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About this Guide

This guide is designed to prepare you to deploy to culturally
complex environments and achieve mission objectives. The
fundamental information contained within will help you
understand the cultural

dimension of  your

assigned location and

gain skills necessary for

success.

The guide consists of
two parts:

Part 1 “Culture

General” provides the

foundational knowledge you need to operate effectively in any
global environment with a focus on Russia.

Part 2 “Culture Specific” describes unique cultural features of

Russian society. It applies culture-general concepts to help
increase your
knowledge of your
assigned deployment
location. This section
is designed to
complement other pre-
deployment training.

For further

information,  contact

the AFCLC Region
Team at AFCLC.Region@us.af.mil or visit the AFCLC website at
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/AFCLC/.

Disclaimer: All text is the property of the AFCLC and may not
be modified by a change in title, content, or labeling. It may be
reproduced in its current format with the express permission of
the AFCLC. All photography is provided as a courtesy of the US
government, Wikimedia, and other sources. Please scroll over
images to view captions.
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PART 1 - CULTURE GENERAL

What is Culture?

Fundamental to all aspects of human existence, culture shapes
the way humans view life and functions as a tool we use to
adapt to our social and physical environments. A culture is the
sum of all of the beliefs, values, behaviors, and symbols that
have meaning for a society. All human beings have culture,
and individuals within a culture share a general set of beliefs and
values.

Members of a culture also usually assign the same meanings to
the symbols in that culture. A symbol is when one thing — an
image, word, object, idea, or story — represents another thing.
For example, the American flag is a physical and visual symbol
of a core American value — freedom. Atthe same time, the
story of George Washington admitting to having chopped down
a cherry tree is also symbolic because it represents the premium
Americans place on personal honesty and leadership integrity.

Force Multiplier

The military services have learned through experience the

importance of understanding other cultures. Unlike the 20th-

century bipolar world order that dominated US strategy for nearly

half a century, today the US military is operating in what we

classify as asymmetric or irregular conflict zones, where the
notion of cross-cultural
interactions is on the
leading edge of our
engagement strategies.

We have come to view
the people themselves,
rather than the political
system or  physical
environment, as the
decisive  feature in
conflict areas. Our primary objective hinges on influencing
constructive change through peaceful means where possible.
We achieve this endeavor by encouraging local nationals to
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focus on developing stable political, social, and economic
institutions that reflect their cultural beliefs and traditions.

Therefore, understanding the basic concepts of culture serves
as a force multiplier. Achieving an awareness and respect of a
society’s values and beliefs enables deploying forces to build
relationships with people from other cultures, positively influence
their actions, and ultimately achieve mission success.

Cultural Domains

Culture is not just

represented by the beliefs

we carry internally, but

also by our behaviors and

by the systems members

of a culture create to

organize  their lives.

These systems, such as

political or educational

institutions, help us to live in a manner that is appropriate to our
culture and encourages us to perpetuate that culture into the
future.

We can organize behaviors and systems into categories —
what the Air Force refers to as “cultural domains” — in order to
better  understand the
primary values and
characteristics of a society.
A cross-culturally competent
military member can use
these domains — which
include kinship, language
and communication, and
social and political systems
and others (see chart on
next page) — as tools for understanding and adapting to any
culture. For example, by understanding the way a culture defines
family and kinship, a US military member operating overseas
can more effectively interact with members of that culture.

Social Behaviors across Cultures
While humankind shares basic behaviors, various groups enact
or even group those behaviors differently across cultural
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boundaries. For example, all societies obtain food for survival,
although agrarian societies generally produce their own food for
limited consumption using very basic techniques.

Conversely, industrialized nations have more complex market
economies, producing foodstuffs for universal consumption.
Likewise, all cultures value history and tradition, although they
represent these concepts through a variety of unique forms of
symbolism. While the dominant world religions share the belief
in one God, their worship practices vary with their traditional
historical development. Similarly, in many kin-based cultures
where familial bonds are foundational to social identity, it is
customary for family or friends to serve as godparents, while for
other societies this practice is nearly non-existent.

Worldview

One of our most basic human behaviors is the tendency to
classify others as similar or different based on our cultural
standards. As depicted in the chart below, we can apply the 12
cultural domains to help us compare similarities and differences
across cultures. We evaluate others’ behavior to determine if
they are “people like me” or “people not like me.” Usually, we
assume that those in the “like me” category share our
perspectives and values.
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This collective perspective forms our worldview—how we see the
world and understand our place in it. Your worldview functions
as a lens through which you see and understand the world. It
helps you to interpret your experiences and the values and
behaviors of other people that you encounter. Consider your
worldview as a way of framing behavior, providing an
accountability  standard
for actions and a logical
explanation of why we
individually or collectively
act in a certain manner.

Cultural Belief System
An important component
of aworldview is our belief
system. A community’s
belief system assigns
meaning, sets its universal standards of what is good and bad,
defines right and wrong behavior, and assigns a value of
meaningful or meaningless. Our beliefs form the fundamental
values we hold to be true — regardless of whether there is
evidence to support these ideas. Beliefs are a central aspect of
human culture. They are shared views about world order and
how the universe
was physically and
socially constructed.

While all people

have beliefs, the

specific components

of those beliefs tend

to vary depending

upon respective

world views. What

people classify as

good or bad, right or

wrong depends on our deeply-held beliefs we started developing
early in life that have helped shape our characters. Likewise,
these values are ingrained in our personalities and shape our
behavior patterns and our self-identities. Because cultural
beliefs are intensely held, they are difficult, though not
impossible, to change.
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Core Beliefs

Core beliefs shape and influence certain behaviors and also

serve to rationalize those behaviors. Therefore, knowledge of

individual or group beliefs can be useful in comprehending or

making sense of their activities. We will use the iceberg model

for classifying culture to illustrate two levels of meaning, as
depicted. Beliefs and values,
portrayed by the deeper and
greater level of the submerged
iceberg, are seldom visible, but are
indicated / hinted at / referenced
by our behaviors and symbols (top
level). Itis important to recognize,
though, that the parts of culture
that are not visible (under the
waterline) are informing and
shaping what is being made visible
(above the waterline).

In  many cases, different
worldviews may present behaviors
that are contrary to our own
beliefs, particularly in many regions where US forces deploy.
Your ability to suspend judgment in order to understand another
perspective is essential to establishing relationships with your
host-nation counterparts. The ability to withhold your opinion and
strive to understand a culture from a member of that culture’s
perspective is known as cultural relativism. It often involves
taking an alternate perspective when interpreting others’
behaviors and is
critical to your
ability to achieve
mission success.

In Russia as any

other countries,

there are cultural

patterns of

meaning that are

common  across

the country. What follows is a general description of 12 cultural
domains which are used to frame those commonalities.
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CULTURAL DOMAINS

1. History and Myth

History and myth are related concepts. History is a record of the
past that is based on verifiable facts and events. Myth can act
as a type of historical record, although it is usually a story which
members of a culture use to explain community origins or
important events that are not verifiable, or which occurred prior
to written language.

