  Daria Ezerova
  What Makes American and Russian Cultures So Different and What Makes Us So much alike? 

  It ain't the roads we take; it's what's inside of us 
  that makes us turn out the way we do
  O'Henry "The Roads we take"
     It wouldn't be too much of an exaggeration to say that for at least past 80 years the political, cultural, ideological parallel Russia/the USA has been a "hot-button" issue for the world community in general, rather than just for the two countries. Long gone are the days when open rivalry with the US has been a part of palpable reality, in fact, the rival superpower of the USSR doesn't exist anymore. Still, political frictions and the after-taste of the Cold War won't let the tension and a more subtle rivalry between the states and new-born Russian Federation disappear completely. A question springs to mind here: what are, if any, the similarities between such longstanding rivals, the two super-powers of the world? Something unthinkable to ask oneself 30, 40, 50 years ago, when the USA and Russia were fulminating anathemas on each other. In a modern global world when both countries no longer occupy such diametrically opposite positions this question is, on the contrary, particularly acute. Let us try to find out where the cultural border between the countries lies, what's there so drastically different and what's there so similar between the USA and Russia as far as culture is concerned? 
  Looking from afar and examining this aspect I arrived to the conclusion that there is a certain balance in all cultural differences and similarities between us. Big similarities might still bear subtle differences. Big differences won't strike us as drastic because at the core one can still find something similar. "Culture makes all the difference" (Harrison, Huntington, 2) and affects all the spheres of life, all attitudes, all notions. It glazes over our eyes and predominates our thinking, it is what strikes us as unusual when it is another culture clashing with our own. In issue like the cross-cultural interaction between the USA and Russia one should be particularly careful and impartial, if not both sides risk to be thrown back for 40 years in terms of attitudes. 
  Before getting down to cultures, let’s just say there is a plethora of apparent similarities the US and Russia share that shaped national mentality as well as culture and world-view as a whole. First and foremost, a unique historical experience of both countries; enormous territory and population that triggered the necessity of intrepid exploration and quick settling; the ability to effectively run a huge, geographically and ethnically diverse country; rapid in the past 100 years with gradual evolving into a superpower, being one of the basis of bi-polar world etc. Let us start with things that might serve as a factor for a friendly cultural bondage between our cultures 
 

