how effective the

leadership is in communicating it to them. A national “brand strategy” needs to be both true

and exciting, and that’s the fundamental problem: most things that are true aren’t exciting,

and most things that are exciting aren’t true. 

Is there a danger for nation branding increasing the nationalist discourse in Russia?

Yes, like many other topics of this sort, it can easily be distorted by a nationalist

agenda. 

How can nation branding be helpful for Russia’s collective self-identification?

It should be absolutely fundamental to it. The basis of a strategy of this kind is

capturing the will, the genius and the aspirations of a people in a globalised world. 

What are some things (if any) that nation branding cannot do?

All nations have their “brand images”, and these can be influenced by good, consistent,

long-term, coordinated policies, investments, innovation and leadership. But the idea that a

nation’s “brand image” can be deliberately manipulated through a process called “nation

branding” is entirely false. The “brand image” of Russia exists in the minds of billions of

people living in other countries, way beyond the reach of anything that the Russian

government, Russian business or Russian people can directly alter. As Socrates says, “the

way to achieve a better reputation is to endeavour to be what you desire to appear.”

Changing your behaviour is the only way of changing your image. Nation brand is not a

campaign or a project, a self-standing initiative: it is a perspective on planning and policy-

making which government, business and society needs to acquire. Once it has been acquired,

it will influence the way they go about their normal business, and this will ultimately re-

shape the international image of Russia. There are no short cuts to this.
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NATION BRANDING FOR RUSSIA: 

ARCHETYPAL CONSTRAINT IN AN AGE OF OPPORTUNITY

Nearly twenty years removed from the end of the Soviet Union, Russia stands at the

crossroads of national identity. From all directions, the factions that contend for political and

economic control of the country now converge in disharmony, vying for a voice in

determining the features with which Russia will face the world. On surface, Putin’s strong

leadership has forged an element of stability. Yet below the surface, the schizophrenia of

national evolution wanders from one suitor to the next, from democracy toward

authoritarianism, from open market to state controlled monopoly, from freedom to

constraint. 

Amidst this constant ebb and flow, deciding the value of nation branding for Russia

seems fundamentally obvious. Certainly forging a consistent national image would unite the

Russian people in identity and purpose. But no matter how carefully a national brand or

identity might be constructed, no matter how consistent that brand might be with national

cultural trends and social conditions, and no matter how anticipatory that brand might be,

it simply cannot provide sufficient flexibility to sustain national identity beyond the present,

foreseeable future. More importantly, national identities once established become

bureaucratized in the nation’s institutions and in the people’s psyches. Very simply, branding

may provide some temporary identity with which to rally national sentiment and mobilize

social continuity, but the far-reaching effects are equally likely to invite political

calcification and cultural attenuation. As a result, nation branding may constrain rather than

encourage national development.

Political calcification may be one of the most limiting potential aspects of nation

branding. For example, Russia’s political history is grounded in the imagery of the powerful

authoritarian leader. From the tsars through Lenin, Stalin and other Soviet leaders, Russia

and the Russian people have become accustomed to a national identity that embraces

benevolent authoritarian leadership. In the early years after the demise of the Soviet Union,

Russia floundered economically. Yeltsin’s leadership did little to restore people’s faith in

their nation (Shevchuk, 2008). However, since Putin’s ascendance to power, and his

adoption of the role of authoritarian leader, Russia has seemingly righted its course in the

international arena. Similarly, at least since the time of Katherine the Great, Russia has

consistently engaged in colonialism to sustain the image of a great empire. Soviet attempts

to extend the revolution and expand the U.S.S.R. reaffirmed Russian greatness. Today,

Russia has proclaimed itself a democratic state, eager to join a welcoming world as a nation

that shares the values of other free societies. However, post-Soviet expansionism and petro-

colonialism contradict those self-proclamations. In both instances, the transformed images
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of Russian identity persist beyond their initial incantations and severely constrain the

emergence of other possible images or other potential policies. Ultimately, once national

identities become brands, they seem to function archetypically, constraining and shaping

future events, and prohibiting alternatives as they ensure their continuance (Bertelsen, 1992).

Cultural attenuation constitutes another potential shortcoming of national branding.

National branding can only occur insofar as the brand is consistent with the nation’s existing

culture, or insofar as the imagery of the existing culture can be employed as a source of

legitimation (Aronczyk, 2008; Berger, 1966). Each transformation of a nation’s identity co-

opts the fundamental symbolic attributes of the culture without guarantee of adhering to the

essential principles of that culture. For example, Russian culture emerged from a rich

intellectual tradition. The elegance of Russian prose, poetry, drama, opera, and ballet have

long been proclaimed and recognized as the hallmark of Russian identity. This cultural

foundation, renewed and enriched by succeeding generations, served for many centuries as

a source of national pride and as the inspiration for patriotism. In all, Russian culture

constituted an essential feature of Russian national identity that was deeply intertwined with

the fundamental principles of daily life, an identity that captured the essence of the lived

experience of what it meant to be Russian. During the Soviet era, this cultural tradition was

enlisted and transformed to support the revolutionary political and ideological system.

Although Soviet contributions to Russian culture were often constrained by practical politics,

the tradition was nurtured and encouraged, and some degree of cultural continuity was

maintained. Today, the declaration of a democratic identity presents what might be described

as a cultural disruption for Russia. Democracy represents a significant transformation in

Russian social organization, one with little grounding in the nation’s cultural tradition.

Breaking dramatically from its discursive foundation, contemporary Russian culture seems

but a caricature of Russian life (Shevchuk, 2008). Listening to an opera star like Nikolai

Baskov adapt a traditional art form to the tawdry, glitzy, lip-syncing variety show format,

or watching ballet dancer Anastasia Volochkova altering her craft to suit the free-flowing

movement of modern dance offer subtle hints about the ways in which cultural forms may

become politically expedient in the service of national identity. 

The brooding Russian of Dostoevsky’s novels seems inconsistent with the expanding

opportunities of democratic society. Certainly the appeal of the free-spirited cosmopolitan

enjoying the trappings of contemporary life is sexier, more attractive, more likely to entice

adherents who wish to live through that image. At the same time, it speaks loudly of the

cultural attenuation that nation branding can encourage. Cultural attenuation is largely a

result of the reductionism inherent in the act of transforming archetypal cultural images to

legitimize national identity (Chesebro, Bertelsen, & Gencarelli, 1990). The risk of cultural

attenuation increases as national brands move away from the initial archetypal image.

Ultimately then, dramatic shifts in national identity are constrained by those images that

already exist. However, shifts in national identity may occur incrementally, without dramatic

break from existing brands.
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If national identity functions archetypically, constraining politics and culture, and

limiting opportunity, on what might a national identity be constructed? In the past, national

identities were built on conquests, on riches, and on possessions. But they were also built

through the achievements of artists, scientists, and scholars, on the symbolic resources of

creative human action. In short, national identities emerge from the efforts of a nation’s

people. The old adage that actions speak louder than words seems most appropriate when

discussing national branding, particularly insofar as Russia is concerned. Simply naming for

the sake of recognition creates an epistemic façade grounded in motion; an illusion craftily

tied to convenient sentiments, symbols, and slogans (Machiavelli, 2003/1513). Certainly a

national brand may simplify complex social and political relations, may serve as a unifying

device among intellectually, demographically and geographically diverse peoples, and may

order the randomness of daily life. But through their inherent reductionism national brands

may also mask the issues, ensure the maintenance of the existing structure of power

relationships, and certify the status quo (Bertelsen, 1992). Ultimately, a single national brand

can only constrain individual opportunity and national development. At the very least, some

combination of defining imagery must coalesce into a nation’s identity. Ideally, national

identities are forged through dialogue, they are not promulgated (Heath, 1997). As Russians

struggle for a lasting post-Soviet identity to fashion allegiance and loyalty among the

population, and to identify their role in the world community, they might carefully consider

the broader implications of branding. Boulding was most prophetic when he said: “We must

always operate with the concept of an inventory of images, and we can never replace this

inventory by a single image, not even that of the most important person in the organization”

(Boulding, 1956/1961, p. 63). 
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What are some most urgent purposes for nation branding for Russia?

This is really a question that must be answered by the people and the government of

Russia, rather than by outside observers. Russia, like any other country, will have its own

strategic priorities and these priorities should guide the development of any nation branding

efforts. Having said that, as an outside observer, I would imagine that the following issues

are probably prominent in the minds of today’s Russian decision-makers. First, in our age

of instantaneous global media reporting and news coverage, what image does Russia wish

to project to the rest of the world? To use a jaded term, what are Russia’s “brand values” in

a post-communist era? Under Vladimir Putin’s rule, Russia has rediscovered a desire and

ability to assert itself on the world stage, but there appears to be a clear dichotomy between

Putin’s high level of domestic popularity and a less enthusiastic response from international

audiences. Therefore a focus on building the strength of Russia’s soft power may be

required, rather than the flexing of military muscle. Second, Russia needs to start planning

now to ensure that it gains the maximum possible benefit for its nation brand from its hosting

of the 2014 Winter Olympics. Third, a strategic decision needs to be taken on Russia’s

attitude with regard to foreign direct investment. Does Russia welcome FDI, or would it

rather maintain a high level of control by domestic corporations? A clear position on this

issue would help guide any nation branding efforts in the domain of inward investment

attraction. Although there are obviously many other potential purposes for nation branding,

the ones outlined above are probably amongst the more pressing issues for Russia’s nation

branding. 

What are some discursive and practical techniques that can be used in branding Russia?

Russia is already using many nation branding techniques. It has hired a Western PR

agency to attempt to manage perceptions of Russia’s leadership and national image; it has

engaged in “Church diplomacy”, a form of diaspora mobilization in pursuit of nation

branding goals; and it has established an English language TV channel called “Russia

Today”, to put across a Russian perspective on world events. However, one technique that

has possibly been under-used to date by Russia is the promotion of Russian branded exports

to help build a more multi-dimensional image of Russia, beyond the grim and intimidating

Cold War stereotype that probably persists in the minds of many people in the West. We

have seen a limited number of beer and vodka brands penetrate Western markets, but there

needs to be a more diverse array of Russian brands for Western consumers to be exposed to.

In this respect, Russia could maybe look to Japan and the ways in which positive perceptions

of that country are based at least to some extent on great consumer brands such as Sony,

Toshiba, Honda and so on. There is plenty of scope for Russia to enhance its nation brand

through a greater commitment to export promotion. 
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What steps are involved in the creation and communication of a nation brand?