As the world’s largest country, Russia stretches eastward from
the Baltic Sea and Eastern Europe across North and Central
Asia to the Pacific Ocean. Many experts divide the country into
subregions, including the West (European land from the Ural
Mountains westward), Central (land in Central Asia from
Kazakhstan and Mongolia north through Siberia), and East (land
in East Asia from China and North Korea to the Arctic). Most
residents live in the West, with much of the rest of the population
concentrating along Russia’s southern borders. Notably, Russia
has unresolved border disputes with Estonia, Georgia, Japan,
and Ukraine.

Archaeological evidence
suggests early humans
settled in the Caucasus
Mountains between the
Black and Caspian Seas
and the Altai Mountains in
southern Siberia some
30,000 years ago.
Though sculptures,
figurines, and dwellings indicate humans lived in areas
comprising present-day southern Russia for millennia, many
groups were nomadic and few established large settlements.

In the 8th and 9th centuries AD, Eastern Slavs began to settle in
the West. Around the same time, Viking tribes from Scandinavia
moved into the region, occupying lands between the Baltic Sea
and present-day Ukraine. Over subsequent centuries, the Slavs
and Vikings developed Kyivan Rus, a loose confederation of
city-states widely considered the precursor to the Russian state.
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Meanwhile, the Finno-Ugric, Manchu, Mongol, Turkic, and other
people that had settled in present-day Central and East Russia
developed independently of Kyivan Rus. By the 13th century,
Genghis Khan initially led Mongols in conquering much of the
territory south of the Arctic, from the Pacific Ocean to Eastern
Europe. For the next 2 centuries, much of the region remained
under nominal Mongol rule. By 1480, the Grand Prince of
Moscow, lvan Il (the Great), defeated the weakened Mongols
under a policy of “gathering the Russian lands,” setting the stage
for Russian tsars (kings) to rule the West until Mikhail Romanov
established the Romanov dynasty in 1613.

In the West, Romanov emperors Peter the Great (1682-1725)
and Catherine the Great (1762-96), expanded Russian territory
and introduced Western European technology and ideas to the
region. As Russians and allied Cossacks expanded eastward,
they founded camps and trade posts across Siberia. Meanwhile,
in much of Central and East Russia, various ethnic groups had
largely subsisted as pastoral nomads. However, empires from
Russia, China, Japan, and Korea

claimed the sparsely populated

territory in North Asia.

By the mid-19th century, Russia

had occupied all the territory that

China formerly claimed north of

the Amur River. In 1860, it

founded Vladivostok, first as a

military outpost, and then as the

primary Russian naval base on

the Pacific. By 1875, Russia had

acquired Sakhalin Island from

Japan in exchange for the Kuril

Islands. At the turn of the 20th century, the Russian Empire
comprised most of the territory of present-day Russia.

Many nations sought to control Russian expansion. In the West,
European powers joined the Ottomans to defeat Russia in the
Crimean War, curbing Russian control near the Black Sea, while
Japan defeated Russia in a brief war in the East. Beginning in
1914, Russia suffered harsh losses in World War |. Unrest
caused by the monarchy's ineptitude, war losses, and food
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shortages culminated in 1917, when dual revolutions ended
Romanov rule and brought a communist government to power,
plunging Russia into civil war in 1918.

In 1922, the victorious communists founded the Union of Soviet
Socialist Republics (USSR, or Soviet Union). The Soviets kept
control by centralizing politics and the economy and repressing
non-Russian minorities that they considered security threats.
After losing millions of lives during World War I, the USSR and
US emerged as superpowers in 1945. The USSR, comprising
Russia and 14 other federal republics in Eastern Europe, the
Caucasus, and Central Asia, and the US would compete for
global influence over the next 4 decades during the Cold War.

While successive Soviet leaders led a centralized, authoritarian

government that went through brief periods of social and cultural

liberalization, they controlled much of Eastern Europe and lent

support to socialist regimes throughout the world. However, in
the late 1980s, the Soviet
economy collapsed, and
by late 1991, the USSR
had dissolved.

The 1990s were chaotic as

Russia began to liberalize

and adopt pro-market

economic policies under

President Boris Yeltsin. In
2000, Vladimir Putin was elected President and would come to
dominate Russian politics for the next 2 decades. While many
Russians’ standard of living improved, the government became
increasingly authoritarian, crushing political opposition and
unrest at home. Abroad, Russia intervened in the affairs of
former Soviet republics, and in countries further afield,
particularly in Africa and the Middle East. In early 2022, Russia
invaded Ukraine, destabilizing Europe by bombing Ukrainian
cities and threatening use of nuclear weapons.

2. Political and Social Relations

Political relations are the ways in which members of a
community organize leadership, power, and authority. Social
relations are all of the ways in which individuals are linked to
others in their community.
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https://pixabay.com/photos/putin-politics-kremlin-russia-2847423/

Russia’s conquest of Siberia and the East, which included forced
migration policies and the subjugation of indigenous groups,
drastically changed society there. While Russia’s ethnic and
racial makeup varies by region, residents in the West, across
much of southern Siberia, and in the Far East tend to be of Slavic
ancestry. Some Caucasian and Turkic peoples predominate in
the Caucasus and Ural Mountains. While Finno-Ugric peoples
occupy areas in the northwest, many ethnic Mongols live in
Arctic regions or near the border with Mongolia. Despite this
variation, many residents identify as Russian nationals. Russia
also has a large immigrant population from former Soviet
republics, often settling in

large cities or near their

countries of origin.

Although Russia is a semi-

presidential constitutional

federation, in  recent

years, the government

has functioned more like a

dictatorship. Vladimir

Putin has dominated politics since serving as President from
2000-08 and Prime Minister under political ally Dmitry Medvedev
from 2008-12. Putin was elected President again in 2012 and for
a fourth term in 2018. During this time, he has repressed political
opposition and rigged elections in favor of the United Russia
Party.

Because of its size and diversity, Russia is sub-divided into
provinces, republics, territories, districts, and federal cities,
together known as federal subjects. Although some federal
subjects are nominally autonomous, President Putin appoints
the representatives of nine federal districts that span the entire
country to monitor and ensure consistencies between federal
and regional institutions. Consequently, the central government
effectively maintains political control throughout Russia.

Civil unrest and occasional terrorist attacks are the primary
security threats inside Russia. The government closely monitors
unrest, and at times, has directly intervened in nearby Armenia,
Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, and Ukraine, often under the
guise of protecting ethnic Russians there. Russia provides direct
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support to Bashar al-Assad’s regime in Syria and the opposition
forces led by Khalifa Haftar in Libya. Russian mercenaries
operate around the world, but particularly in Africa. While Russia
has developed stable ties with China, Iran, and Turkey, relations
have recently soured with the US and many European nations.

3. Religion and Spirituality

Religion is a cultural belief system that provides meaning to
members of a community. Religious and spiritual beliefs help
preserve the social order by defining proper behavior. They also
create social unity by defining shared identity, offer individuals
peace of mind, and explain the causes of events in a society.

