A letter from Moscow.

It is difficult to judge whether it is less secure in the night streets of Moscow than, say, in some streets of London or New York. It is difficult to understand if the crimes against people of other nationalities, the cases of which in recent years have come to the attention of the media, are more frequent here than crimes of the ‘titular’ nationality, i.e. Russians, against Russians. Most likely, no, they are no more frequent.  Being a person of another nationality definitely increases chances of suffering an attack from youth mobsters, skinheads or others, in dark hours in the streets or in the Moscow subway.  However, the risk is there for everybody.

The official high level politics of Russian Federation of recent years, which can be characterised as ‘nationalisation’ in every sense, reinforces the xenophobic stereotypes of the grassroots, and vice versa. Examples of ‘high politics’: NGOs should not receive money from foreign donors, because they are spies; branches of transnational banks should be totally Russian and have nothing in common with their headquarters except for the brand name. Examples of grassroots attitudes: ‘Foreigners hate us. They live at our expense.’ This attitude is the same towards everybody independently if you are a Westerner, a dark-looking Asian or an eastern post-Soviet ‘foreigner’. 

‘First, the Westerners collapsed our great country. They wanted Russia on its knees. Our former satellites, such as the Baltics or the Georgians, want to be their puppets. Now that Russia is reawakening and its strength is increasing, we will show them all that we are independent. Go home!’

These two levels of attitudes united last year in the campaign against foreign-domination in the food markets. In Russia food markets are a place where peasants bring their products for sale. These products, fruit, vegetable, meat etc., are fresher and cheaper than what one can buy in the neighbourhood store or in the supermarket, where the quality may be OK but the taste of the product is not the same as of the one from the food market. The sellers on the markets were mostly people of dark complexion: from Central Asia or Caucasus, citizens of Russia, illegally working migrants or legal migrants. 

At the highest levels decisions were made and widely propagandized about the prohibition of selling products in the food markets if you were a foreign migrant, independently if you were legally or illegally in Russia.

(In the brackets, it is difficult to be legally in Russia: it took me one and a half years to legally register. This can be a material for another story.)

This decision coincided with the small, almost bloodless war that Russia and Georgia wage, and the main sufferers from the consequences were Georgians in Russia.

Sometimes when such decisions are made the Russian militia (police) become very agitated and start cleansing activities: they raid shops, offices and markets. They check the documents of suspiciously looking dark skinned people in the streets or in the tube. They harass and arrest people. Other times, they are mild and nice, take bribes and let people walk away feeling happy.

Despite all the efforts of Putin to combat corruption, sometimes small corruption is the only way to ‘butter’ your way through in Russia. Corrupt militia are at least manageable, those who are prohibited to be corrupt can be horrible, fascist-like.

I believe this process will end up eventually with less corruption, but it is very painful.

The story with Georgia is funny in that Russians combined the fact that most of the Georgian products sold in Russia were fake with their incapacity to understand why is it that Saakashvili and his political elite did not like Russia. 

This question looms large in Russia today: Why the western media do not like us? Why our former satellites do not like us? I have never seen a public so immersed in the issue of how do they look in the eyes of others. I guess the youngsters harass foreigners for the same reason: they assume that the foreigners do not respect them.

Most of the products sold in Russia are fake or counterfeit. It is really difficult to assure the quality of any product one buys here, starting from, say, eggs up to Mercedes cars. Armenian cognac, for instance, is so dangerous that it can be bought only from very special places and even then, it is more secure to bring it from Armenia. And even in Armenia its quality goes only down. Fake cognac is being sold in the stores of Yerevan. Today the best common cognac is 3-star ‘Menua’ of Shampayn Ginineri Gortsaran.

The Russians prohibited the Georgian products (the borjomi water and wine) not for their low quality but as punishment upon Saakasvhili. In fact it was self-punishment because the Russians love Georgian wine and borjomi.

Then they raided several Georgian businesses, pushed Georgians out of Russia and cut the postal and airplane connection with Georgia. The result was that air tickets to Armenia became almost unbearably expensive: the cheapest ones being sold for no less than USD200 one way, double both ways, their price in Autumn 2006 went up to USD500 one way, which is crazy for the levels of income and distances in this part of the world, especially given that there is no other way to reach Armenia from here. 