It is a fallacy to think that a nation brand can be created and communicated through

a simple series of steps. A nation brand is not like a new product, where the marketing

department can pretty much decide what brand it would like to build and then apply the

necessary techniques to achieve that goal. Nations, unlike commodities or physical product

brands, come with a history and a culture, and it has been argued that the culture of the

nation is the nation brand. From this perspective, the nation brand already exists prior to any

governmental desire to fashion it. However, this does not absolve government from the

responsibility of ensuring that negative stereotypes do not damage the country’s economic

and social interests. To build a positive national reputation, almost all the evidence seems

to suggest that government and the private sector need to work together. Ideally, civil society

would also be supportive of such public-private sector nation branding initiatives, but this

would appear to be an overly optimistic wish. 

What problems might exist for branding Russia?

Every country faces problems in its branding. It would be more positive to see these

in terms of “challenges” rather than “problems”. This is more than mere semantics, it is

reflective of a mind set that sees nation branding as an imaginative, creative yet rational and

coherent undertaking. Specific challenges facing Russia include the complexity faced by any

large, diverse nation to unify its many different domestic elements into a coherent perceptual

entity; the need to deal in an effective way with an often hostile Western media; the

embracing of branding techniques in ways that are more tuned to individualist audiences

than old-style political propaganda; and the need to achieve better coordination between the

different state and private sector actors engaged in Russia’s nation branding efforts. 

How can branding Russia work on rational and emotional levels?

This is where there needs to be a clear focus upon who exactly is the intended

audience. In marketing terminology, this refers to the concept of segmentation. In deciding

whether to pursue a rational or an emotional branding message — or a combination of the

two — the primary focus needs to be on what is required for the intended recipient of the

message. Conventionally the belief is that an FDI audience would be more receptive to a

rational message based on factual data related to the cost of labour, tax rates, and so on,

whereas a potential tourist would be more receptive to an emotional message emphasizing

hedonic benefits such as the pleasure of sightseeing, eating great food, drinking local wine,

swimming in pristine seas, and so on. This is an area where any nation could benefit from

adopting basic techniques of market research, profiling the characteristics of the intended

audience and crafting an appropriate communication based on that profile data. 

How likely are Russians to “live the brand”, performing attitudes and behaviors developed

by the brand strategies?



Forum: Nation Branding and Russia Klyukonov and others

Russian Journal of Communication, Vol. 1, No. 2 (Spring 2008) 201

It would be absurd to claim to have developed a nation brand and then expect the

country’s citizens to adapt their natural behaviour to fit an artificially created brand.

Although there are undoubtedly significant similarities in some respects between nations and

corporations, for example in terms of the existence of multiple stakeholders, nations and

corporations also differ in important respects. One way in which they differ is that a

corporation can try to impose a code of conduct on its people, but it is far more problematic

for a nation to try and do the same to its citizens. Therefore, it is slightly ludicrous to expect

all Russians to “live the brand”. In the wider world of nation branding, what you see all the

time is nations changing their “nation brand” each time a new party or leader comes to power

— should you therefore expect the country’s citizens to “live the brand” when that “brand”

changes every few years? Obviously, that would be an unreasonable expectation. However,

I think it would be reasonable to expect a nation’s diplomatic corps, for example, to be aware

of any official nation branding campaign and to adapt their behaviour accordingly. This is

where the realms of nation branding and public diplomacy intersect, and there is little

evidence of best practice available yet in this domain. 

Is there a danger for nation branding increasing the nationalist discourse in Russia?

It depends totally upon the nature of the nation branding strategy that is employed. If

there is an overtly militaristic tone to the nation branding campaign, focusing on power and

military strength, then obviously that could kindle nationalist sentiment. But most nation

branding campaigns are more benign and are aimed at inviting external audiences rather than

scaring them away. Also, it would be mistaken to believe that nationalism in any country is

a result of a mere nation branding campaign. There are deep political and social roots to

nationalism, and whilst nationalist propaganda can enflame nationalism, that really has very

little relevance to the contemporary conception of nation branding, with its clearly stated

objectives in terms of tourism, export promotion, FDI, and international influence. 

How can nation branding be helpful for Russia’s collective self-identification?

The relevance of nation branding for domestic audiences is yet to be proved. The issue

of collective self-identification is probably better left to sociologists, historians, and other

cultural experts rather than to marketing and branding professionals.

What are some things (if any) that nation branding cannot do?

As with PR for corporations, nation branding cannot forcibly create a positive

reputation for a nation if the reality of that nation is negative. Projecting a false image of a

nation is probably worse than projecting no image at all, as any informed audience will feel

that their intelligence is being insulted if, for example, a country enduring civil strife tries

to project itself as a tourist paradise. But countries need to decide on a case-by-case basis

what nation branding can or cannot do, given each country’s own unique set of

circumstances. 
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CREATING A MORE LOVABLE RUSSIA:

SOME IDEAS FOR NATION BRANDING

Special Thanks to our Russian friends for contributing their thoughts,

 Anastasia Kononova, Valentin Lossev and Elena Shalabanova

 

“We are not trying to push anyone to love Russia.” This quip was uttered at a world

economic conference by Russian president-elect Dmitri Medvedev about a year ago when

he was first deputy prime minister. The comment takes on special meaning when one

considers the question of “branding Russia,” as the editor of this journal has asked us to do.

Branding experts, such as Saatchi & Saatchi’s Kevin Roberts, tell us that great brands

transcend normal consumer expectations and create emotional connections — they become

“lovemarks.” Is there an opportunity for Russia to be a “lovemark” on the global stage,

especially if its new President appears to be playing “hard to get”? This short essay explores

some ideas toward making Russia a more “lovable brand.”

So, what is the purpose of nation branding, and is it necessary for Russia? Nation-

branding guru Simon Anholt, in an issue of Place Branding Journal, argues that nation

branding — which is primarily a result of globalization — is very important. With the fall

of the Soviet Union and the spread of democratic-style governments, the world has become

more open. This openness is fed by globalized media systems, an interrelated global

economy and a growing desire for a greater array of consumer products. Free and less

expensive international travel also encourages this openness. People around the world are

more informed as well as curious about international governments and cultures. As Russia

seeks to compete in a globalized world — to improve its political and economic standing and

to prevent out-migration of its most valued and educated citizens — it must address its

public image. Toward this end, nation branding for Russia makes sense.

Medvedev’s “love Russia” comment is somewhat ironic, especially when one

considers the not-so-lovable image Russia possesses in most of the world. This image,

personified by the unsmiling Putin and reinforced by media stories of internal corruption and

external bullying, portrays Russia as anything but lovable. So must think University of

Oklahoma history professor and Russian scholar Melissa Stockdale. She is calling her new

book about Russia during World War I, “A Tough Country to Love.”

Improving its international image is Russia’s first challenge toward becoming a more

lovable brand. Russia is plagued by many problems — a huge chasm between rich and poor,
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a crumbling infrastructure and the absence of a free press. Additionally, Russia suffers from

a plethora of international public relations disasters — reports of flawed elections, the arrest

of opposition candidate Garry Kasparov, trouble with its former Soviet neighbors, and a

widely publicized, spy-novel-like story about the presumed assassination of a former-

Russian-agent-turned-dissident Alexander Litvinenko. None of these stories is an asset for

a country trying to create a more positive image. This media coverage has projected an

unlovable, almost evil Russia to citizens around the world.

But for those who know Russia on a personal level, they would say the country is easy

to love. Lesley Rimmel, history professor at Oklahoma State University, claims her affair

began with learning the language. Russian is a beautiful, complex language, which allows

those who know it to experience the rich literature and poetry of the country. Others are

smitten by Russia’s cities, including the beautiful imperial architecture of St. Petersburg and

the glitzy lifestyle of modern inner-Moscow. International scholars practically swoon over

its universities and extensive archives. Americans report wonderful vacation trips to Russia

— the ballet, the caviar. If you’ve ever had the pleasure of working with or teaching a

Russian, you know there are many reasons to love Russia. These lovable aspects of Russia

should be promoted if Russia wants to improve its brand.

Another way to create a more lovable image of Russia is through interpersonal

exchanges. The Russian government should make it easier for scholars and tourists to visit

by improving the inefficient bureaucracy involved in obtaining a visa. They should endeavor

to send more Russian students, visitors and professionals to other countries, where they can

be effective citizen-diplomats. 

One-on-one exchanges — much like long-term courtships — are extremely effective,

but not efficient enough to influence worldwide opinion. Well-crafted international press

releases should stress the good things Russia is doing, such as NGO projects, hosting the

Olympic Games and G8 summit, membership in the United Nations and Russia’s role in

fighting terrorism.

Despite Medvedev’s quip, the newly elected Russian President may be the country’s

best opportunity to show Russia’s more lovable side. According to media reports,

Medvedev’s style is a welcome contrast to the steel-faced Putin. Medvedev is young, speaks

English and likes rock ‘n’ roll. He’s never served in the Russian security services, and he

speaks about the importance of freedom and respect for the rule of law. Many nationalists

even call him a liberal. Whether or not this persona is played out in his politics or policy, it

could go far in portraying a more “lovable” Russia.

One essential ingredient of a great brand is a great brand name. Medvedev means bear

— the long enduring symbol of the Russian state. The question is whether Medvedev will

project himself as a cuddly teddy bear or a not-so-lovable grizzly. 
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William Graves III, Ph.D., associate professor of humanities, Bryant University, Rhode
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“NATION BRANDING” AND RUSSIA’S IMAGE ON THE GLOBAL STAGE

Over the past eight years, a considerable amount of attention has been paid to the

question of developing new models of “national identity” and new visions of “unity” within

Russia. New holidays like “National Unity Day,” the UN-inspired “International Mother

Language Day,” as well as the increasingly prominent leadership role played by the Holy

Synod and the Orthodox Church, have served this purpose at home and among the Russians

of the Diaspora. At the same time, Russian media have been mobilized to assist in promoting

Russia’s image on the global stage through the ever-expanding activities of the Voice of

Russia, Rossiiskaya Gazeta, RIA Novosti and the new educational foundation “Russkii Mir.”

A number of commentators in Russia and abroad have made the point, and correctly

I think, that Russia’s quickly changing and dramatically improving economic position in the

world has been both condition and consequence of these new 21 -century commitments tost

promoting revitalized notions of “national identity” and “unity” both at home and abroad.

As we consider the fascinating global phenomenon of “nation branding,” I think we would

do well not to forget the character of this connection between economic influence and

“national image” both at home and abroad. Forgetting this connection may easily blind us

to some of the more problematic assumptions and practices of “nation branding,” a set of

marketing practices devoted to the promotion of “national image.”