Many of Russia’s early inhabitants led rich spiritual lives. While
little is known of early religions, many were likely polytheistic.
Early inhabitants recognized gods and spirits that constructed
the universe and influenced everyday life, believing in contact
between the natural and spiritual worlds. In the West, Slavic
groups tended to believe in an absent god, who left other deities
and spirits to deal with earthly affairs. Many indigenous groups
in the East also held beliefs about spiritual connections among
nature, animals, and the
land, while others
recognized the powers of
local shamans, who

supposedly achieved
divine connections with the
spirit world.

Christianity became Kyivan

Rus’s official religion in 988
and has remained influential in state affairs for most of history.
As Russia expanded its territory eastward, it converted many
local inhabitants to Russian Orthodox Christianity, though some
groups retained their religions. While some indigenous groups in
present-day Central and East Russia were Buddhist, many
Muslims lived in the lands around the Black and Caspian Seas.
For centuries, officials persecuted Jews and eventually
restricted them to the far western Pale of Settlement.

The Soviet government was atheist and suppressed religious
life. Today, most Russians are Orthodox Christian, though many
others are atheist. Government officials maintain close relations
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with the Russian Orthodox Church, which, along with Buddhism,
Islam, and Judaism, are Russia’s “traditional” religions. Kalmykia
is notably Europe’s only region where Buddhism is the dominant
religion. Russia has an autonomous Jewish province on its
border with China that was home to thousands of Jews in the
mid-20th century, although few Jews still live there.

4. Family and Kinship

The domain of family and kinship refers to groups of people
related through blood ties, marriage, or through strong emotional
bonds that influence them to treat each other like family
members (often called “fictive kin”).

Family life and relationships are fundamental elements of
Russian society. Russians tend to maintain connections with
family members, supporting them emotionally and financially,
while providing physical care for elderly or ailing kin if needed.
While residence patterns differ somewhat by region and ethnic
or religious groups, multiple generations often reside together in
one household or live within close proximity.

Urbanization has changed life in many areas. As both men and
women take advantage of the enhanced educational and
employment opportunities available in urban areas, family
structures have become more diverse. Over 80% of residents in
the Northwest, Ural Mountains, and Central Russia live in cities.
The Arctic region, North Caucasus, and South tend to have more
rural residents.

Children generally

choose their own

spouses, although close

family ties mean relatives

have some influence

over their children’'s

choices. Although both

Russian Orthodox and Islamic teachings strongly value
marriage as an institution and discourage divorce, Russia has
one of the world’s highest divorce rates.

5. Sex and Gender
Sex refers to the biological/reproductive differences between
males and females, while gender is a more flexible concept that
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refers to a culture’s categorizing of masculine and feminine
behaviors, symbols, and social roles.

Many cultures in Russia traditionally privilege the male’s role as
provider and leader. Women acquired equal rights in the Soviet
era, when many women worked outside the home. However,
social, economic, and political inequalities between the sexes
remain. While most women today participate in the workforce,
they typically also assume the traditional roles of wives and
mothers, often having to balance domestic duties and
employment outside the home.

Russian women tend to be well-represented in lower levels of

business and government. Many women own businesses and

participate in local government, although fewer women are

elected to national parliament today than during the Soviet era.
Notably, no women
have served as
head-of-state  or
government since
the Romanov
dynasty.

Russia has a low

fertility rate, though

it varies by region.

While women in

the West tend to
have just one child, women in the Southwest and Central Russia
often have two or more. Though traditionally high by many
standards, Russia’s abortion rate has fallen steadily since the
1990s.

Many Russians who identify as LGBTQ report discrimination and
repression, particularly in Chechnya. In November 2022, the
“gay propaganda” bill was signed into law which bans all forms
of LGBTQ propaganda. Gay marriage is illegal in Russia.

6. Language and Communication

Language is a system for sharing information symbolically,
whereby words are used to represent ideas. Communication is
defined as the cultural practice of sharing meaning in interaction,
both verbally and non-verbally.
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Russian is the official language, widely spoken across Russia.
Of Russia’s over 100 indigenous languages, many are in danger
of extinction, due to forced Russification and native speakers
opting to learn more widely spoken languages. Of the languages
with more than 1 million speakers, Tatar, Chechen, Chuvash,
and Bashkort are the most common, largely spoken by ethnic
minorities in ethnic republics in the West. Ukrainian is common
along the Ukrainian border and in some places in Siberia. Many
indigenous groups speak their own language and Russian.

7. Learning and Knowledge

All cultures require that the older generation transmit important
information to the younger generation. This information can be
strictly factual (for example, how to fulfill subsistence and health
requirements) and culturally traditional (the beliefs, behaviors,
and symbols that have meaning to the community). This
knowledge transfer may occur through structured, formalized
systems such as schools

or through informal

learning by watching

adults or peers.

Most  Russians are

highly educated. The

quality and availability of

education improved

considerably during the

Soviet era, as the

government pursued more egalitarian (the principle that all
people are equal) policies and a highly educated labor force.
Today, most Russians receive 11 years of education or more,
and Russia has one of the world’s highest post-secondary
attainment rates. As of 2021, over 76% of Russians ages 25-34
had acquired some form of post-secondary education. Russia
also has robust and well-attended vocational programs. Nearly
half of upper secondary graduates have vocational training.

Nonetheless, educational quality and attainment vary by income
level and region. For example, while almost 100% of 3-5-year-
olds in Chukotka are enrolled in pre-primary programs, just 41%
are in Dagestan. Likewise, the children of affluent Russians tend
to have more educational opportunities than their compatriots.
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In recent years, underfunded educational programs have
resulted in higher student-teacher ratios, inadequate or poorly
maintained school facilities, and other learning impediments.

8. Time and Space

In every society, people occupy space and time in ways that are

not directly linked to physical survival. In most Western cultures,

people tend to be preoccupied with strict time management,
devoting less effort to relationship-
building. This concept of time often
remains true in business and in
some regions of Russia. In others,
like parts of the Southwest, and
outside of business, establishing
and maintaining  relationships
takes precedence over meeting
deadlines, punctuality, or efficiently
accomplishing tasks.

While concepts of personal space

tend to vary by region and ethnic or

religious group, Russians

generally maintain less personal
space than Americans, often sitting or standing close together in
public and private spaces. Family and friends also typically touch
more frequently than Americans as a sign of their close personal
relationship. Notably, some Russian Muslims and indigenous
groups maintain more personal space and touch less frequently,
especially in public spaces.

When greeting, most Russians shake hands, particularly among
men. Close female friends may kiss alternating cheeks three
times. Hugging and kissing cheeks are common among family
and close friends. Russians tend to value eye contact as a sign
of honesty and engagement, though staring may be considered
rude, particularly between Russians of the opposite sex.

9. Aesthetics and Recreation

Every culture has its own forms of creative expression that are
guided by aesthetic principles of imagination, beauty, skill, and
style. Much of Russia’s art, architecture, dance, music, literature,
and sports reflect the country’s geographic and ethnic diversity,
imperial and Soviet history, and modern global trends. Although
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dress varies by location and group, many Russians follow recent
European or US fashion trends and don traditional attire only for
holidays, special occasions, or ceremonies.