  "Mother Russia" vs. "America the beautiful" 
  Country…stands with family and God as a part of 
  Trinity of things Americans hold most sacred.
  Patriotism is generally thought of as 
  Among the most important of virtues (Wolfe, 163) 
  Surprisingly as it may seem, patriotism as a manifestation of national culture is not a shared value for all countries in the form it is possessed in Russia and in the USA. "Americans…not only love our country, but also love our country more than people of any other country love theirs" (Wolfe, 133). That's what definitely can be said about Russia as well. Open patriotism is probably a centerpiece of Russian national character, far more than in any other countries. It is embedded in language, in everyday speech, everywhere, consciously or unconsciously. "The concept of "родина" arouses a lot of emotions in Russians. It is feminine, you regard it as you mother (родина-мать, родина-матушка)" (Ter-Minasova, 224). Words like "Родина", "Отечество", "Отчизна" are probably the top most difficult to translate from Russian words. Motherland is a common mistake. The omnipresent "star-spangled banner"1 the "proud to be American" and other slogans and mottos featuring national pride put an equation American Patriotism to Russian love of "Mother Russia". 
  Still, even though the perception of the country on such personal level is common to both countries, it has different roots. I think that America's being a polyethnic society formed by generations of immigrants makes it a challenge for a nation as a whole to come up with a solid basis for national idea and unite all ethnicities behind this idea. In an immigrant friendly country which is the US, disowning and denying immigration would mean disowning the whole idea of equal opportunities for every one. Still, an opinion exist that "American identity is also challenged within its borders" (Wolfe, 134) implying that the influx of immigrants challenges the idea of a nation united. So the only and the right way out here is strong, open patriotism as a universal idea for all ethnicities in the USA. As opposed to that, Russian open Patriotism didn't emerge as the necessity to unite people of different nations. Yes, Russia does have an experience of embracing multi-ethnic society within its borders. Still, it remained predominantly Slavic through out its history. So one can see that a similar perceptions spring from different backgrounds here.
  Ideology and its expansion are not without interest as a cultural aspect as well.  Taking for granted the fact that the US and Russia have been nearly the centers of bi-polar world of XX century automatically calls for the question of ideology to be answered. Though it may seem that as ever since 1991 the question has lost its acuteness such assumption would be a common fallacy. Ideological wars can change, they don't just go away. But let's make a quick overview of history and culture. Ideology is a part of culture and mentality. The US and Russia alike have a long running history viewing themselves as the Messiahs of good. And by good both countries meant their ideological and cultural platform and ideas. Ever since "Moscow-the Third Rome" doctrine emerged and up until the Formation of Soviet bloc and maybe even the CIS, on the one-hand, and ever since Manifest Destiny and up to NATO both countries act as the "chosen" ones to provide and impose their set of values, their ideology, their ideas and sometimes even their rule. And by the way they act, it is perfectly evident that ideology matters the most. Otherwise the expansion of one state's ideas won't strengthen the tension in the relationship with the "rival". Another question is what stands behind it. The fact that ideological misunderstanding is indeed an issue and the importance of ideology are the similarities between the two countries can be easily proved by the fact that ideological expansion on both hemispheres has rarely been the one of benign power, which emphasizes its importance. The fact is admitted across the pond: "The United States uses a variety of means to persuade other countries to do its bidding… No nation in modern history has done this so often, in so many places, so far from its own shores" (Kinzer, 1-2). The US has overthrown 14 governments and had attempted ideological intervention in even more ever since the takeover of Hawaii. The USA is the self-proclaimed distributor of democracy (pseudo-distributor of democracy, the distributor of pseudo-democracy, which ever the way one wants to put it) the "power idealist element" (Chomsky, 102) is more of a power ideological element. But has Russia been any better? Hard as it is to be impartial, one can say that Russia as well has a history of ideological intervention into other countries especially after the World War II. The communist "disease" of that time is nothing but and ideological expansion as well. Plus, Russia ideologically opposes the US ideology (and visa versa) and intervention even now (the proclamation of independent Kosovo vs. the proclamation of independent Ossetia) The places were ideologies meet are the places the clash and it has always been like this: "…Mikhail Gorbachev's "public relations can be as much a threat to American interests in Europe as were Brezhnev's tanks" (Chomsky, 103) 

  Faith to Faith
  God has always taken interest in this country 
  (Wolfe, 176)
  For centuries the church and religion have been the bedrock of Russian identity and mentality. It shaped it, it changed it, and people lived with it notwithstanding the attempts to change the role of faith in people's life. Orthodoxy is still a dominant religion. Russia is still a country where religion continues to play a great role in the life\. Likewise in the USA. Likewise, but not in all respects. The USA does stand out for the depth of religious beliefs compared with other western democracies. 94 per cent Americans say they believe in God (Wolfe, 44). This is a very impressive figure for a country where church is separated from the state. The country prides itself on this religious patrimony. Words like "prayers'', "sin", "God", "Haven", "Hell" are not uncommon for everyday speech in America. The same applies to Russian culture and speech. There has also been a big religious revival in both countries for the last 15-20 years.  But there are two considerable differences here as well. Number one, the US is a country of a hundred religions and confessions, which simply have found their own niche either within communities of people sharing one faith, or within a territory (Mormon Utah). And number two, though church in both countries is separated from the state, there are more attempts and endeavors to "politicize religion" in the US than in Russia. It does affect the cultural divide since such burning issues as abortion and gay rights have been trapped in tangle of politics and religion in the US, whilst in Russian culture nowadays these aren't really the issues so openly and frequently discussed by the clergy. Russian culture is still homophobic i.e. not very gay-friendly, in fact, Moscow is one of the few countries that banned gay-pride march. Still, the topic is not very outspoken and is something much rather not discussed. The same applies to abortion. The situation is diametrically opposite in the US. Roe v. Wade and teaching about homosexuality in schools are not only a food for thought for congressmen, but for preachers of all confessions as well. The exploitation of faith in politics is extensive, enough to look on the last presidential campaigns.
  So one can see that though both cultures have the sense of faith, the idea God All-mighty embedded in them, many real concepts connected to religion differ. Americans opt for "quiet faith" (Wolfe, 39) i.e. one doesn't really talk about his or her religious beliefs, since the religious plurality in America and the existence of competing confession can be an obstacle for the formation of common morality. Still, church does take part in secular causes. Russian culture and way of life can be characterized as the one of open, uncovered faith with most people affiliating with Orthodoxy. And though the impact of church on secular life is great, controversial social and political issues are not much talked about. 