Melissa Aronczyk’s insightful critical analysis of “nation branding” in the most recent

volume of the International Journal of Communication makes it very clear that many

professionals working in this global nation-branding movement assume that “nations” can

be packaged and marketed globally just like any commodity. More importantly, they have

been surprisingly successful at promoting the idea that this is a fundamental necessity (a

“market imperative”?). And when one studies the documents and global nation-branding

surveys available online (cf. www.gmi-mr.com/gmipolls and www.nationbrandindex.com/

allreports.phtml), one can see how survey questions and ranking criteria target the attitudes

of affluent consumers/tourists and powerful foreign investors. Furthermore, year-to-year

changes in the attitudes of consumers, tourists and foreign investors reflected in these same

surveys index patterns of market volatility we have come to expect in this fast-moving world

of financial capitalism: the “popularity” of nations, like the “popularity” of stocks, is a highly

dynamic variable. As reflected in “nation-branding” surveys, then, “Russia” becomes little

more than a shifting target for investment and consumption as defined by the logic and

value-system of contemporary global capitalism.

At least as far back as the proudly ethnocentric and widely referenced travel memoire

of the Marquis de Custine (Empire of the Czar), “Russia” as seen and defined by “interested”

outsiders with outsiders’ agendas has a long, well-documented history. “Orientalism,” in
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Edward Said’s very specific sense, has played an indisputable role in the construction of

Russia’s “image” on prominent Western stages. And although I would not go so far as to

accuse the professional community of “nation-branders” of either “demonizing” or

“exoticizing” Russia, I am suggesting that by transforming very complex problems of

national identity into one-dimensional, neoliberal concepts of “value,” nation branding and

the strategic activities of nation-branding consultants significantly narrow the field of

national and global discourses concerning the role of “nations” and “nation-states” in

historical, cultural and social global orders that should never be reduced to the monolithic

principles of any imagined “free-market” system.

So if not “nation branding,” then what is to be done? One well-known adage has it that

if you don’t tell your own story, someone else will, and probably to your distinct

disadvantage. The emergence of China as a major global power provides us with many

instructive examples of a concerted national endorsement of the wisdom of this adage. Here

we see at all levels of society (not just at the level of the central government) and across all

forms of media an unrelenting commitment to educating outsiders about China. Two years

ago in one of my undergraduate classes the students were discussing an autobiographical

account of government repression of the world-famous “Falun Gong” religious sect in China.

When my students decided to analyze this as a universal case study in “religious freedom,”

my one student from China spoke out evenly but passionately about why, as she put it, “most

Chinese” did not see this as a matter of “religious freedom” at all, but as a very difficult

question of “political and social responsibility.” The importance of this student’s

contribution had nothing to do with endorsement or rejection of her own position. Her

contribution effectively challenged all of the other students to contemplate critically and

openly the many different meanings of “freedom” and “responsibility” and to understand the

essential importance of open, continuing debate about issues they simply took for granted.

My students were suitably challenged; I was delighted.

And this week, in the wake of almost universal condemnation of China’s recent actions

in Tibet, another young Chinese student at Bryant published a careful but courageously open

critique in the student newspaper of the historical ignorance she claimed justified an

uncritical, unquestioning pro-Tibet stance of western human rights activists. Again, in a

political climate that commonly treats all questions of “human rights” as matters of moral

certainty, this student performed an immensely valuable service to the university community

by provoking a very important public debate about “moral certitude.”

In my opinion, the business of “nation-branding” and the strategic use of outside

“professional consultants” have little to do with meeting the very real global challenges

Russia faces today. Reading in the most recent issue of New York Review of Books Amy

Knight’s review of Boris Nemtsov and Vladimir Milov’s critical appraisal of President

Putin’s Presidency, I personally found nothing at all surprising or even particularly

enlightening about the substance of Nemtsov’s critique. At the same time, I wondered when

I might be treated to a Russian counter-response of the now familiar Chinese type. I
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wondered, in particular, who in Russia was prepared to respond to Nemtsov and Milov point-

by-point. And, most of all, I wondered who in Russia was prepared to take up the greatest

challenge posed in the conclusion to Amy Knight’s review — “Some Russians say that their

compatriots have become once again a ‘nation of mutes,’ who sit glued to the state-

dominated television absorbing the continuous propaganda glorifying their leaders.”

(http://www.nybooks.com/articles/21353)

“Some Russian say,” I’m sure, but I would like to hear from voices best equipped to

put such vague judgments to the test. After all, I have also heard very similar critiques of

Americans in recent years and at other times in American history, as well (remember the

“silent majority” of the Vietnam Era?). And when I do hear such judgments, I begin to look

for other views and other voices. I certainly do not take such comments at face value and I

certainly do not allow myself the comfort of the moral certitude such judgments assume.
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Jeremy Morris, Ph.D., director of undergraduate studies, Centre for Russian and East

European Studies (CREES), European Research Institute Building, University of

Birmingham, UK; j.b.morris@bham.ac.uk

What are some most urgent purposes for nation branding for Russia?

One could answer this question in a very predictable way — that the purpose of

national branding is to allow rapprochement with the West, and particularly European

countries after a long period of distrust and animosity. However, the “client” — whether

defined as the Russian elite or the Russian people — may not actually want that. Given the

ongoing lack, or as some might say, hollowness, of Russian national identity, the question

of whether national branding should be to ameliorate the image of Russia abroad is moot.

Advertisers in the realm of domestic consumption have been moderately successful in

peddling a national brand of a newly resurgent great power at ease with itself, and then have

hitched their cigarettes/beer/margarine to that imagined national image. So perhaps this is

the line to continue on a national scale — to encourage social and cultural cohesion at home.

An intriguing question is whether Russia needs an external projection of soft power at all.

I am not convinced of the merits of the Russkii Mir project, the new organization created by

presidential decree and tasked with improving the image of Russia abroad.

Traditionally/historically Russia’s cultural engine of writers, artists, musicians and thinkers,

coupled in the twentieth century with a good dose of hard power have done all the branding

needed. However, if I were to prioritize the aims of a branding project for both external and

internal consumption I would, like in the case of Poland (Aronczyk, 2008, p. 53) be stressing

normalcy: Russia is part of Europe, is a stable, normal country. 

What are some discursive and practical techniques that can be used in branding Russia?

If we agree that Russia already has a strong brand image, whether this is due to its

cultural or historical associations then a branding discourse can stress these facets of its

national image — which of course already happens — though often it is to sell non-Russian

goods: Smirnoff, for example. If anything, the exotic/alternative brand that is Russia

(whether in terms of politics — ‘we’re a “socially orientated” state with nuclear weapons and

we’ll do things our own way’, or culture — ‘look: churches that look like ice-cream-cones!’)

the discourse of othering that the West offers at every turn in its representation of Russia is

a form of branding that Russians have to continue to live with, and perhaps even riff off.

However, this boils down to the same old story and is a zero sum game. The othering

discourse paints Russia as a special ‘case’, but in the sense of basket-case which should learn

the lessons of the ‘civilized West’, whether in terms of human rights or customer service.

Again we return to a discourse of normalcy, stability, everyday business. Propagating the

image of Russia as a normal European country may be a long shot, but ironically, given

recent political and economic instability in those countries that consistently ‘other’ Russia

coupled with relative newslessness at home, the discourse of domestic normality may not be
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difficult for the media and elites to peddle, which of course is what is already happening.

Recently during the financial crisis in the UK and USA I have seen two examples in print

of commentators crowing that the turmoil suffered by the East due to the poor economic

advice it received from Western financial institutions will soon be visited on those very

countries in the West. Get used to living like the Russians did in the early 90s with rampant

inflation, etc. The point is that this irony will not be lost on Russian branders.

On a lighter note, for this discourse of normalcy to begin to filter through in practice

to others outside of Russia I would recommend two simple measures: an end to visa

restrictions for rich countries, and the lifting of bans on low-cost airlines from western

Europe to Russia. Low-cost airlines have completely changed the meaning of words like

‘Estonia’ and ‘Bulgaria’ in the minds of western Europeans, just as they have made

internationalists of the citizens of those countries too, even if they never leave their

homeland. Sooner or later this would have a feedback effect in Russia, too — where every

second person suffers from wanderlust. Without wanting to sound condescending, many

Russians of moderate means already travel frequently to Europe on organized trips; allowing

a greater freedom to do this would signify a historic level of normalcy has been achieved in

Russia. 

What steps are involved in the creation and communication of a nation brand?

I have to say that advertising and television in general have already created a number

of tropes of normalcy that have very powerful effects. The former, while occasionally

dabbling in a projection of Russian otherness and specialness — usually in a rather heavy-

handed way, in selling the mundane accoutrements of modern capitalist existence —

deodorants, mortgages, low-fat spreads and other essentials, likes to stress the availability

of an acquisitive, aspirational, middle-class lifestyle as a prerequisite of the enjoyment of

these products. The Russian nuclear, sometimes extended family is utterly normal in the vast

majority of mass-media iterations, whether in commercial advertising or soaps or otherwise.

The exhaustion of models of enforced participation in social and pseudo-civic life has led

branders to retreat to what is a psychologically comforting, if narrow, vision of ‘life’: friends

and family. Even work becomes a kind of pseudo-extension of this range (although this myth

had wide currency in Soviet times too). One shrewd commentator (Evgeny Popov)saw the

victory of post-Soviet life as being the individual’s ability to openly adopt a petit-bourgeois

attitude: ‘obyvatel’ [an average person with a narrow circle of interests] — that sounds ok’.

What problems might exist for branding Russia?

As indicated above, in discourse about Russian identity, both in Russia and without,

there is a continuous background chatter of otherness — in the West we are continually

invited to partake in the enjoyment of the non-European exoticness of Russia even when this

so-called difference isn’t all that different or actually constitutes part of the core cultural

heritage of Europe — in modernist art for example. ‘We’re Russian and we’re different’ is
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always going to be a losing bet, or a hedge based on increasingly limited returns. I like the

simple idea of more human interaction between Russians and foreigners because it counters

the othering tendency. 

How can branding Russia work on rational and emotional levels?

The urge to normalcy, to having all the things, material or otherwise that decades of

branding have indicated are enjoyed by the West, is a very powerful emotional lever. Popular

culture offers the endless spectacle of ‘Europeanness’ as a valorized state of being aspired

to by all. Quality of service, quality of product, is often described using the modifier ‘euro’.