Traditional music and

dance tend to vary by

ethnic group, although

global and Russian rock

and pop are widely

popular. Many Slavic

dances include dancing

and stomping in circles

or lines to rapid

melodies. Caucasian,

Mongolic, Turkic, and

Uralic dances are fast paced and reflect unique cultural
characteristics. For example, the Turkic Bashkir people of
Bashkortostan have unique songs and dances that differ from
other Turkic peoples like Tatars and Chuvash.

Russia’s most popular competitive sports and games are ice
hockey, skating, gymnastics, soccer, and chess. For leisure,
many Russians prefer swimming, fishing, badminton, or other
activities like reading, socializing with friends and family, and day
trips or vacations. Locations along the Black Sea are popular for
beach vacations, while the Altai region is notable for fishing.

Russian architecture reflects cultural influences that have varied
over time. For centuries, wooden churches with onion-shaped
domes influenced by Greek Byzantine designs were common.
In the 1700s, Western Baroque and Rococo styles became
popular. In the mid-20th century, Stalinist architecture and its
variations, from elaborate arched and columned buildings to
rigid and sober structures that prioritized functionality, were
dominant. Today, new buildings reflect various modern styles.

Since the 19th century, Russia’s rich tradition of written literature
has gained global recognition, and Russian authors have won
several Nobel Prizes in Literature. Some indigenous groups, like
the Evenk of northern Siberia, maintain oral literary traditions,
though many are at risk of extinction due to globalization and
youth leaving traditional homelands. Traditional handicrafts such
as paintings, ceramics, embroidery, and figurines vary by region.
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10. Sustenance and Health

Societies have different methods of transforming natural

resources into food. These methods can shape residence

patterns, family structures, and economics. Theories of disease
and healing practices exist
in all cultures and serve as
adaptive responses to
disease and iliness.

While Russian cuisine

varies based on local

products and tastes,

residents tend to rely on

many of the same staple

ingredients, such as fish,
cabbage, mushrooms, and potatoes. Some Russians reserve
ingredients like reindeer meat and special desserts or pastries
for holiday festivities. Soups are especially common. Armenian,
Georgian, Jewish, Korean, Ukrainian, and other cuisines are
popular in many parts of Russia.

While overall health has improved in recent decades, significant
disparities exist within Russia. As of 2023, men were expected
to live 12 fewer years than women, due to both structural societal
factors and behavioral differences like excessive alcohol
consumption among men. Likewise, men suffer higher suicide
rates than women — about 44 deaths per 100,000 men per year,
one of the world’s highest rates.

Chronic and non-communicable ‘lifestyle” diseases are
responsible for most deaths throughout Russia. Health
outcomes were relatively similar across Russia until recent
decades. Today, Moscow and St. Petersburg, areas in the
Southwest, and a few Central oil- and gas-producing regions
have the highest standards of public health, while various
regions in Central and East Russia have the lowest. Healthcare
access in rural areas, primarily in but not limited to Central and
East Russia, is often inferior to care available in cities.

11. Economics and Resources

This domain refers to beliefs regarding appropriate ways for a
society to produce, distribute, and consume goods and services.
It details how countries allocate their resources by sector, trade
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with other countries, give or receive aid, and pay for goods and
services within their borders.

For much of history, the people residing on the land comprising
present-day Russia subsisted as farmers, primarily in the West
and South, or nomadic pastoralists in Central and East Russia.
The state funded its expansion eastward primarily through high
taxes levied on landowners, who bound peasants to the land
through serfdom, thereby keeping production costs low. By the
mid-19th century, Russia’s economy became increasingly
industrialized, a trend that continued during much of the Soviet
era. Although Russia implemented free-market policies
beginning in the 1990s, the state continues to direct large
swathes of the economy. In recent years, international sanctions
against Russian officials and companies have negatively
impacted economic growth in some of Russia’s largest sectors.

While the services sector comprises the largest part of Russia’'s
GDP, economic activity varies between 12 formal economic
regions. The expansive Far Eastern region’s economy, including
the East and parts of Siberia, is primarily based on lumber,
fishing, and manufacturing. Central Russia divides into the East
and West Siberian regions. While the former’s economy is based
primarily on oil and mineral extraction, the latter has a large
manufacturing sector, as

well as sophisticated coal,

oil, natural gas, and iron

extraction sectors.

The nine geographically

smaller economic regions

in the West are extremely

diverse. While the Central

Black Earth, Volga, and

Volga-Vyatka regions have large agricultural sectors, the Ural
region is known for industrial activity. The other regions tend to
have mixed economies centered on services, manufacturing,
and extractive industries. Accordingly, GDP per capita varies
widely. While Moscow, St. Petersburg, and some districts in
northern Siberia with large extractive industries have high GDP
per capita, many districts in the Southwest and southern Siberia
are much poorer.
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In recent years, Russia’s economy has been severely impacted
by international sanctions and the COVID-19 pandemic. Though
its economic outlook had improved by late 2021, largely due to
subsiding effects of the pandemic, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine
in 2022 resulted in even harsher sanctions which has caused
the country’s economy to contract severely.

12. Technology and Material

Societies use technology to transform their physical world, and

culture heavily influences the development and use of

technology. Roads form the primary infrastructure in Russia,

though quality tends to deteriorate in rural areas, particularly in

the East. Russia has the world’'s second-largest rail network,
which is largely concentrated in the
West. While Russia utilizes large sea
and river ports, it has plans to expand
shipping routes in the Arctic Ocean,
as climate change makes sea routes
more navigable year-round.

Russia generates most of its
electricity from fossil fuels, which are
primarily extracted from Siberia and
the Southwest. Hydroelectric and
nuclear power account for over 38%
of energy generation, and Siberia is
home to several large hydroelectric
plants. Because Russia is rich in energy resources, it exports
large volumes of oil and gas.

Russia is in the bottom 10% in a 2023 worldwide press freedom
ranking of 164 out of 180, and the government routinely
harasses journalists. Pressure on media independence has
grown in recent years, and was further restricted in 2022 after
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. While many Russians use the
Internet and social media to communicate, officials have blocked
access to numerous platforms. Russia has an extensive
telecommunications network, and while Internet penetration has
grown in recent years, rural areas tend to be underserved.

Now that we have introduced general concepts that characterize
Russian society at large, we will focus on specific features of
society in Russia.
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PART 2 — CULTURE SPECIFIC

1. HISTORY AND MYTH

Overview

Russia traces its origins to 9th-century Slavic principalities ruled
by Viking invaders. After consolidating power in the 15th century,
Russian imperial rulers conquered vast swathes of territory to
become the world’s largest country. When dual revolutions in
1917 placed communists in power, Russia became the most
influential member of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics
(USSR, or Soviet Union) until its collapse in 1991. Since then,
Russia has sought to reassert its position as a global power.

Early History

Late Stone Age gravesites in the country’s northwestern and far

eastern regions indicate human presence throughout the

country some 30,000 years ago. While many groups passed

through Russian territory, significant population growth did not

occur until Slavic people arrived from present-day Ukraine
around the 8th and 9th
centuries AD.