Another result was that Saakashvili’s rating went very high in Georgia.

Except for the air ticket prices, the Armenians did not suffer in all this hullabaloo. In general, as different from other ‘chernojopye’ (‘black asses’, i.e. those nationalities who have asses covered with black hair, from Caucasus and Central Asia), Armenians are the strategic darlings of Russia for several years now. 

‘People of Caucasian nationality’ (which is a derogatory term just like ‘black asses’ and is equal to ‘black’ instead of ‘white’—the opposite of similar US term), including the Chechens, are often referred to as ‘khachiks’, which comes from the Armenian name ‘Khachatur’, is associated with cross and has nothing to do with Muslims. I have heard hundred times Muslims referred to as ‘khachiks’ while almost never—Armenians themselves. 

The reason of this is also that the Russians do not distinguish well between different eastern nationalities, which is indeed difficult if you have not studied this issue specially or if you did not have particular experiences with different nations.

The same was in the US when myself, a Ukrainian, a Moldovan and a Tajik would be referred to as ‘you, Russians’ in the university where we studied.

The food markets in Russia now are ruined, even though many small business migrants just acquired the necessary documents and became Russian citizens to continue on their trade, so in a while everything will become back, I hope. 

It was funny to hear on TV that some Russian old women hated to go to the markets, because markets were occupied by non-Russians. Every Russian I know (and these are multitude) liked the fact of dealing with salespeople who knew their trade well. Particularly women liked it, because as different from Russian salespeople non-Russians make a lot of compliments—and Russian women are hungry for compliments. ‘Hey beauty, come here and I will give you fruit for a kiss. OK, no kiss—just walk around—l’ll give you a kilo of peaches’. Hearing that, one’s mood would go up. No more of that, unfortunately.

The reason why some Russians did not like dealing with non-Russians in the markets was because they associated high prices with migrants. In fact, you could at least bargain with non-Russians.

As a result of the market-cleansing campaign, there is much less product in the markets, one cannot bargain for the prices, no compliments to women are heard any more, and prices went substantially higher.

But the Russians are learning: recently on TV there was a show about training Russian buyers to bargain in the markets—and training Russian salespeople to be ready to lower the price as a result of the bargain. ‘Show that you like the goods very much and then demonstrate your disappointment that you don’t have that much money—it is likely that the salesperson will lower the price’.

One way of legalising yourself in Russia is to marry the Russian woman with whom you sleep anyway. Many food market migrants did exactly that—if their fate allows having more than one wife or even if it does not.

For obvious reasons, Russian women are much nicer inclined towards the khachik migrants than men. Since the demographic problems are huge and the population numbers go down with catastrophic speed, some reasonable politicians have already noted that for demographic reasons blackass migrants make huge sense, despite all the reservations. Perhaps soon there will be a special law passed on the role of migrants in helping demography out.

Armenians in particular are valuable these days—they are both good lovers and husbands as well as an educated and heavy-working nation. They have now very important positions all over Russia, from the federal level down to the Siberian villages, either in restaurant businesses, or in dental, in arts, sciences, banking, management. In every profession. There is probably no TV show which would not have an Armenian name or two. Film production is importantly influenced by Armenians. Advertisement business. Everything. There are some areas in Russia almost totally populated by Armenians—like Adler next to Sochi.

Recently in the center of Moscow, in addition to the famous hotel Ararat Hayat, another token of Armenian might in Russia opened: Yerevan Plaza, a shopping mall, made in the tradition of the modern Armenian religious architecture, from tuf. It has similarities with the tamanyanesque architecture. It is still half-empty, but hopefully will become no less a sign of successful business of Armenia in Russia than Ararat Hayat.

So, Armenians enjoy the status of ‘most favoured nation’ from among the khachiks. The problem is that Russians, as I said, do not distinguish well from the first sight who is Armenian and who is not, but they learn. 