Increasingly, normal and euro coincide — an apartment is normal and habitable if it is ‘euro-

renovated’ and not worthy of purchase or sale if decorated to lower standard. Eventually

‘euro’ ceases to mean ‘not-Russian’ — this is already the case in fact. A grubby old

apartment may be described as ‘sovkovy’ — having a Soviet level of furnishing. Your

average consumer in their twenties who was a mere child at the end of the Soviet era does

not associate ‘sovkovy’ with the brand image of their nation. Everyone aspires emotionally

and rationally to acquiring a ‘euro-furnished’ flat, but this is ‘normal’. Modes of popular

culture and consumption already mark what was ‘other’ as naturally falling within the

purview of normal desires and behaviours. But perhaps this is a better answer for the

following question:

How likely are Russians to ‘live the brand’, performing attitudes and behaviors developed

by the brand strategies?

As the previous answer indicates, if branding is about playing down cultural

difference, or, at least, not viewing it as either a selling point or a drawback, living the brand

would be stressing in-commonness of needs, desires — a common tactic of international

commercial brands. Perhaps though, and a lot of western media seem to indicate this, there

is an expectation from without that Russians live up to the imposed image of difference. It

is as if the West is disappointed when it fails to find exotic difference everywhere in its

probing of Russian life and mores. This is potentially a problem. The head of Russkii Mir

fell into a similar trap in a recent speech: ‘If Russians weren’t white people, the West

wouldn’t treat them the way it does.’ His branding — ‘Russians are white people but they

are culturally quite different from other white people’ — wasn’t very reassuring from either

an external or internal perspective and indicates the danger of the conflation of the political

and cultural. In this sense perhaps Russians always have and always will ‘live the brand’ in

deflating the image of difference whether imposed from without or within, and everywhere

showing themselves to be rather normal folk. 

Is there a danger for nation branding increasing the nationalist discourse in Russia?

Emphatically, no — especially if branding is about promoting normalcy. Nationalist

discourse is a pastime, something of a spectator sport for Russians. You can cheer from the
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sidelines without really being that interested in the game. Equally, the players may make a

lot of noise and are politely interviewed, but that doesn’t mean anyone takes them (too)

seriously.

How can nation branding be helpful for Russia’s collective self-identification?

It can show them that offering themselves as an ‘othered’ and ‘othering’ themselves

isn’t a particularly fruitful form of identity formation.

What are some things (if any) that nation branding cannot do?

It can’t change the short-term geopolitical reality of Russia’s relations with the rest of

Europe. This of course does impact on the effectiveness of any branding of the type I’ve

described, though as a closet economic determinist I am optimistic about longer-term

success. Having said that it is wise to bear in mind the priceless wisdom of one of the

architects (V. Chernomyrdin) of normalcy in the 1990s in Russia when commenting on

policy failure: ‘We wanted to make things better but they turned out the same as they always

do.’
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RE-BRANDING RUSSIA — A NEIGHBOR’S PERSPECTIVE

Nation branding is in fashion in Europe. Especially small and medium-sized countries

are adopting the soft power (Nye, 2004) means (1) to improve their image abroad and to

make the achievement of their foreign policy goals easier. Big countries take a different

approach to nation branding, as they count on their military power, the strength of their

economy, or simply on their size and population. 

Nation branding might be seen as a new discipline, stemming from economy and

social sciences, which both affect the conduct of foreign policy. Practically, the efforts to

brand or re-brand a country and its society have been well known since the humanity first

built institutions of power and representation. The current popularity of nation branding is

due to the impact all the media of communication have on our lives and to the changes in the

logic of international relations, in which non-governmental institutions and organizations

have much to say. Thus nation branding might not be seen as a remedy for the country’s

failures in the international environment. Creating a brand for a nation means making it

recognizable in terms of positive values of the people; places, where they live; products they

provide, and the politics they conduct. 

The notions of soft power and nation branding at a first glimpse do not suit Russia at

all. Russia is perceived as a hard power country and if there is a discussion on a brand or an

image, it usually relates to the state, not to the nation. Despite the way the country is

perceived, soft power should not be seen as being in opposition to hard power, but rather as

complementing it. The United States’ case after 2001 says a lot about the need of nation

branding in anticipation of a crisis. Nation branding as a systematic action might be useful,

even if a country such as the U.S., makes profits from products known worldwide and its

popular culture. 

The Russian case is different. The way Russia is perceived abroad is one-dimensional

and dominated by its political and military power. After the collapse of the Soviet Union the

old negative images have not been replaced by new, positive ones. The country has

undergone total transformation, changed its borders, its political regime and even its name.

The need for re-branding the country was realized rather late. The process started when

Russia achieved success in economic terms and its society accepted the concept of

“sovereign democracy,” including the strong political leadership of V. Putin. Russian efforts

to re-brand the nation must be seen in this context as promoting a positive image of Russia

abroad. In contrast to the predominantly negative perception in Western and Central Europe,

Russia wants to present itself as a big country with a rapidly growing economy, one which

is democratic and respects human rights. 
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Nation branding also means translating what the Russian nation is. According to the

Russian constitution it is “the multinational peoples of the Russian Federation” (de Lazari,

2006, p. 8) and is understood as a community of citizens. Building a brand in this case relies

on the state and power, on the bond between the citizen, the state and its political leader. As

a result of the last eight years of V. Putin’s leadership, Russia is recognized abroad more as

the state and the leader, than as a society. The positive image of Russians had been fading

since 1956, buried under the rejection of hard power’s interventions in Central Europe and

the wars and hardships of the transformation after 1991. As a result, Russia has a very strong

political identity and a political brand. It is reflected in the assets of its capital, perceived as

a political city and identified with the Kremlin and Red Square (Anholt, 2006, p. 11). Due

to recent discussions on energy policy in Europe Russia has gained an image of a “monopipe

state” governed by one gas company as it used to be governed by one party. (2) Thus, Russia

needs re-branding as a state, and as a nation. The country has to deal with the rejection of its

regime and might build on the fascination with its culture. It needs translation so that the

public opinion abroad understands why Russians support “sovereign democracy” and what

the reason for Putin’s success as a political leader is. The translation is being hampered by

a huge values gap between Russians and at least a part of their target countries abroad. 

Russia’s efforts to create its own approach in branding started in about 2005 — 2006.

One of the most significant moves was the launch of the English language “Russia Today”

television station, broadcast by satellite, representing the Kremlin’s vision of Russia. “Russia

Today” is a perfect example of international relations as an information war, which is still

present in Russia’s foreign policy and in fact, precedes any concepts of nation branding. The

recognition of nation branding in Russia might be seen as one of the results of positioning

Russia among the G 8 countries. When in 2007 S. Anholt published results of his Nation

Brands Index of G 8 countries, Russia scored the last place in all categories. There was a

striking contrast when juxtaposing Russia and United States in the category human rights,

peace and security, as in both cases they were very poor (26th place for the USA and 36th

for Russia, before China). Such evaluations might have contributed to the recognition of

nation branding means by the Russian government but also by Russia’s political elites. The

results of Anholt’s NBI were supported by the Reporters sans frontieres annual report for

2007. Whereas the other G 8 members “have recovered a few places” Russia was not

progressing and its negative hard power state image was confirmed by the killing of the

journalist A. Politkovskaya and the lengthy investigation afterwards (Annual Worldwide

Press Freedom Index, 2007). In fact, it was the case of A. Politkovskaya, which contributed

a lot to the deteriorating image of Russia and reminded the international community of the

lack of respect for press freedom in the country, a very sensitive field for the logic of nation

branding.

The surveys on G 8 images also define the main target countries of Russian re-

branding campaigns as Western Europe, U.S and Asia. The post-Soviet region does not

belong to the target group, as the countries are seen as less relevant in the international



Klyukanov and others Forum: Nation Branding and Russia

214 Russian Journal of Communication, Vol. 1, No. 2 (Spring 2008) 

community. On the one hand, they build their brands on their distance from Russia. On the

other, distancing themselves from Russia affects the image of post-Soviet countries such as

Poland, seen as a Russophobic Western neophyte. This attitude to Russia has had a negative

impact on Poland’s image within the EU, where it is always perceived as being anti —

Russian. 

The exclusion of Central and Eastern European Countries from Russian re-branding

campaigns sticks the label to these countries of being Russophobes and contributes to the

petrifaction of negative clichés. It might be easily observed in the coverage of Polish media

on Russia. Polish journalists define the negative climate of opinion towards Russia, by

stressing the conflict and negative aspects of Russian politics and life in Russia, far from

being impartial. Reporting about the democratic opposition in Russia is in Poland not

politically correct, Russia is unknown as a tourist destination, growing economy is

commented in the context of the endangered gas supplies and corruption. As a target group

for re-branding Russia, Polish journalists have been totally neglected. The value gap in the

Polish case relies very much on the conflict, which is deeply rooted in the history of Polish-

Russian relations. 

At the same time, nation branding is potentially important for the public at home. Any

campaign will not be successful if it does not respond to the nation’s self- image. The

concept of “sovereign democracy” still needs explanation for the international public opinion

especially if a regime, criticized abroad finds support at home. The feeling of the Russians

that the development of the country in the last eight years under V. Putin, was a success story

needs to be translated by the means of nation branding. The aim of re-branding within the

G 8 group - striving for the best place in the ranking - might again be understood as

presenting the values which are shared by all the group’s members. Like many countries,

Russia cannot rely on products and their “country of origin effect,” its popular culture is

hardly transferable abroad and high culture defines the target groups very narrowly.

According to the logic of nation branding, Russia would need a key message. “Creative

tension” invented by W. Olins (3) for Poland four years ago reflects how risky the key

messages might be. If they reflect contradictory assets of national culture, as in the Polish

case, they are hardly implemental. But as many post-Soviet countries have made many

efforts in nation branding in recent years, Russia can use their experiences to be more

explicit in its brand. Russia needs nation branding to present itself and to explain why it has

not been understood by public opinion abroad. Still, this soft power means does not replace

the changes in Russian internal and foreign policy, which in many cases are contradictory

to the soft messages reshaping its image.
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NOTES

1. Soft power in international relations focuses on the image and reputation of the country and

uses attraction instead of coercion. According to Nye (2004, p. 11) soft power of a country “rests on

three resources: its culture (…), its political values (…), and its foreign policies (…).”

2 The notion of a “monopipe state” comes from Ivan Krastev, who used it in a discussion

published in the Polish daily Dziennik, 9 February 2008.