Kyivan Rus
Although Eastern
Slavs first settled in
the region, Viking
tribes known as the
Varangians (or
Varyagi) descended
from Scandinavia and
took control of the
land between the Baltic Sea and Kyiv (present-day Ukraine’s
capital) that would become far-western Russia. The Varangians
ruled from fortified settlements and established a loose
confederation of city-states called Kyivan Rus, named after the
dominant Varangian tribe in the region. Some scholars believe
the name Rus later evolved into Rossiya, which is how Russia
got its name.
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https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:%D0%92%D0%B0%D1%80%D1%8F%D0%B3%D0%B8.jpg

Kyivan Rus gained wealth through trade in furs, amber, and
honey with the Vikings to the North and Byzantine merchants to
the South. In subsequent centuries, it gained strength,
expanding eastward and

eventually reaching the Oka River

near present-day Moscow.

King Volodymyr | (also known as

Volodymyr the Great) expanded

Kyivan Rus’s influence in the 10th

century. An admirer of the

Byzantine Empire (based in

modern Turkey), he converted to

Eastern Orthodox Christianity in

988 and made it the official religion

of Kyivan Rus (see p. 3 of Religion

and Spirituality). Volodymyr held

mass baptisms in Kyiv and invited the Byzantine Church to send
a Metropolitan (a high-ranking bishop, see p. 4 of Religion and
Spirituality) to Kyivan Rus. Christianity and Byzantine culture
influenced the confederation’s development.

In the mid-11th century, the kingdom entered a long period of
decline due to a reduction of revenue from its southern trade
routes and infighting among the Varangian princes. During this
period, centralized power in Kyiv gradually declined into
fractured principalities loosely associated under the name Rus’
Land. In 1147, rulers of the Rostov-Suzdal principality founded
the city of Muscovy (Russia’s present-day capital of Moscow).

The Golden Horde Invasion

The Varangian Princes were weak and fractured when Genghis
Khan and the Mongol Golden Horde, including armies of Turkic
Tatars (see p. 14 of Political and Social Relations), reached the
outskirts of Rus in 1237. In 1240, the Golden Horde sacked Kyiv,
ending the Kyivan Rus era and ushering in a period of constantly
shifting rulers and territories under nominal Mongol rule.
Notably, the northern Novgorod and Rostov-Suzdal principalities
managed to stay somewhat independent during this period by
paying tribute to the Mongols.

In 1252, the Mongols promoted Alexander Nevsky, the Prince of
Novgorod, to Grand Prince of Vladimir, a more powerful position
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that controlled large tracts of
land south of Novgorod. In this
position, Nevsky became a
hero for rebuffing Germanic
and Swedish invasions .

After his death in 1263,
Nevsky's descendants
governed Muscovy (Moscow)
and the adjacent territories that
the Mongols had granted them
control. As it grew increasingly
wealthy from land taxes and
trade, Moscow quickly
replaced Vladimir as the
region’s urban center of power.

The Rise of Moscow and lvan the Great

In subsequent decades, the Grand Princes of Moscow grew their
power. In 1325, the Metropolitan of the Orthodox Church moved
to Moscow from Kyiv and established the city as the regional
center of the religion (see p. 3-4 of Religion and Spirituality).

In 1462, Ivan Il (the Great), one of Nevsky's descendants and
the Grand Prince of Moscow, took control of the principality and
began a policy of “gathering the Russian lands.” lvan invaded
Novgorod, Moscow’s main rival at the time, and imposed his rule
on other weaker principalities through military conquest and land
purchases. After withholding tribute from the weakened
Mongols, Ivan’s forces defeated them in 1480, effectively ending
Mongol control of the region and gaining Russian independence.
Until his death in 1505, Ivan increased Moscow'’s territory, which
extended from present-day northern Ukraine to the Arctic.

Ivan the Terrible and the Time of Troubles

After Ivan Ill and his son Vasily Il expanded Moscow's borders
and strengthened the power of the Grand Princes of Moscow
even further, a period of infighting ensued. Boyars (members of
the aristocratic landowning class) clamored for more power and
sought to increase the control they held over the peasants
working their land. Eventually, the boyars agreed on the need to
crown a new leader, naming Vasily llI's son, lvan IV (the Terrible)
the first tsar (king) of Russia in 1547.
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lvan IV's reign was
tumultuous. His neglectful
governance weakened the
country and exposed it to
foreign invasions. A period
known as the “Time of
Troubles” began soon after his
death. During this period
(1605-13), the boyar class
was plagued with infighting,
while several royal pretenders
sought the throne.
Additionally, foreign powers
intervened in Russian affairs,
with Poland-Lithuania briefly occupying Moscow in 1612.

Establishment of the Romanov Dynasty

After Russian troops expelled invading Poles, Lithuanians, and
Swedes from the country, the boyars chose Mikhail Romanov as
tsar in 1613. Mikhail was the first tsar of the Romanov dynasty,
which having replaced the Varangians, would rule Russia for the
next 3 centuries.

Both Mikhail and his son Aleksey, who succeeded him in 1645,
sought to strengthen government administration and expand
their kingdom into present-day Ukraine, Siberia, and to the
Pacific coast. Notably, Aleksey passed a legal reform that began
to solidify the status of serfdom, whereby most peasants
became enslaved laborers, who were bought and sold with the
land they worked (see p. 1 of Economics and Resources).

Peter the Great

Aleksey’s youngest son, Peter | (the Great) became tsar in 1682.
Exposed to foreign ideas at an early age, he profoundly
reshaped Russian society during his reign. Peter traveled
through Europe and recruited scholars to modernize Russia in
accordance with Western European trends, founding institutes
of higher education (see p. 1 of Learning and Knowledge) and
forcing Western European customs on the Russian elite. He also
introduced the Table of Ranks, a system of civil service in which
the boyar class lost its privileges and nobility could only be
obtained and kept through service to the monarch. In 1703,
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Peter founded the city of St. Petersburg and moved the capital
there from Moscow in 1712.

As part of his efforts to make Russia a major power, Peter joined
the Kingdom of Denmark-Norway and the Commonwealth of
Saxony-Poland-Lithuania to launch the Great Northern War
against Sweden in 1700. When the coalition defeated Sweden
in 1721, Russia gained significant territory along the Baltic Sea
coast, and the Orthodox Church and Russian Senate (a body of
nobles that advised the tsar) bestowed the title “Emperor of All
Russia” on the tsar, though the title of tsar also continued in use.

Rule by Empresses and Territorial Expansion

Elizabeth succeeded her father Peter in 1741. The popular
Empress continued Peter’s reforms, promoting higher education
and the arts, and oversaw the construction of the luxurious
Winter Palace in St. Petersburg. Elizabeth’s armies also resisted
Prussian invasion attempts and briefly occupied Berlin (present-
day Germany'’s capital), which cemented Russia’s position as a
major player in European affairs.

After Elizabeth’'s death, her nephew, Peter Ill, ascended the
throne, but a military coup loyal to her deposed Peter. His wife
ascended the throne in 1762 as Catherine Il (the Great). Like
Peter and Elizabeth, Catherine was also a reformist and
modernizer, who sought to make Russia more like Western
Europe. She expanded the empire
through diplomatic and military
triumphs. Russia took land in
present-day Belarus and Lithuania
upon dividing Poland with Austria
and Prussia. After victories against
the Ottomans (based in present-
day Turkey), Catherine annexed
land in parts of present-day
Ukraine, including the Crimean
Peninsula (see p. 4 of Political and
Social  Relations), extending
Russia’s border to the Black Sea.