I suggest if you are harassed by the skinheads scream: ‘I am Armenian!’ We need empirical data but I am personally sure then you will be less harassed. At least in the case of militia this advice works well.

The other problem is that in the absence of institutional guarantees and in the process of increasing nationalistic stereotypes, this situation may change in a second. Russians are quite disciplined people and if they are told: ‘You should hate Georgians!’ They start doing it with vigour until suddenly remember that they had Georgian friends, relatives, lovers, they liked Georgia when they were kids for summer vacations there etc. Then slowly, their common sense returns. But in the meantime, a lot of people suffer. 

They even started to make lists of Georgian students in the primary schools hoping that way to learn whose parents were illegal migrants. But stopped just in time. 

To the contrary, some of them went to streets with slogans ‘I am a Georgian—deport me!’. Others publicly declared that they were changing their last names to a Georgian version, from Ivanov, say, to Ivanidze.


So, I believe, the entire energy of the Armenian government and of Armenian organisations in Russia goes on working for the result that Armenians are not declared persona non grata by mistake. This takes a lot of making friends, entering common business deals, PR, parties, gifts, bribes etc. 

Except for some particular cases (like the big clash in Northern maritime town Kondopoga where a cleansing of Chechens took place or some of the cases in Saint Petersburg, like the killing of two little Tajik girls several years ago), most of the cases of ethnic crime happen in late hours in the short-distance trains or in the tube, when a group of youngsters meet a lonely khachik. These cases are not very frequent and the best advice for young khachiks is not to be alone in the trains or subway in late hours as much as possible. And if you go to Saint Petersburg—do not walk in the beautiful streets in the white night alone. That would be stupid. There are always girls to take you around.

The incidents of ethnic crime, particularly against Armenians, would not be worrying, if it were not for the entire nationalising spirit in Russia, which is a totally different story. 

Russia is like a tortoise which is in the process of taking its paws and head inside its shell and closing down all its holes. Some compare this with fascisation. This may be the case: indeed, if every post-Soviet nation went through the process of state-sponsored xenophobia except for Yeltsin’s Russia, it is likely that the Putin and post-Putin Russia should pass through this child illness as well. 

The fashionable writer Sorokin has already published his latest pamphlet about that process and its end result. Just one detail from that fiction story: there will be a great wall physically separating Russia from the West.

Xenophobia here cannot happen the way it developed in Georgia or, say, in Turkmenistan: Russia is too big, too empty, migrants are important and the most strategic migrants are not khachiks but the Chinese, for their sheer numbers.

As different from smaller nations, the illness here will be longer in duration and not so clear in symptoms.

If Armenians are favoured today on the background of Georgians, whose country was the unconditional love of Russian poets, the Armenian representatives should work hard to keep this position of a favoured nation in place and strengthen it. Even if, or moreover if, the alternative soon become the Chinese. My nephews are already in China—learning their ways and preparing grounds for future big dialogue of two great nations.

More buildings, more business deals, more relations, more infiltration of every area of Russian life are crucially important today for Armenians. Russians should learn to distinguish Armenians from other khachiks! On the other hand, no unreasonable PR and advertisement of the Armenian role is advisable. A lot of energy of Armenian strategists, probably, goes into deciding when can we show that this or that event is also Armenian-authored, managed or sponsored, and when we should not. Armenians in Russia today remind me of Jews during the stagnation times: they were everywhere but it was not much advertised. Mainly it was only whispered about. Then the Jews would change last names: Khinshteyn becoming Bykov. Today the Armenians do: Stepanyan becomes Stepanov.

This strategy makes huge sense because nowhere else, except for perhaps in the Ottoman Empire by mid-19th century, did the Armenians historically hold such an important position. Even California cannot be compared with Moscow these days for the role of Armenians here. 

So I guess, if nothing changes drastically, we can go on like this for another 50 years. And after that—a deluge. As usual. But what is even a deluge for a nation with 3000 year-long history? On the other hand, 50 years of growth and good life are very important for a nation which had so little positive experiences for several centuries, n’est-ce pas? 

50 years here, 50 years there—soon it will be another thousand.
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