  Collectivism vs. Individualism
  Probably the most trivial thing to say would be that the unbridgeable gulf between Russian and American cultures is that of these cultures being, respectively, collectivistic and individualistic. This is the core thing; the one that shapes one's frame of mind i.d. this is what shapes our values. The collectivist element in Russian culture has been stipulated by history and ideology for centuries. Individualism as a newly imposed value is basically only 18 years old in Russia. There was a study that revealed through polls the 13 values Americans find most important. They are personal control over environment, change, time and its control, equality/egalitarism, individual and privacy, self-help control, competition and free enterprise, future orientation, work/action orientation, informality, directness, openness and honesty, practicality and efficiency, materialism and acquisitiveness" (Kohls). Some of these values are drastically, diametrically opposite to some values integrated into Russian culture. Let's observes some parallels. When Americans "no longer believe in the power of Fate"(Kohls), Russians are fatalists somewhere deep in their minds with a strong believe in Providence and, moreover, in predestination. If we talk about equality, this at first sight might look like something that can be a uniting factor for Russian and American cultures. As it turns out, this is not exactly the case. The notion of equality has its collectivist and its individualistic interpretation. The former one is equality of income and facilities enjoyed by everyone. The latter one is equality in opportunities for financial improvement plus the most cherished notion of all people being "created equal" i.e. having equal rights. "Americans believe that hard work will always be rewarded and that the theory of American dream means that all Americans have equal opportunity to be successful if they work hard enough" (Pauels & Fox for American Studies International, 115) American long history of cherishing individualism and privacy stands in sharp contrast with Russian centuries of long big-brother-is-watching-you mentality. Privacy is a new value in Russia. Self-help and self-reliance is opposed to collective thinking and receiving help from others. When Russians say "Одна голова хорошо, две лучше…" Americans retort "Every man for himself". One of the easiest and the most vivid example of this difference can be found in colleges, schools and universities. Russian students cheat on exams, they do, even if they know the answers, they help each other whispering answers, passing cribs and … they copy the works of their peers by mutual consent (!) – Something unthinkable in the US.  This is a pure example of collective mentality. I had the luck to spend an Academic year in an American college. The professor hands out tests/midterms/exam papers, walks out of the class and only comes back to collect the papers. No one even asks each other questions about the test, let alone copy the paper. No discussion, everyone for themselves, quite a shocking experience for Russian students.
  I personally disown attempts of post-soviet writers to accuse western countries of being too aggressively profit-oriented. Still there is some true in the fact that "в менталитете…гвоздем стоит принцип "Боливар не выдержит двоих" ("Bolivar cannot carry double") (Parshev, 404). But this mentality of free enterprise and competition as a stimulus for prosperity is indeed very American. Contrary to that, competition and the pursuit of material prosperity has been treated with disdain in Russia for centuries, plus, "seventy years of anti-market, anti-profit schooling and insider privilege have planted and frozen anti-entrepreneurial attitudes" (Harrison, Huntington, 3)
  And the list of some opposite values goes on, but one should get rid of illusions and see the affinities in what seems so incompatible in these values. Russian culture took up individualistic values in the past 20 years and is much less fatalist. Privacy is a value. In fact, Russian system of value has really changed dramatically since the opening of the Iron Curtain. Doing justice to Russian business, Russia did acquire the view on competition as a prospect to success, but only very recently and this "value" is still young and new.
  In an "individualistic" America community plays an increasingly important role in anyone's life. Plus the importance of local government is also a manifestation of an incline towards community culture with shared responsibilities. It reveals people’s frame of mind as well. A good example here would be, again, the last presidential campaign. Of course, election is always a uniting factor for any nation, notwithstanding what frame of mind one has. Still, if one would investigate and register on the sites of Barack Obama and John McCain, one would see that both sites are social networks. One can add friends, call the neighborhood encouraging people to vote, endorse money, make and join events, meetings etc. This is a good example of collective thinking and collective acting. This is the way to underline the shared value and the shared responsibility for what is happening in the country, "some sense of shared purpose and commitment" (Wolfe, 178). Russia doesn't have this practice during election; still the collective responsibility is out there in meetings with voters and satellite link-ups.  
  So to say, what strikes as being openly different might have something in common as well. And maintaining this unstable equilibrium of collectivist and individual is an avenue for effective and friendly cross-cultural communication. 