War and Further Expansion
Following the deaths of Catherine
and her son, Paul |, her grandson Alexander | took the throne in
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1801. While Alexander hoped to revitalize Russia’s outdated
bureaucracy, foreign entanglements prevented him from making
any significant reforms. Alexander led Russia in the Napoleonic
Wars, a series of conflicts between the French Empire and a
coalition of British, Russian, Swedish, Prussian, and Austrian
forces, that engulfed the European continent for over a decade.
In the conflict, Napoleon’s troops first crossed into Russia on
June 24, 1812.

The Russians initially suffered losses and resorted to burning
much of Moscow to prevent it from falling into French hands.
However, a harsh winter decimated Napoleon’s troops, and
Russia eventually emerged victorious, even occupying Paris
(France’s capital) in 1814. During his reign, Alexander also
annexed Finland and parts of present-day Moldova, Azerbaijan,
Romania, and Armenia, further expanding the growing empire.

Upon Alexander’s death, his brother, Nicholas I, took the throne
in 1825 following a failed coup by military officers known as the
Decembrists, who sought to reform the monarchy. Many
Russians considered Nicholas’s reign as a time of stagnation,
with stalled reforms and military blunders jeopardizing Russia’s
reputation. Of these failures, the most notable was the Crimean
War (1853-56), during which Russia was defeated by Britain,
France, Sardinia (in present-day Italy), and the Ottoman Empire.

Reform and Repression Under Alexanders Il and Il

When Alexander Il ascended the throne in 1855, he
implemented sweeping reforms in response to Russia’s
humiliating defeat in the Crimean

War. Notably, Alexander Il

emancipated the serfs, which

prompted significant migration to

the cities.

Even as Alexander Il modernized
Russia, revolutionary groups
emerged, One of these groups,
People’s Will, assassinated him
in 1881, resulting in the
ascension to the throne of his
son, Alexander lll, who brought
the era of reforms to an end. Seeking to save Russia from
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revolution, Alexander Il strengthened the authority of the nobility
over the peasantry, forced national minorities to adopt the
Russian language, persecuted Jews, and exiled many socialists.

Nicholas Il and Imperial Decline

Alexander 1lI's son, Nicholas Il, ascended the throne in 1896.
Nicholas was not adept at managing the empire and resisted
pressure to make the government more representative. In 1905,
Russia lost a costly war against Japan on its eastern border.
Russia’s humiliating military defeat was followed by a popular
uprising in St. Petersburg, which prompted Nicholas to convene
a duma (assembly, see p. 5 of Political and Social Relations)
and begin a transition from absolute to constitutional monarchy.

In 1914, the Russian Empire joined World War | (WWI), in which
the Central Powers (Germany, Austria-Hungary, Bulgaria, and
the Ottoman Empire) fought the Allies (Britain, France, Russia,
and the US). Poor leadership and ineffective mobilization of the
home front caused Russia a series of defeats, which led to social
unrest, including worker protests and military mutinies in the
capital, Petrograd (the
new name for St
Petersburg).

The Dual Revolutions
Faced with unrest and a
collapse of the
monarchy’s authority, the
leaders of the Duma
pressured Nicholas Il to
abdicate in what became
known as the February Revolution of 1917. Some 300 years of
Romanov rule came to an end and Russia transitioned to a
liberal democracy. Meanwhile, workers and soldiers elected
their own representative body, the Petrograd Soviet (Council),
which had more support among the lower classes than did the
provisional government.

As a result of a major military defeat in the summer of 1917 and
a deepening economic crisis, a radical Marxist party, the
Bolsheviks (“The Majority”), sought to overthrow the provisional
government and gained a majority in the Petrograd Soviet by
promising “land (for the peasants), peace (for the soldiers), and
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bread (for the workers).” Under the leadership of Vladimir Lenin,
the Bolsheviks seized power in the October Revolution of 1917,
and Russia’s brief experiment with liberal democracy ended.

The Soviet Era Begins

The Bolsheviks, who renamed themselves the Communist Party
in 1918, quickly cemented their authority in Russia. They signed
a peace treaty with Germany to end Russian involvement in
WWI, moved the capital from Petrograd to Moscow,
expropriated landowners and distributed their land to the
peasantry, and executed Nicholas Il and his family to prevent a
restoration of the monarchy.

Civil War: The Bolsheviks’ seizure of power plunged the nation
into a civil war. The newly founded Red Army led by Leon
Trotsky, a Communist Party leader, fought largely disorganized
monarchist forces. During the civil war, the Red Army was able
to recapture most of the Russian Empire’s former territories. At
the war’s end in 1920, the Russian, Belorussian, Ukrainian, and
Transcaucasian Soviet Socialist Republics (SSRs) merged to
form the USSR. Notably, Poland and the Baltic States would
remain independent until World War

Il (WWII, see “The Great Patriotic

War” below). Although the USSR’s

1924 constitution granted each

republic’s government extensive

authority over internal affairs, the

Communist Party based in Moscow

exercised supreme power.

Stalin Takes Power: In 1924, Lenin

died without appointing a successor.

Joseph Stalin, a prominent Party

member, had emerged victorious by

1928 in a struggle for succession. He

consolidated power by sidelining and exiling rivals. In
subsequent decades, Stalin staged party purges and show trials
to eliminate rivals and further consolidate his dictatorship. Many
of those convicted were either executed or sent to the Gulag, a
massive system of labor camps.

Stalin, an ethnic Georgian, promoted Russian nationalism and
conducted selective repression of non-Russian national groups,
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particularly the Ukrainians, in a Russification campaign (see p.
1 of Language and Communication and p. 11 of Political and
Social Relations). He also implemented forced industrialization
and collectivization programs to modernize the economy. While
industry developed rapidly in the 1930s, collectivization had
devastating effects. Widespread resistance was met with fierce
repression, resulting in famine. During Stalin’s rule, which ended
with the dictator’s death in 1953, as many as 20 million Soviet
citizens died from manmade famine and mass repression.

The Great Patriotic War

Known as the Great Patriotic War in the USSR, WWII began with
Nazi Germany'’s invasion of western Poland in 1939. Soon after,
and in accordance with the terms of their secret non-aggression
pact with Germany, the Soviets invaded eastern Poland, the
Baltic States, and the eastern part of Romania, all of which were
soon forcibly incorporated into the USSR.

Despite the non-aggression treaty, Nazi Germany invaded the
USSR in June 1941. During the next 19 months, the Red Army
was in retreat as German forces penetrated deep into Soviet
territory. The Germans waged a war of annihilation, murdering
millions of Soviet civilians, especially Jews. The turning point in
the war came in January 1943, when the Red Army defeated the
Germans at Stalingrad (present-day
Volgograd). By 1944, the Red Army
had expelled German forces from
Soviet territory. A year later, the Red
Army took Berlin, ending the war in
Europe. Some 27 million Soviet
citizens, 70% of whom were civilians,
perished in the Great Patriotic War.