3 W.Olins with a group of specialists worked on a coherent campaign for Poland, the central

motto was one of the results of their work. (Ociepka, Ryniejska —Kie³danowicz, 2005, p.16).
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We can speak of two kinds of branding Russia — external and internal, i.e., one aimed

at Russian citizens and the other for the so called “western world.” In both cases, the most

effective channel of branding is television, which combines very successfully the purposes

of entertaining and persuading. 

Branding for Russia is closely connected with the phenomenon of mythologization.

Creating secondary myths is an important part not only of branding, but also building a

stronger national identity. It’s possible to identify several tendencies at work in this area such

as the “Self/Other” opposition, the sacredness of Russia and the myth of its prosperity. The

latter is represented on TV by different shows, three of them produced by “Pervy Kanal”

(The First Channel). According to the Gallup International public opinion poll conducted in

November, 2007, the most popular TV shows are “The Ice Age,” “The Big Races” and “The

Field of Wonder” (the latter is a clone of the famous “Wheel of Fortune”). Since the early

1990s, this show has been a kind of the exhibition of Russian economic achievement.

Participants of the show come from different regions, bringing food items and souvenirs to

present to the showman who is perceived as a member of an extended family.

Another direction of branding Russia concerns revisiting and revising Russian history.

For example, the film “The downfall of Empire: the lesson of Byzantium” (2008) presents

Russia as a spiritual successor of the Byzantine Empire. Mythologization of Russian history

is also popular in films of the genre of fantasy; in this respect, one can name such movies as

“The Sovereign’s Servant” (2007) directed by Oleg Ryaskov, “1612: the Chronicles of the

Time of Troubles” (2007) directed by Vladimir Khotinenko, “1814” directed by Anders

Puustusmaa (2007), and “Alexander: the Battle on the Neva River” by Igor Kolenov (2008).

All these films are based on real and significant dates in Russian history, i.e., the youth of

the great Russian poet Alexander Pushkin, the Time of Troubles, the reign of Peter the Great,

and the so called Battle on the Neva River. At the same time, all these films take artistic

license with real events; thus history becomes an instrument in building the brand of a

powerful Russia, creating the sense of a strong Russian identity.

The most recent example of external branding is the promotion of Sochi as the site of

the Olympic Games in 2014. It has all the features of branding, i.e., a logo, a slogan, a

message, an object and channels of branding. “The Sochi Project” is gradually contributing

to the creation of the national idea. As a means of communication, media act as a part of

public relations channel and therefore — the channel for branding.

According to the Russian Information Agency (RIA Novosti), after the public liturgy

on Christmas, 2007, President Putin visited the residence of Father Frost in Veliki Ustug,

Special attention was drawn to the model of “Father Frost’s Sochi Residence,” which is to

be built by 2014. The project of Father Frost’s residence in Sochi was supported by the

Russian business community. It is also interesting to note that the inhabitants of Sochi chose
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a skiing dolphin as a new possible emblem of the Olympic Games in 2014, thus uniting two

incompatible, almost oxymoronic images. Thus, the city of Sochi situated on the Black sea

coast, is now connected not only with the Olympic Games but also with the names of Father

Frost and President Putin. Here we witness the creation of a secondary myth and a political

project at the same time. The South and the North — the two opposite poles of the world,

as much as Christianity and fairy-tales, appear to create dynamic tensions of branding in

present-day Russia. 
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BRANDING OF RUSSIA AS AN ASPECT OF FOREIGN AFFAIRS

During the last several years both political figures and experts have realized that the

international image of Russia is not very positive. This fact is supported by numerous

international country ratings and publications about Russia in foreign media, low numbers

of international tourists and students in Russia, little foreign investments in Russia and low

credibility of Russian companies in potential foreign investors’ eyes. 

Not surprisingly, Russian Governmental bodies and political figures have been making

efforts to address the unfavorable image of Russia on the global scene, emphasizing the

necessity of its strategic branding, which has been discussed at different forums, conferences

and meetings. It can be said that, without a doubt, branding is one of the most important and

urgent problems for Russia today. 

Following the dissolution of the USSR, Russia has been going through an acute self-

identity crisis. Today Russia is still trying to define its position in the modern system of

international relations and determine its values and priorities. The question of constructing

a more positive image of Russia to influence public opinion abroad was raised as part of the

fram ework of the Russian Foreign Affairs Policy accepted  in  2000

(http://www.kremlin.ru/appears/2004/06/18/2014_type63377type63378_73022.shtml). Since

then several isolated projects have been carried out, but still no coherent state program exists

in this respect. 

The best way to implement an effective branding policy is by make it a regular,

controlled, strategic and global process. One of the first steps in that direction could be the

creation of a special department within the Ministry of Foreign Affairs responsible for nation

branding. Some other steps already being taken by different Russian groups of interest to

form a positive image of Russia include the following areas and activities. 

Economy. It is one of the most important areas in the field of nation branding. The

main objective here is overcoming the negative image of Russian business and increasing

its investment attractiveness. Branding projects in economic spheres are actively supported

not only by the Russian government, but also (and sometimes even more actively) by the

Russian business-society. 

Culture, Education and Science. Russia still enjoys a high reputation in these spheres

of human activity. Conferences, round tables, exhibitions and festivals are held all over the

world by the Russian authorities or representatives of cultural and academic circles in order

to promote a more positive image of Russia. Following the Soviet tradition these projects

frequently take the form of “Days of Russian Culture.” Educational projects are usually

aimed at increasing the popularity of the Russian language and culture. 
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Sports. The development of nation branding in this area is usually concentrated on

Russia’s participation in international sports and games events. One more kind of activity

here is the international promotion of Russian competitions and championships, e.g. The

Kremlin Tennis Cup or the Winter Olympic Games to be held in Sochi in 2014. 

Tourism. The main objective in this area is increasing Russian tourist attractiveness

for cultural excursions, extreme adventures and eco-travel. A high level of the involvement

of Russian regions in this area is crucial. . 

Church. Religious diplomacy is playing an increasingly important role in modern

policy. 

National Holidays. Renewing some old national, religious, historical and cultural

holidays or creating the new ones can be seen as an important part of nation branding for

Russia. 

Media Projects. This area includes creating Russian media outlets with international

coverage, e.g. Russia Today TV Channel and their cooperation with foreign media. 
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Russia’s Brand as a Problem and a Dream

The linking of such energetically saturated ideas as “Russia” and “brand” creates a

powerful tension of mental and conceptual correlations. It is surprisingly productive and

fruitful, not only in the sphere of political technologies for promoting a positive image of the

Russian Federation, but - and this is the main thing - comprehending important aspects of

the correlated ideas themselves. 

It might seem that the topic of “the Russian idea” has been already analyzed inside out.

It has come to mean “Project of Russia” and “Russian Doctrine.” However, “the brand of

Russia” is a new and emerging topic, calling for attention.

Brand: from a mark to a social myth and a dream 

The word “brand” has morphed over the past fifty years. It literally means a “mark”

(“brand”). The creators of drakes and ships not only gave names to every drake, but also

marked them with their own “brand,” confirming the work of a particular master. Later the

word came to be used in North America, where in the West it was typical to brand cattle.

There was no need for any documents: the bull with my brand is in your herd! Thus, brand

was initially used as an earmark and identification of property, e.g. a product, a slave or

cattle.

 The concept of brand has come to business in this very meaning, i.e., as a registered

trademark. However, in modern business “brand” means something more than just a symbol

for an author, a producer or a mark. It can be intuitively felt, if we compare, for example,

such automobiles as BMW and Moskvich, such drinks as Coca-Cola and Baikal or

Kolokolchik. Despite the fact that all of them are registered trademarks, some of them are

perceived as brands while others provoke a derisive smile or laughter when we apply this

term to them. Why is this so?

In modern business, with its marketing technologies, “brand” isn’t just any name, but

an image and reputation with market value for a specific mark. This is an important factor

of non-material actives, stipulated by an image and reputation. An image is a concept of a

product and its producer - something that they evoke in other people such as consumers,

partners, investors and representatives of other target groups. An image and an opinion, the

“right-hemispheric visualization” and the “left-hemispheric discursivity,” interrelating like

Yang and Yin, create a brand. 

Today we market not simply products or services, but just brands. D.Oraev (2005) has

recently introduced “the new definition of brand from four words” as promise of realization

of wishful feelings. Everything is in the magic bubbles! Not the chocolate waffles Wispa, but

“the taste of tenderness.” People are offered their dreams, desires, hopes, their ideas of

themselves, or what-they-would-like-to-be. That’s why the modern fully-fledged brand is
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always a fantasy, a fairy-tale about a magic artifact that opens the doors to the kingdom of

your dream (cf. Afanasjev et al., 2007). Contemporary brand is a myth, a story, a narrative.

BMW is a story about “cool dudes,” and Mercedes is about prosperity and comfort. Coca-

Cola is a party with friends, even among white bears. And Moscvich and Kolocolchik are

just marks, not real brands.

Brand as a System of Cultural Identities 

In today’s society of mass consumption and mass culture brands do not simply play

the role of modern social mythology. They are an important factor of self-identification:

people wear brands, eat and drink brands, live in brands and drive brands, read and watch

brands. In this connection it is possible and necessary to speak about a brand as a factor of

new personology and anthropology (Tulchinskii, 2008).

Moreover, no brand exists alone. On the one hand, a company’s image can be used for

the creation of brand stretching (Baltica for beer); on the other hand, separate goods create

an image or reputation of a company (the sorts of sausage for Strelets, Nevsky Trust or

Parnas). Some spheres, e.g. culture, art, and science provoke a positive attitude while others,

e.g., nuclear energy or weapons’ industry cause a negative one. At the same time some

companies can define the image of a whole industry, cf. Gazprom. The image and reputation

of a country is obviously behind the brand of goods, as it was, for example, with the

American auto industry. However, it is also obvious that brands of goods play an important

role in the formation of an idea about the producing country, cf. Toyota, Sony and Honda for

Japan. An important role is played by branding the whole industries or kinds of activity,

which define in many respects the country as such, for example, Japanese electronics,

Russian ballet, French perfume. It is in the context of the understanding of brand nature,

brand phenomenon and the richness of interrelations between different levels of branding

where all the ambiguity of the topic “the Brand of Russia,” or, to be more exact, “Russia as

a Brand” is being revealed. 

 The Brand of Russia: the Problem of Dream

At present we hear a lot about the problem of promoting domestic brands for the

foreign and even home markets, with the calls for the necessity of their state support. We can

identify several aspects of this situation. 

