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The BEARR Trust Annual Lecture 2008 

 

Culture and Society in Post-Communist Russia 
 

The BEARR Trust‟s 2008 Annual Lecture was given by Dr Ekaterina Genieva OBE at 

Pushkin House on 23 October 2008. 

 

Dr Genieva has been Director-General of the Russian State Library for Foreign Literature 

since the collapse of the Soviet Union, a position that places her at the heart of Russian 

sociocultural life. She gave a highly personal account, in which her own background and 

experiences appeared as an embodiment of changes in Russian society. Other threads 

woven through her talk included history, literature, politics, and the perennial question of 

personal and national identity. Her stimulating survey prompted many questions from the 

audience, so she went on to cover Russian-British relations, the rise of fascist groups in 

Russia, the role of the Orthodox church, and the state of civil society. 

 

If anyone needs convincing of the extent to which post-Soviet society is different from its 

predecessor, they need look no further than Dr Genieva‟s career. Her appointment (in her 

own view a most improbable one) as Director-General of the Library for Foreign 

Literature was, she believes, a sign of profound change. She describes herself as 

something of an anti-hero in terms of Soviet criteria: not a Communist; a practising 

Orthodox Christian of half-Jewish descent; and, almost as bad, the author of a thesis on 

James Joyce. Above all, she was a writer, not a bureaucrat destined to run a vast 

organisation with 150 branches throughout Russia. 

 

Dr Genieva loves Russia. She understands what Virginia Woolf meant by the “holy 

disease” that can overcome those who have contact with Russia, and she confesses 

herself to be “one hundred per cent infected”. She wants Russia to succeed, and more 

than once she returned to the question of whether post-Soviet society has failed to win the 

battle with former times. She believes that past regimes have betrayed the country, and 

can never be forgiven for the loss of 46 million people under Stalin, and 42 million in the 

Second World War. For Dr Genieva, the tragedy of Russia‟s history is encapsulated in 

the remote islands of Solovki, only 120 km from the North Pole, where one million 

people who “were not needed” lost their lives in the first and largest Soviet concentration 

camp.  

 

In the light of such horrors, and the fact that Russians were practically slaves for 75 

years, Dr Genieva considers it a miracle that Russia has changed, as has the mentality of 

Russians. She reflected on Dostoevsky‟s view that it takes three generations to corrupt a 

nation. Could a renaissance be achieved in only two generations? Is Russia hopelessly 

handicapped by the removal of so many people in successive generations from its history 

and its economy? Is it handicapped today by the fact that many of the current generation 

have chosen to live abroad? The temptation to ask “what if?” is strong, but as Dr Genieva 

says, “history does not know subjunctive rules”. She believes that if Russia is to succeed, 

it can only come from the grass roots, not from the top. 
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Dr Genieva has a vision for the Library for Foreign Literature, one that she never 

dreamed she would live to create. Her vision is for an international cultural centre, akin to 

the Pompidou Centre. Building on its immense stock of works in over 140 languages, and 

its collection of Russian émigré literature, Dr Genieva wants to build a cultural space that 

facilitates and represents inter-cultural, inter-religious and inter-ethnic dialogue. 

 

The scale of Dr Genieva‟s ambitions contrasts with her initial doubts when offered the 

post of Director-General. She was eventually persuaded to take on the job by her hero 

and mentor, Father Alexander Men, the Orthodox priest of Jewish origin whose mission 

to prepare a generation for change came to a brutal end when he was murdered 18 years 

ago. Father Men‟s teachings and advice remain with her still; he helped her to understand 

how difficult it would be for the former Soviet people to deal with freedom. She still 

refers back to the subject of freedom when she doubts the progress that has been made 

since Soviet times, and comforts herself with the belief that the attainment of freedom, to 

a degree that her parents never had, and the will to keep fighting for it, even when people 

are not always sure what to do with it, is one definition of success. 

 

Dr Genieva thinks that the biggest question facing Russians now is “What are we?” 

Russian literature of the 18
th

 and 19
th

 centuries reveals a constant search for identity, and 

a frequent characteristic has been the definition of identity in terms of common enemies: 

Jews or Georgians, for example. Russia has reverted to this mentality recently, as 

reflected in the decline of relations with Britain.  

 

Sadly, intolerance is still a fact of Russian life. Immigration from Central Asia is a source 

of tension, and the reappearance of fascism a most worrying development. Casual 

attitudes to murders of “persons of Caucasian nationality” reflect the Government‟s 

support for groups such as „Nashi‟. These groups provide a focus for young men 

brutalised by participation in the Chechen war, and with no other place in society to 

return to. They are used by security organisations and easily exploited by opponents of 

immigration. Their idea of „Russianness‟ is a dangerous one. 

 

How can the rise of this fascist brutality be countered? Certainly not with violence. The 

remedy must go beyond even education; what is needed is true enlightenment, and 

culture can play an important role in getting there. Dr Genieva has founded an Institute 

for Tolerance, to encourage debate. She also initiated the publication, sponsored by the 

Estonian Embassy, of a study of Pushkin by Juri Lotman, a leading academic who was 

based in Soviet Estonia. Equally respected by Russians and Estonians, Lotman‟s name 

gave the book a common cultural ownership. Its distribution around Russia encouraged 

Russians to see Estonia in a better light following the recent spat between the two 

countries (in which, according to Dr Genieva, “everybody was silly”). 

 

Asked about remedies for the deterioration in relations with its neighbours, Dr Genieva 

examined the state of the body politic. Yeltsin had been surrounded by corruption. Putin 

is adept at manipulating popular opinion. Russia currently has a Prime Minister who is 

really the President, and a President who is a minor President. Not much can be done 

about this until Russia develops a body of trained, professional people who understand 
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negotiation as a way of resolving problems and finding beneficial solutions, and who 

work to make Russia a good neighbour in a European home. 

 

Dr Genieva gave guarded approval to the role played by the Orthodox Church in 

developing a national identity. She admired its strategy of moving into the wasteland of 

lost values after the Soviet Union collapsed; she praised the restoration of churches, the 

pastoral work done by the Church, and the rise in the number of believers. But she was 

not sure that the Church‟s influence was a liberalising one: the Church is perhaps too 

much under the Government‟s thumb, and if Russia becomes an Orthodox country, there 

is a risk that Church and State will become synonymous again, as in pre-Revolutionary 

times. Russia now has a large Islamic population, and the country should be openly 

multi-religious. 

 

Finally, Dr Genieva dealt with the state of civil society in Russia. It is weak, true, but it 

did not even exist 25 years ago, and now there is something struggling to develop. The 

Government will tolerate civil society if it is tamed. Dr Genieva had no prescriptions for 

it. “Civil society should know itself what it should do”, was her ultimate, rather enigmatic 

conclusion. 
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