The Cold War

Hopes for postwar cooperation

between the USSR and the West

were dashed when Stalin imposed

Soviet-style regimes in Eastern and

Central European countries that the
Red Army occupied. By the end of the 1940s, an “Iron Curtain”
divided Europe: on one side were the generally democratic and
capitalist regimes of the West, and on the other were the
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authoritarian and communist regimes of the East. At this time,
the US and USSR viewed themselves as engaged in a global
ideological, political, economic, and military struggle. The Cold
War had begun.

The USSR was an enormous geopolitical entity that consisted of
present-day Russia, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Belarus,
Ukraine, Moldova, Georgia, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan,
Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan.
Members of the Eastern (Soviet) Bloc behind the Iron Curtain,
aligned to but not formally part of the USSR, included present-
day Bulgaria, Romania, Hungary, Czechoslovakia, Poland, and
East Germany. In addition, communist Yugoslavia aligned with
the USSR until 1948, as did communist Albania until 1961.

The bipolar geopolitical dynamics during the Cold War forced
many nations to align with either the US or USSR. Competition
between the superpowers extended to the military realm as well.
In 1949, the USSR became the second country to develop
nuclear capabilities. An arms race ensued, as did a policy of
“mutually assured destruction,” whereby the superpowers
sought to assure their security by possessing sufficient nuclear
weapons to destroy the other regardless of who attacked first.

In addition, the USSR sought to balance power with the US-led
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO, a political and military
alliance among 30 nations that promotes its members’ security
through collective defense). To do so, in 1955, the USSR and
Soviet Bloc nations

signed a collective

defense treaty called the

Warsaw Treaty

Organization, also known

as the Warsaw Pact.

The Khrushchev Era:

After  Stalin’s  death,

Nikita Khrushchev, a

high-ranking member of

the Politburo (the Communist Party’s policy-making body), took
over as the Soviet leader. Khrushchev led a more liberal period,
working to “de-Stalinize” the Party to allow for a more tolerant
cultural and economic environment.
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Under Khrushchev, several significant international incidents
unfolded. In 1956, Soviet troops violently crushed a popular
uprising in Hungary, and in 1961, the East German government
erected the Berlin Wall to prevent Soviet Bloc defectors from
escaping to West Berlin, an enclave in East Germany controlled
by American, British, and French forces. Most notable was the
Cuban Missile Crisis in 1962, when the USSR provided nuclear-
capable missiles to Cuban allies just south of the US, leading to
a tense stalemate that nearly resulted
in a nuclear war.

The Brezhnev Era: In 1964, the
conservative Leonid Brezhnev and his
allies ousted Khrushchev and
tightened political and economic
control. The Komitet
Gosudarstvennoy  Bezopasnosti
(Committee for State Security, or KGB
— the secret police) constrained
dissidents, sending those who refused
to conform to psychiatric institutions or
exile. As the economy stagnated and
the USSR fell behind the West technologically, Brezhnev
increasingly relied on hydrocarbon exports to maintain living
standards, while funding the country’s global military footprint
(see p. 3 of Economics and Resources).

In 1968, Brezhnev approved the invasion of Czechoslovakia,
which had attempted to liberalize its communist political system.
This reassertion of control over the Soviet Bloc formally began
the Brezhnev Doctrine, which involved military intervention in
countries where socialist rule was threatened. Under Brezhnev,
the USSR aided friendly regimes in Angola, Ethiopia,
Mozambique, Vietnam, and others. A notable example was the
1979 Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, which resulted in a decade-
long, failed attempt to prop up the communist government there.

Gorbachev and the End of the USSR

In 1985, after the deaths of Brezhnev and two short-lived
successors, Mikhail Gorbachev became the General Secretary
of the Communist Party and leader of the USSR. Gorbachev
enacted a series of reforms, including glasnost (openness) and
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perestroika (restructuring), with the goal of creating a more
liberal social and economic climate. Gorbachev introduced the
so-called “Sinatra Doctrine,” which loosened Party control and
allowed the Soviet Bloc

nations to govern “their

way”.

As the Soviet economic

crisis deepened in 1990

(see p. 3 of Economics

and Resources),

Gorbachev ended the

Communist Party’s

monopoly on political

power, transferring some authority to each SSR. The following
year, Russians elected Boris Yeltsin, a former Communist Party
leader, who had become an outspoken critic of both the Party
and the central government, as President of the Russian SSR.

The Russian Federation

With Yeltsin’s support, Gorbachev drafted a new Union Treaty in
1991 that would have shifted power from the federal government
to the constituent republics. Seeking to prevent the treaty from
being signed, communist hardliners launched a coup in August
1991. The coup failed almost immediately and shattered the
authority of the central government. Power shifted decisively into
the hands of the leaders of each SSR, and Yeltsin used his
newfound authority to ban the Communist Party.

The Baltic States of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania were the first
to break away from the USSR, followed by other republics in the
Caucasus and Central Asia. On December 8th, Yeltsin and the
leaders of Ukraine and Belarus declared that the USSR would
cease to exist as of December 25th. On that date, Gorbachev
resigned as the last Soviet head of state, and Russia emerged
as an independent country.

The Yeltsin Years: Yeltsin presided over a tumultuous first
decade in post-Soviet Russia. He imposed “shock therapy” on
the economy by adopting pro-market policies, cutting subsidies
and spending, and privatizing state-owned industries (see p. 3
of Economics and Resources). Well-connected individuals,
including former Communist Party officials, took advantage of
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the economic liberalization by consolidating control of important

companies, becoming oligarchs in the process. However, these
policies did not benefit
ordinary Russians and
increased inequality. By
the late 1990s, Russia’s
economy was again on
the brink of collapse.

Yeltsin’s administration
became mired in
political, economic, and
security crises. After a
violent conflict with Parliament in 1993, Yeltsin drafted a new
constitution that gave substantial powers to the President.
Central authority was not recognized everywhere. In Chechnya,
a Muslim enclave in southern Russia (see p. 7 of Religion and
Spirituality), a violent movement for independence was
underway (see p. 13 of Political and Social Relations). Amidst
health issues and corruption scandals (see p. 3 of Economics
and Resources), Yeltsin resigned as Russia’'s first
democratically elected President on December 31, 1999.

Putin Takes Control

Meanwhile, Vladimir Putin, a former KGB agent, had quickly
moved up the ranks of the Yeltsin administration and became
Prime Minister (PM) in 1999. Putin had become increasingly
popular for his organizational skills and handling of the armed
uprising in Chechnya. Leveraging his popularity, Putin won
Russia’s 2000 presidential election with some 53% of the vote.

Putin quickly centralized power, giving the federal government
more direct control over Russia’s regions. His carefully crafted
image as a vigorous and effective leader of a seemingly more
disciplined state, combined with high oil prices that resulted in a
booming economy, won him support among many Russians.
Putin’s government closely allied itself with the Orthodox Church
and encouraged a rise in Russian nationalism, seeking to regain
regional prominence. Russia’s aggressive foreign policy towards
former SSRs was exemplified by a brief war with Georgia in 2008
and clashes with Ukraine. Meanwhile, siloviki (“strongmen,”
mostly former KGB officers who had longstanding ties to Putin)
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rose to power and limited some of the influence of the oligarchs,
who had grown powerful during the Yeltsin administration.