First, the failure of Russian trade brands against the pressure of brands with a long

stable history on the globalized markets is striking. Our producers are beginning to give up

their positions to Korean and Chinese producers, and this fact can hardly be blamed on the

so called “American imperialism.”

Second, it becomes clear, if we consider this question more closely, that the Russian

economy has a very serious problem: we practically don’t have full-fledged brands of goods.

In other words, the Russian economy can’t offer anything to global markets. There are

neither widespread brands nor even specialized, “boutique” ones. The domestic automobile
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industry, which was developed on the basis of Ford, Opel and Fiat (Pobeda was the only

domestic model), went under. The traditional sector of strong drinks was given up without

a struggle; Stolichnaya is no longer a Russian brand. The raw material sector is truly

Russian. But, oil, gas, nickel and forest can’t be brands. Some cultural brands from the past

are still popular today, e.g. the Bolshoi Theatre, the Mariinsky Theatre, the Hermitage, or

Russian ballet, but it is all in the past. 

Third, we can’t but note one more important fact. The desperate desire to dream has

always been typical for the Russian culture throughout its history. Everyday life has never

been a valuable part of the Russian and Soviet spiritual experience. Life in the next world

(“afterlife”) has always been of greater value, cf. the bright future, life overseas, but not here

and now. The moral person in Russia has always been one who lives for the sake of some

idea and can suffer for it if necessary. In Russia the law of property and the freedom of the

individual have been less important than the grace of God. 

Look at the Russian philosophers with their dreams! For example, N. Fedorov had the

dream of the resurrection of all dead ancestors, and V. Solovjev dreamt of the kingdom of

the good. G.Wells called V. Lenin the “Kremlin dreamer.” Truth be told, all such dreams

were utopian like building the kingdom of God on Earth, or catching up with, and leaving

behind, another country such as North America, Sweden and now more and more India and

China. The recent “Project Russia” is also a dream desperate in its hopelessness - building

the Orthodox Kingdom, which will withstand the worldwide Mammon. Russia dreams about

its past greatness. Yet, it is not a dream, but nostalgia, the post-amputation pain in the lost

extremity. 

The “national idea” has been overused by philosophers, politicians and publicists.

However, nation branding must be about some simple things understood by everybody.

What is Russia’s dream? What door in what kingdom of dream does it open and with the

help of what magic artifacts? What unites us? It cannot be what we fear with enemies inside

and outside, but it must be something for which the soul strives. How good do we want to

become? What treasure of our soul can we give to the world?
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Robert W. Orttung and Andrey Makarychev (Eds.). (2006). National counter-terrorism

strategies: Legal, institutional, and public policy dimensions in the US, UK, France, Turkey

and Russia. Amsterdam: IOS Press, 224 pp., ISBN 1-58603-695-5, $144 (hardcover).

Reviewed by Peter Shields, Ph.D.

Professor, Department of Communication Studies, Eastern Washington University

pshields@mail.ewu.edu

The attacks on the World Trade Center and Pentagon on September 11, 2001 and the

subsequent terrorist actions in Bali, Istanbul, Madrid and London provided the catalyst for

an unprecedented surge of counter-terrorism policies and strategies across the globe. These

policies and strategies emanate from an increasingly crowded policy arena claimed by a

bewildering number of national agencies and international forums jockeying for influence

and position. The proliferation of policies, strategies and policy-making machinery has, in

turn, called forth an ever-expanding corpus of literature that describes, dissects, assesses and

seeks to influence the structure and output of this thriving counter-terrorism industry.

The volume under review, a compilation of papers presented at a NATO Advanced

Research Workshop in Washington DC in 2006, seeks to contribute to this literature by

providing a comparative analysis of the various reactions to the challenges of “mass-scale

terrorism” in the US, UK, France, Turkey and Russia. All 16 contributors are scholars and

“operational people” from each of the countries. In the introductory chapter, Orrtung, one

of the editors, justifies the selection of countries by noting, “[t]he United States is now the

world’s only superpower and has made fighting terrorism its top priority. However,

Americans have little experience addressing this problem and could benefit from a better

understanding of the experience of others.” The UK government’s counter-terrorism

strategies were initially honed during its struggle with the Irish Republican Army. More

recently, the strategies have been revised and updated to cope with “home grown Islamist

extremists.” The Turkish government has a long history of devising policies to deter the

violent actions of “leftist groups,” “radical Islamists” and “Kurdish separatists.” The Russian

government’s development of a systematic counter-terrorism policy is of more recent

vintage, beginning with the second war in Chechnya. Although the editors claim that the

French experience is also part of the comparative analysis (see book’s subtitle) this is not

really the case. While one can find sporadic paragraphs that refer fleetingly to the French

context, no chapter is dedicated to a systematic examination of the French government’s

counter-terrorism apparatus. 
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According to the editors, the comparative analysis yields at least three lessons for the

US government. The first is the importance of recognizing and targeting the extensive links

between organized crime and terrorism when combating the latter. This lesson is taken on

board by Louise Shelley, a US contributor to the volume. In the final chapter she excoriates

the US government for conceptualizing crime and terrorism as two separate issues. Shelley

claims, for example, that many of the problems the Bush administration faces in Iraq can be

traced to the US military’s failure to curb the illicit weapons markets that appeared in Iraq

in the aftermath of the US invasion. 

The second lesson involves the urgent need to improve the level of coordination

among the various terrorism-fighting agencies even though increased integration may come

at the expense of fewer checks and balances in the system. In the US, this has been a

significant problem as officials have struggled to effect the largest re-organization of the

federal government since the early days of the Cold War, namely reorganizing and

consolidating multiple agencies under the new cabinet-level Department of Homeland

Security. 

The third lesson is that the government must carefully calibrate the appropriate trade-

off between protecting civil liberties and ensuring the overall security of society. Several of

the country case studies show how the enactment of draconian laws designed to make it

easier for the state to crackdown on suspected terrorist groups may seriously undercut civil

liberties. This lesson seems to go unheeded by Bowman, a second US contributor. The

author expresses irritation that law enforcement and counter-terrorism agencies need to

operate within particular constraints when tracking down suspected terrorists. For instance,

he complains about the privacy and due process considerations that regulate state

wiretapping practices. Moreover, Bowman has little time for those who oppose the National

Security Agency’s amassing of records and data mining practices. Unfortunately, this

irritation is not accompanied by a sober critique of the concerns raised by civil libertarians.

Instead, we are left with the author’s take that the critics are simply uninformed. 

With respect to the third lesson, few of the contributors choose to seriously question

the national security/ trade-off frame. Acceptance of the frame inevitably leads to discussion

about whether the public is willing to make the necessary sacrifices to bring greater national

security. Yet little empirical evidence is presented that demonstrates enhanced law

enforcement and counter-terrorism agency powers (e.g. enhanced state surveillance powers)

are efficacious in preventing terrorist activities.

Given NATO’s sponsorship of the collection, it is not surprising that the collection as

a whole tends to exhibit a state bias across a number of issues, though several chapters subtly

buck the trend. First, this bias is evident in the way terrorism is defined and discussed by

many of the contributors. Most of the authors work with an implicit or explicit understanding

of terrorists as those who perpetrate particular kinds of violent practices against civilians and

non-combatants. For the most part, terrorists are assumed to come from the margins of a

country’s civil society or from some distant shore. The fact that “rogue” and “failed” states
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are frequently implicated in terrorist activities is also discussed. However, there is no

recognition of the fact that some Western states (e.g., the US state) have a track record of

sponsoring terrorist activities (given the above definition). Among other things, the glossing

over of this fact shores up the supposed moral superiority of these states when it comes to

deliberations on terrorism.

Second, many of the contributions fail to adequately consider the dialectical

relationship that often exists between states and “terrorists.” This point can be exemplified

with reference to the Ozdogan chapter, the only contribution in the volume that

systematically investigates the question: Where do terrorists come from? Ozdogan draws

from a spectrum of social science theory to examine which social, political and global factors

affect the supply of labor to terrorist organizations. He concludes that countries are more

likely to produce terrorists if they have weak political institutions (e.g., low levels of

democracy). He notes, “this result intrinsically offers hope for counter-terrorism efforts, as

it is easier to change political institutions than social structural conditions.” Setting aside

questions about how this “democracy” is to be brought about and by whom (e.g., invasion

vs. internal struggle), the point to be made here is that Ozdogan does not choose to engage

the literature that claims specific state actions or policies can contribute to the production of

terrorism — through police or foreign policy actions, for example. Ozdogan’s account and

the contributions of others in the collection create the impression that the state is a reactive

and benevolent actor that is never a witting or unwitting contributor to the production of

terrorists activities.

Not all the chapters are subject to this criticism. For example, Parker’s analysis of the

relationship between the British state and the IRA show that at various times counter-

terrorism actions actually contributed to the upward spiral of violence in Northern Ireland.

In a similar vein, Abdullaev and Saradzhyan’s analysis of the Russian government’s

response to terrorism highlights the fact that the indiscriminate use of force and suppression

of religious groups could well have contributed to swelling “terrorist” ranks. Unusually for

this volume, these authors go on to argue that the Russian government’s overall response to

terrorism should be “expanded beyond the scope of tackling the hard security threat to

address the root causes and contributing factors, which range from the socio-economic woes

to the abuses of civilians’ rights and freedoms…” 

Third, the bulk of the chapters appear to promote the notion that the recent

proliferation of counter-terrorist policies and strategies is simply a natural and predictable

response to the growth of new forms of “mass-scale terrorism.” This understanding is

incomplete. The proliferation also reflects efforts by powerful state actors to take advantage

of certain moments (e.g., terrorist attacks) to enhance their power. Again, a few

contributions, including the Abdullaev and Saradzhyan chapter, seem to appreciate this

dynamic. 

No doubt counter-terrorism scholars and professionals will find a good deal of value

in this volume. While the lessons provided by the comparative analysis will be familiar to
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this audience, there is much granular-level information concerning counter-terrorism

organizations and strategies that will be of interest. The more general reader may find it

profitable to explore the tension between the many chapters that exhibit the state bias alluded

to earlier and the few contributions that question this bias. The volume offers much less to

those who believe that efforts to reduce terrorist activity must begin with a serious

examination of the underlying causes of terrorism.
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Laura Roselle (2006). Media and the politics of failure: Great powers, communication
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(hardcover). 