  Laws, Freedoms, State 

  Before talking about the perception of law as a cultural aspect in the USA and in Russia, let's broaden the notion of law to a notion embracing legal matters, including the relationship between the state, the people and laws, as well as consuetude and some social sets of rules and freedoms as a part of national identity. "In America the Law is King,” (Ferguson, 11) said Thomas Paine. "Закон что дышло..." answered in Russia. Moreover, many have described the US as the country "defined entirely through law" (Ferguson, 16) Law is indeed the bedrock of American culture. The historic fear of concentration of power in a strong centralized government made people in the USA have more faith in constitutional laws than in any kind of government as a guarantee of preserving liberties and rights. This fact triggered the awareness of what civil rights and freedoms an individual has in the US. Constitution seems more reliable than any officials. 
  To contrast – in Russia people might be less aware of laws but count on direct governmental support. This, again, is something embedded in national identity. Dispersed power is not trustworthy in Russia, let alone local governments. On the contrary a strong centralized government with a powerful charismatic leader proves to be the right thing. Legal awareness is lower than in the US. Appealing to a centralized power and a leader seems better then appealing to unknown and complicated laws or engaging into a long legal process. When in America everyone can sue anyone for anything they view as the violation of their rights, in Russia even the driving regulations still cannot be enforced. If a personal experience can be a source here, I'd say that what for me prove to be an example eloquent enough to prove that laws are obeyed, was a situation with a "Stop" sign. There was one on a narrow, two-lane street and to my utter astonishment cars stopped there even at 4 in the morning.
  The attitude and the perception of freedoms in both cultures differ. I personally think that the awareness of civic freedoms in Russia is, again, lower then in the USA. Americans cherish their freedoms saying "our freedoms make us special… [with respect to the foregoing:] if we compare ourselves with other countries I think we are the best" (Wolfe, 177-178). I hope the situation in Russia changes towards a higher awareness and knowledge of laws and freedoms, still, the establishment of, for example, the freedom of speech as a great civic virtue, didn't stop the violation of this freedom in both countries. And that's what's common here between modern-day Russia and America. Corporate media as well as mainstream media in both countries has a high censorship for unwelcome piece of information that won't be appreciated by government. "…The majority of people in the US remained largely ignorant of how complicit the corporate media truly was" (Jamail, 284). The cultural difference her is that Russian society proves to be less active in protecting their freedoms. Still, both countries share an idea that "taken to extremes, they [freedoms] cause problems". There are numerous proves in both countries' histories and that is what both cultures also share.  
 

  Conclusion
  Investigating cultural contrasts and similarities between Russia and the USA one can see in what was presumably standing in sharp contrast, in close-up reality doesn't strike as diametrical opposites.  Moreover, tends to have something in common. And visa versa. In a course of century the interaction and the relationship between the two super-powers has been changing, hitting the extremes of rivalry in some aspects and striking friendship in others. The carelessly overlooked cultural differences have always been the precursors of tense relationship and hampered interaction.  Disowning one's cultural frame of mind is not a way out. The awareness of what kind of a national identity you are dealing with is a cornerstone for and efficient interaction. The predominance of culture and national identity over people's minds makes us judgmental and puts an obstacle to objective perception of other cultures, that's why impartiality in dealing with other cultures is essential.
  Studying one country's culture, national ideas, identity etc has already proved to be a good way to foster some of these cultural peculiarities in order to enhance countries prosperity and progress. Studying cultures of countries joined in a process of close interaction broadens a range of possibilities on how to facilitate this interaction.
  In what concerns Russia and the United States, both cultures when they meet are faced with the necessity to maintain the most precarious balance in order not to clash. Listing here what exactly makes Russian and American cultures similar or different would be a tedious and excruciating task, because in the present work I've only outlined some of them, hopefully, the basic ones. But what is really worth mentioning in conclusion is that studying the ways cultural peculiarities inflict on countries policy, diplomacy, communication and an overall development is a probably a good way to create practical guidelines and well-developed theories of how to make interaction and relationship between countries mutually beneficial.  
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