A Brief Interlude: In 2008, Russia’s constitution prohibited Putin
from seeking a third consecutive term. His close ally, Dmitry
Medvedev, was elected President and Putin became PM. While
Medvedev pursued some economic reforms and pro-Western
policies during his term, many Russians believed Putin wielded
political control. In 2012,
Putin was reelected
President after the state

suppressed extensive
protests against his return
to power.

Intervention in Ukraine: In

2014, amid protests in

neighboring Ukraine (see p.

11 of Political and Social Relations), Russian troops illegally
annexed Ukraine’s Crimean Peninsula. Putin followed the
annexation by supporting violent separatist movements in
Russian-majority areas of Ukraine and threatening to withhold
gas supplies to Western Europe. During the conflict, Putin
remained popular among many Russians, in part due to
economic progress (see p. 4 of Economics and Resources) and
the country’s growing regional influence. However, some
observers noted widespread voter fraud and electoral
manipulation in the 2012 and 2018 presidential elections (see p.
7 of Political and Social Relations). Electoral inconsistencies and
the political persecution of critics like Alexei Navalny led to big
anti-government protests in 2017.

Putin Meddles Abroad, Consolidates Power at Home: During
his fourth term that began in 2018, Putin sustained support to
friendly regimes in Syria and Libya (see p. 13 of Political and
Social Relations), often coming into conflict with forces
supported by the US and European Union (EU). Putin also has
pressured the EU by threatening to cut it off from Russia’s
natural gas supplies (see p. 5 of Economics and Resources).

In 2020, the legislature passed constitutional amendments that
allow Putin to run for two more terms (see p. 5 of Political and
Social Relations), likely enabling him to stay in power until 2036.
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Russia Invades Ukraine: In February 2022, Putin launched an
invasion of Ukraine, falsely claiming that Ukraine posed a threat
to Russia and was mistreating it's Russian-speaking minority. In
response, the US, EU, Japan, and several other countries
imposed wide-ranging sanctions on the Russian economy and
Putin’s inner circle (see p. 4 of Economics and Resources). As
of February 2023, the military confrontation is ongoing, with
human rights groups claiming that Russian forces have
committed war crimes in Ukraine while violently suppressing
dissent in Russia.

Myth Overview

In contrast to history, which is supposed to be an objective
record of the past based on verifiable facts, myths embody a
culture’s values and often explain the origins of humans and the
natural world. Myths are important because they provide a sense
of unique heritage and identity. For Russians, myths played a
role in maintaining pagan beliefs in the face of pressures to
convert to Christianity (see p. 3 of Religion and Spirituality).

Baba Yaga: One of the most well-known mythical figures in

Russian folklore is Baba Yaga, a forest-dwelling witch, who is

known to either help or devour lost children. Baba Yaga lives
with her sisters in a hut perched on
chicken legs, where they guard the
waters of life and fly on a mortar and
pestle creating storms in their wake.

Baba Yaga appears in many folktales,
often in conflicting roles. In Vasilisa
the Beautiful, the witch helps the
young Vasilisa escape her abusive
stepmother by giving her a magical
skull lantern that combusts and
engulfs her wicked family. In another
tale, Baba Yaga is a villain, chasing
her daughter and the young Princess Katerina through the
countryside, attempting to trap them in an oven. While the
women flee Baba Yaga, the items they throw behind them to
slow down the witch transform into the lakes, forests, and
mountain ranges that are emblematic of Russia’s varied terrain
(see p. 2 of Political and Social Relations).
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2. POLITICAL AND SOCIAL RELATIONS

Official Name
Russian Federation
Rossiyskaya
Federatsiya
(Russian)

Political Borders
North Korea: 11 mi

China: 2,597 mi

Mongolia: 2,145 mi Estonia: 201 mi

Kazakhstan: 4,750 mi Finland: 813 mi

Azerbaijan: 210 mi Norway: 119 mi

Georgia: 556 mi Poland (Kaliningrad Oblast): 162 mi
Ukraine: 1,208 mi Lithuania (Kaliningrad Oblast): 130 mi
Belarus: 815 mi Coastline: 23,396 mi

Latvia: 206 mi

Capital

Moscow

Demographics

With a population of just nearly 141.7 million, Russia is the

world’s ninth most populated country. Significantly, Russia’s

population is declining at an annual rate of -0.48%, largely due
to low birth rates (see p. 3
of Sex and Gender). The
population concentrates in
the westernmost fifth of
the country. As of 2023,
some 75.3% of residents
reside in urban areas.

Flag

Adopted in 1991, Russia’'s
flag consists of three horizontal bands of white, blue, and red.
Although the flag’s colors have no official meaning, there are
many interpretations of their origin, such as they were first
inspired by the Netherlands’ flag. Notably, the Russian flag
inspired other Slavic countries to adopt horizontal tricolors in
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different arrangements. Consequently, white, blue, and red
became the national flag colors of several Slavic countries.

Geography

Located primarily in North Asia, Russia borders the Arctic Ocean
to the north, Pacific Ocean to the east, North Korea and China
to the southeast, Mongolia and Kazakhstan to the south,
Azerbaijan and Georgia to the southwest, Ukraine, Belarus,
Latvia, and Estonia to the west, and Finland and Norway to the
northwest. Russia also has an exclave — the Kaliningrad Oblast
(province) — which borders Poland, Lithuania, and the Baltic
Sea, that it annexed from Germany following World War Il (see
p. 9 of History and Myth). Russia is the world’s largest country,
with a total land area of 6,612,077 sq mi. Spanning 11 time
zones (see p. 1 of Time and Space) and 2 continents — Asia and
Europe — Russia is about 1.8 times the size of the US.

Russia has diverse landscapes that vary by degree of latitude.
Arctic deserts exist in the far north, followed by tundra, forests,
wooded steppes, and semidesert zones along the Caspian Sea.
As of 2021, about 50% of Russia is forested. The West
comprises vast areas of lowland plains with low hills and
plateaus, while the East is predominately mountainous with
some lowlands. Permafrost covers approximately 4 million sq mi
in and around the tundra.

Russia contains Lake

Baikal, the world’s deepest

lake, which holds

approximately one fifth of

the world’s unfrozen fresh

water. Russia is also home

to some 2 million other

fresh and saltwater lakes

and rivers, as well as Europe’s largest lake (Ladoga) and longest
river (Volga).

Russia has four mountain ranges: the Caucasus, Altai, Ural, and
Sayan. The Caucasus lie between the Black and Caspian Seas.
The Urals are a 1,300-mi belt of low mountains and plateaus,
spanning from the Arctic coast in the North to the Kazakhstan
border in the South, forming the traditional boundary between
Europe and Asia. The Altai in southern Siberia is shared with
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China, Mongolia, and Kazakhstan. The Sayan are formed by two
ridges in southern Siberia and northern Mongolia. Mount Elbrus,
an extinct volcano, is part of the Caucasus range. With a peak
at 18,510 ft, it is the highest point in both Russia and Europe