Reviewed by Ellen Mickiewicz, Ph.D.
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Laura Roselle’s book is the result of a stimulating and innovative research project: the

comparison of political leaders’ use of television in both the United States and the Soviet

Union as they both entered, gradually assessed the battlefield truths, and determined that

withdrawal was the only strategy left in their unsuccessful wars in Vietnam and Afghanistan,

respectively. Professor Roselle (in the interests of full disclosure), with whom I worked

decades ago during her undergraduate days at Emory University and then on her committee

at Stanford University, has, many years and much research later, produced a book of

thoughtful originality. At first, it might seem an unattainable, methodologically sound

comparison — explaining defeat in a fuzzily defined war comparing two grossly different

political and media systems — but it becomes apparent that if one knows both systems as

well as the author and is armed with an extraordinary amount of data, including interviews

with the Soviet leaders and correspondents on the ground, there is ample reason to open up

what is, at a deeper level, a significant parallelism in the way leadership believes it must

devise and implement a media strategy for explanation and support of what is essentially

defeat. Furthermore, the author suggests that one of the attributes of great power status is the

much greater importance this process has, as opposed to lesser powers; thus, it may be only

in these two countries that the media strategy became so urgent.

The book’s structure helps to keep these comparisons well organized. It consists of

parallel analyses: first, of the war in Vietnam divided into two sections — “War Waging and

Reassessment” and “Withdrawal and Aftermath.” Then the author analyzes these two phases

with respect to the Soviet war in Afghanistan. Roselle is able to do this with such clarity,

because the phases, the necessities of changing media policy, and the explanations of the

aftermath are surprisingly similar in such different systems. This is, in so many examples,

the conclusion that emerges in so many of the parts of these comparative case studies.

On Vietnam, American readers will be much more familiar with the events, the key

players, and the press. What I find most interesting are materials taken from presidential

papers and tapes. These reveal at times obsession with the media, characterization of media

anchors and programs in terms of bias, emotional rejection of media as permanently opposed
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to President Nixon (this, from an angry Chuck Colson, who favors at one point, not dealing

with the media at all). 

While this research-packed concise story of Vietnam may introduce not much that is

new, the main question is still of great interest. American presidents had to explain to the

citizens who elected them why the war was taking place; what was happening as more bodies

came home and cracks in support were revealed within the leadership, thus permitting a

wedge of access for the press; and then how to explain that the great power had effectively

been defeated by a small country of very limited means. This was called the first televised

war, and that medium was the principal instrument.

On the Soviet side of the book, Roselle’s task is much more difficult. There is much

less accessible information, although television itself had penetrated virtually the whole

country. The leadership denied there was a war — it was referred to as an “internationalist

duty of a limited contingent.” All television stories were sent to Moscow for review by the

military before they could be shown and even if there was a puff of black smoke off in a

corner, the story was spiked. There was no war; the Soviets were there to assist the

development of the country and stave off the insurgents (of course, now familiar as the

Taliban) funded by the West. Mikhail Gorbachev changed all that and ended the war, pushed

by the advice of the inventor of glasnost, Alexander Yakovlev.

 It is certainly a tremendously difficult challenge for the author to provide the reader

with a parallel understanding when so much was hidden. She adds to what little we know

about the Soviet leadership’s media strategy two forms of important and new material. Since

the state implemented total control of the limited television news available, and since there

was one thoroughly authoritative broadcast every day, the analysis of those broadcasts is

tantamount to studying what the leadership’s media strategy is at any given point, and her

content analysis of coverage is revealing. It would have been helpful to add to the appendix,

if not the full codebook, at least the main categories and choices she used in evaluating

content.

Professor Roselle’s second new instrument of analysis comes from her unparalleled

access to the leaders who made the decisions about how and what to frame on television.

Among these leaders are Politburo member and number two leader, Alexander Yakovlev,

the father of glasnost, Vadim Medvedev, Politburo head of propaganda, Leonid Kravchenko,

who headed television, and the correspondent who was most closely identified with the war:

Mikhail Leshchinskii, in Afghanistan from 1985-1989.

Considered more broadly, these case studies of strategies were to persuade both

domestic and international publics of the credibility and legitimacy of the hostilities. An

essential element for both is withdrawal understood as leaving behind peace within a new

structure: for the Soviets, it was “national reconciliation” among the resident ethnicities, and

for the United States, it was worth a Nobel peace prize. Neither “solution” ushered in an era

of peace and both had to deal in remarkably similar ways with the return of the dead,

wounded, addicted, handicapped, and alienated. Roselle is always careful not to push too far
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the similarities in two different political systems, but the fact of great power status, a

technology that instantly delivers messages to the entire country, and the norms at issue at

home and abroad do deliver new insights into both cases.
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Michael R. Edelstein, Maria Tysiachniouk, and Lyudmila V. Smirnova (eds.). (2007).

Cultures of contamination: Legacies of pollution in Russia and the U.S. Oxford: JAI/Elsevier

Press. 502 + xvii pp., ISBN 978-07623-1371-6, $99.95 (cloth). (Research in Social Problems

and Public Policy, vol. 14). 

Reviewed by William J. Kinsella, Ph.D., 

Associate Professor, Department of Communication, North Carolina State University

wjkinsel@ncsu.edu

This volume provides a valuable collection of studies in the “contaminated

communities” genre associated with Edelstein (2004) and other social scientists. The

chapters would stand on their own as studies of communities affected by toxic industrial and

military-industrial operations, but the volume’s overarching theme provides additional

significance. In his introduction, Edelstein remarks that the essays “examine a fascinating

but sad historical fact: the two dominant and dominating societies of the 20  century, Russiath

and the U.S., shared a disregard for the health of earth, people, and bio-diverse species

through the parallel pursuit of industrialization and militarization….If the driving force in

the west was overconsumption driven by the marketplace, in the east it was state controlled

production” (p. 2). Immersed in the symmetrical and pathological dynamics of the Cold War,

both nations sacrificed political ideals, human health and safety, and environmental integrity

to sustain a fierce and destructive industrial competition.

That Cold War tragedy is the book’s historical context rather than its analytical focus,

however. The focus is on the effects of industrial pollution on communities and their

associated ecosystems, and most importantly, on the responses of those communities. Thus

along with the dark picture of toxic chemical and radiological contamination, we also

encounter some hopeful stories of citizen mobilization, effective communicative action, and

political and institutional change. The successes are neither total nor irreversible — perhaps

eternal vigilance is the price of (post)modernity — but they provide useful lessons for

community activism, institutional critique, and social science research in what Beck (1992)

has called contemporary “risk society.” Another important aspect of the book is its origins

in an international and interdisciplinary project that also bridges the gap between academia

and activism. Funded by a grant from the Trust for Mutual Understanding, a group of U.S.

researchers traveled to Russia in 2002 to visit a number of contaminated communities and

to engage with Russian scholars, civic leaders, officials, and activists. The group toured

polluted sites associated with industrial operations, chemical weapons programs, and nuclear

weapons production, hearing a range of perspectives ranging from official denials of health

hazards to passionate activism in the face of potentially demoralizing risk. 

Later that year, a Russian group traveled to the U.S. on a parallel mission, visiting

contaminated sites in Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and New York and meeting with U.S.

scholars, activists, Environmental Protection Agency officials, and environmental attorneys.
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The group’s itinerary included Love Canal, New York, an epicenter of the late 20  centuryth

U.S. environmental movement; the Ironbound neighborhood in Newark, New Jersey, where

citizens mobilized in the 1980s to address existing contamination and to defeat plans for

further polluting activities; and the World Trade Center site in New York, where controversy

continues over governmental responses and constraints on public disclosure following the

events of September 2001. These “toxic tours” — examples of a phenomenon receiving

growing attention within the field of environmental communication (e.g., Pezzullo, 2006)

— provided the impetus for the essays that make up the volume. To maximize the essays’

academic impact as well as their reach, the editors arranged for them to appear in a venue

that is both a serial publication — volume 14 of Research in Social Problems and Public

Policy — and a self-contained book. The only disadvantage of this format is that the book

lacks an index, which would have been a helpful tool for users of this valuable material. 

The volume is organized in four parts, each including a brief editorial introduction and

a set of thematically-linked essays. Part 1 explores the “social-psychological dynamics of

chemical contamination,” opening with a chapter by Adeline Levine, author of a classic

study of the Love Canal case. Levine sets the stage effectively for the chapters that follow

by reflecting on her initial motivations to study a toxic community and on the

methodological, practical, and institutional tensions entailed by that choice. A chapter

follows on the Russian city Kirishi, where during the late stages of the Soviet era residents

became increasingly aware of the health hazards posed by a biochemical manufacturing

plant. The confluence of growing public awareness of risk and the beginnings of

Gorbachev’s perestroika enabled an activist effort that parallels Love Canal as a landmark

case of civic mobilization to address environmental harms. As an ironic footnote, the Kirishi

plant has now been rehabilitated and dedicated to the production of vodka.

Although community mobilization at Kirishi lagged behind Love Canal by about a

decade, the next chapter demonstrates that significant environmental awareness had emerged

in the Soviet Union in the 1970s, not far behind developments in Western Europe and the

U.S. In the small town of Sokol, host to two paper mills and later, a noxious yeast production

plant, the first efforts to address pollution came not from the local community but from the

central government. It took the reforms of glasnost and perestroika to open public discussion

of problems that had already received the attention of the Soviet bureaucracy. Sadly, the

Kirishi and Sokol chapters both indicate that environmental action (if not awareness)

declined after the fall of the Soviet Union, as economic and employment concerns rose to

dominate the national agenda. Again we see a remarkable parallel, to a cyclical pattern of

environmental action that has also played out in the U.S., albeit for different reasons.

Three U.S. cases round out Part 1, focusing on a South Carolina landfill hosting

hazardous wastes from 40 states, fear of cancer in an rural Appalachian community affected

by one individual’s illegal disposal of industrial chemicals, and the persistent social and

psychological trauma that haunted residents of a Houston, Texas neighborhood for years

after the discovery of benzene in their water supply. Consistent with the contaminated
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communities research tradition, these chapters examine the psychosocial effects of pollution

using a range of qualitative and quantitative methods. One such effect is the social stigma

experienced by residents of contaminated communities, a recurrent theme in other chapters

and perhaps the reason for leaving the Appalachian community unidentified. Another is the

disabling “subculture of distress” that afflicted the community in Houston.

Part 2 shifts the focus to a number of “closed cities” in the former Soviet Union, and

one analogous setting in the U.S., where commitments to high-risk technologies have been

accompanied — not coincidentally — by exclusionary communication practices. Three

chapters examine Mayak, the largest Soviet nuclear weapons production facility and the site

of multiple accidents kept secret for years. Another chapter addresses risk perception after

Chernobyl, emphasizing the “radioanxiety” produced by that event and its implications for

public attitudes toward nuclear power. Here the problematic nature of diagnostic language

is implicit and worthy of further examination: although radioanxiety is a useful term for

calling attention to a serious psychosocial phenomenon, it can also reify official

characterizations of a hysterical or irrational public. 

Part 2 continues with a look at Dzerzhinsk, the only non-nuclear case in this section,

where the community’s image devolved from “the capital of Soviet chemistry” to

“Dustograd” or “DDT City,” to “the dirtiest city in Russia.” There, industrial and military

production programs, including chemical weapons production, cultivated a systematic

blindness to hazards and “habitual risk taking” behaviors. The section’s final chapter

examines the community that hosts the U.S. parallel to Mayak, the plutonium production

facility at Hanford in Washington state. Here Edelstein draws on interview data collected in

the 1980s, as Hanford’s hidden history of contamination was just becoming public. As

Edelstein remarks, the combined effects of citizen activists and investigative journalists

brought about a “virtual glasnost” at Hanford, paralleling the collapse of secrecy that was

unfolding during the final years of the Soviet Union. One paradox at Hanford — which I also

observed in my own fieldwork there, more than a decade later — is that the most proximate

residents have been the most reluctant to recognize health and environmental risks. As at

Dzerzhinsk, familiarity may breed blindness, or as in some of the volume’s other cases,

employment and economic development concerns may further obscure the already-invisible

hazards of Beck’s risk society. 

Part 3 addresses the topic of mitigation, a welcome direction after the catalog of

contamination comprising the previous sections. Not all of the mitigation efforts examined

here have been unmitigated successes, however. The section’s first chapter provides a critical

review of the U.S. “superfund” and “brownfields” programs, drawing on insights from

grassroots activism. Although the brownfields program has been framed as a valuable

alternative to the slow-moving superfund bureaucracy, and as an innovative merger of

government and free enterprise, the chapter identifies several ways in which this approach

can compromise both environmental cleanup standards and democratic community

involvement. 
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The section’s four remaining chapters are all set in Russia, and examine a broad range

of settings using a variety of approaches. A macro-level study reviews the national effort to

deal with the world’s largest stockpile of chemical weapons, now stored at seven sites in

densely populated areas; here organizational and public communication challenges are

clearly as daunting as the technical ones. The next chapter takes a very different, micro

approach to another problem of huge scale, returning to the case of Chernobyl as seen

through the personal experience of a “liquidator” assigned to the cleanup five months after

the initial fire. The liquidator’s autobiographical account, mediated through interviews with

two of the book’s editors (who are his sister and brother-in-law), provides a compelling and

informative narrative of an episode more typically viewed by academics from a safe

distance. 

The chapter that follows describes an unusual approach to the health problems faced

by children in the Chernobyl region and in other “ecological distress zones” in Russia.

Rather than seeking to mitigate the recalcitrant environmental conditions that threaten these

children, medical researchers are experimenting with methods for adapting the children to

their situations. In the section introduction, Edelstein links this approach to “the Russian

tendency to accept conditions, no matter how dire, as the way that things are, and then to do

one’s best under the circumstances” (pp. 310-311). Smirnova’s chapter, set in Volgograd

(formerly Stalingrad), which she describes as “one of Russia’s top ten polluted cities,”

examines a different approach. At the Volgograd Ecological Gymnasium, an educational

program for children in grades 1-11 works to accomplish “social remediation” by cultivating

ecological awareness and values. The editors associate both of these approaches with the

distinctively Russian concept of “endoecology,” the pursuit of environmental balance

through balance at the individual level. Edelstein remarks that when he first encountered this

concept he viewed it with skepticism, but his skepticism has declined as he has come to

better understand the cultural context from which the concept has emerged.

In section 4, the volume’s last localized case study diverges from the domain of Cold

War legacy contamination, but perhaps appropriately: new contaminated communities

continue to appear on the post-Cold War landscape. One dramatic example is New York’s

World Trade Center site, a product of a new, but in some ways uncomfortably familiar,

pattern of conflict. With community leader Catherine McVay Hughes, Edelstein examines

the often-problematic interactions among citizens, technical experts, and policy makers as

the environmental, social, and political aftershocks of the World Trade Center attack

continue to reverberate. Their chapter is followed by a survey-based study of “environmental

altruism” in Russian and U.S. university students, which raises important questions not only

about comparative cultural values, but also about the methodological challenges of

measuring and interpreting those values. 

In the book’s final chapter, Edelstein and Smirnova extend the cultural focus further

to provide some closing reflections. By now, it is evident that the book’s title can be read in

at least three ways. Particular “cultures of contamination” exist at each of the sites examined
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in the case studies, but two larger, national cultures inform the problems and practices

evident in those settings. At the broadest level, however, the volume documents a global

culture of contamination linked to overarching values, practices, and ways of life that are in

dire need of reexamination. The volume offers a wide range of cautionary tales that can help

to motivate that reflexive process. It also offers us glimpses of positive and creative

responses grounded in both national traditions. 

In addition to the editors, the volume’s contributing authors include Tatyana J.

Andruschenko, Robert Binford, Alla Bolotova, Nikolay G. Britanov, Stephen R. Couch,

Boris N. Filatov, Margaret Gibbs, Oleg S. Glazachev, William K. Hallman, Janice L.

Hastrup, Madelyn Hoffman, Catherine McVay Hughes, Valentina V. Klauchek, Sergei V.

Klauchek, Ivan Kulyasov, Antonina Kulyasova, Nadezhda Kutepova, Adeline G. Levine,

Natalya Makarevich, Nicholas D. Martyniak, Anne E. Mercuri, Natalia Mironova, Jonathan

Reisman, Sherilyn N. Thomas, Olga Tsepilova, Abraham H. Wandersman, and Irina A.

Zykova. All should be commended for producing a unique resource of value to scholars,

activists, and policy makers in both nations and beyond. 
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In the name of tourism, moderns have carried out missions of exploration and

expansion, cultural imperialism and commercialization, espionage and escape, time travel

and — lest we forget — leisure. If for the breadth of topics alone, Turizm: The Russian and

East European Tourist under Capitalism and Socialism illustrates how Russia and East

Europe are no exceptions to the strange complexities of modern travel. 

Anne Gorsuch and Diane Koenker’s fine edited volume brings to light understudied

and significant historical perspectives in its two parts: one, travels in capitalist Russia and

parts of Eastern Europe (i.e., Hungary, Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia, Latvia) before 1917

and, two, socialist tourism ranging from Sevastopol to London after 1917. The volume’s

fourteen articles widely examine the tradition of tourism from Tsarist Russia to the 1970s

Soviet Union, developing topics such as nation-making and empire maintenance, the

geographic margins of European-ness, the regulation and utopianism of socialist tourism,

individual and collective preoccupations with self-interest and self-improvement, and the

reconciliation of labor and relaxation in the Soviet mind. In the editor’s introductory think-

piece Rudy Koshar reminds us the word “travel” derives from “travail,” or suffering and

labor — which should surprise few familiar with travel in the former Soviet Union. Leisure

travel is importantly hard work.

McReynolds points out Peter the Great was the “quintessential Russian traveler” who

“journeyed to western Europe to find not only himself but, more to the point, to find a nation

he embodied” — a trend that correlated cultural sophistication with consumption abroad and

that persisted throughout the nineteenth-century capitalist Russia. It is then no surprise the

period’s travel literature, let alone the works of Pushkin or Tolstoy, should require an

appreciation of the French language, ennui, and silk blouses. Yet tourist authorities also

leveraged nationalism in imperial Russia, fin de siècle Hungary (Vari), and interwar Latvia

(Purs) to deepen an appreciation of native lands, to bolster national economies against

foreign spending, and to protect citizens from exposure to undue “difference.”

Travel in the Soviet Union is also an education in the complexities of contradiction:

as Shawn Salmon reads in Western travelogues, the experience of traveling to the Soviet

Union became marketable for the very absence of leisure and consumption. Inturist — the

Soviet state apparatus for foreign tourism — struggled to sell everything to a controlled flow

of consumers with foreign currency, tourists complained there was nothing to buy: the top

selling good, it seems, was the experience of non-market conditions. In “Time Travelers”
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Anne Gorsuch extends Larry Wolff’s useful phrase “demi-Orientalism” to the Western

European construction of Eastern Europe during the Enlightenment with an inversion: “for

Soviet citizens, Eastern Europe was ‘a paradox of simultaneous inclusion and exclusion,’

Soviet but not Soviet.” Ever on the margins of and at once directly between European and

Slavic identities — as Gorsuch, Koenker, Gilburd, Bracewell, Moranda, and others examine

— Eastern Europe remains a perplexingly rich region for the sociological study of human

travel. 

In lieu of a full review of the fine volume, consider a few points on why the historical

study of tourism in these regions may claim broader interest to students of communication.

In few other corners of the world have so many nations existed in so little space and over so

little time. As Ernest Gellner notes in Language and Solitude, centuries of instable Eastern

Europe states have sped the modern invention of culture as a social constant and

counterbalance to regime change. Long under the influence of others, culture can be

understood as something of an Eastern European experiment in locating people in places.

There the past still blows especially strong in the wind: we need only stand still to find

ourselves transported through past times of transition. 

Russia too makes a useful geographic lens for focusing study of the Cold War

employment and exacerbation of the same language of foreignness and bipolar difference

implicated in tourism. The justification of both state-sponsored violence and state-sponsored

temporary citizen exchange (i.e., tourism) depends on a subsequent separation between Self

and Other, native and foreigner, and a popular acquiescence to such ideas of cultural

difference best sustained over long distances by the symbols, signals, and media so firmly

rooted in the province of communication studies. Studies of how such ideas materialize and

migrate, from currency controls to passport stamps, can try tourism, together with Cold War

politics, for enabling and profiting on the symbolic separation of foreigner and native. Travel

places us in physical proximity; tourism sanctions and approximates our cultural differences;

and as the case of Eastern Europe illustrates beautifully, we are left somewhere between. 

In short, tourism may be to the modern study of cultural difference what glass (think

beakers and test tubes, lenses and windows) was to modern science: both media make

possible sterilized observation at very close and very far distances. This fine volume offers

a rare look at the understudied complexities of tourism in a comparative approach to a

fascinating part of the world. Students and scholars alike would do well, with the book in

hand, to carry on the conversation it has begun.
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