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| find the theme of imagining has particular resonancein my own areaof interest, which
isthe study of everyday life and everyday culture of the Soviet periodin Rusda. Inthe cae of
daily life, I think attention to imagining isimportant on many levels. On orelevel, it is
important to recognize that, even before daily life becane something of the faddish topic it
appeasto be d present, it was an esential, if largely unacknowledged forcein this area-a deg
and complexly imagined sense of dalily life informing, in bah more and lessproductive ways,
schalarship onthe Soviet system. Asone very small for instance the durable power of Janos
Kornai's pdliticd ecnamy of the Eastern Bloc had a grea ded to dowith his ability to think
abou daily routines and mundane processes outside the formal purview of econamics, even
though hiswork was nat in any sense diredly trained on dily life. So whil e straightforward
attentions to daily life were--urtil recently--largely unsatisfying, the imagination o daily life has
always been, | would argue, a key fador in work onthe Soviet period. And,indeed, as
schalarship has progressed since 198991, it has becme increasingly clea that to more fully
grasp (asin Katherine Verdery'stitl€), What the Soviet Union Was and What Comes Next, we
need to more fully acourt for everyday coping medanisms, informal markets and informal

safety nets, patterns of pleasure and consumption, and so on. So there aises a particularly urgent



need for challenging and refining our imaginingsin this area

The reasons that, urtil the past decale, straightforward attentions to daily life in Soviet
Rusda have been lessthan satisfying are largely well known. I'll review some of them briefly, as
thisisan audienceof mixed interests. A major isue was that until the '90's, western researchers
spending time in the Soviet Unionwere impeded in their accessto many sites of daily
experience, compounced by the fad that visarules restricted travel outside a cetain radius from
the aty center where they were authorized to live. And the pervasive sense of risk that attended
undficia contad between Westerners and Soviet citi zens made traditional ethnography and
interviewing nealy impaossble. (Even today | find that elderly respondents are reluctant to go on
tape, afraid that information they reved will somehow be misused--though as | have been dang
work on cadhas and rental pradices, this often pantsto afea of the tax colledor more than
anything.) Finally, it wasnat until recently that certain archival reards central to an
understanding of daily life throughou the Soviet period becane open to western schalars, for
instancethe massve results of puldic opinion monitoring, which have the potential to shed light
not only on dhily culture, bu--more aiticdly, asinnovative schaars such as Holquist have
shown us--onthe relationship between daily culture and the state.

However it isequally important to nae that the lad of attentionto daily life was not
merely condtioned by lad of access bu was rather, very much arefledion d the limitsto
schalarly imagining--an inability to imagine daily life asafield of signal importance, leaving it to
be aowded ou, or made auxili ary to, more "heroic" topics, such as revolution, Stalinism, labor
as construed in masculinist discourses, kremlinoogy... (And,though my focusis onWestern
schalarship, it shoud be noted that a similar dynamic was at work in mainstream Soviet

acaleme. Here, particularly in connedion with povyshenie zhiznenogo urovnia --the raising of



living standards--daily life cane adualy to constitute an important arena of inquiry by social
scientists. However, it was conceptuali zed as a nedly bounded phenomenon, constituted by
planned/plannable processes and contained within certain narrow topics. time management,
househald budyets, individual accessto cultural products, and so on. The kinds of densely
theoreticd work on daily life that has become so important recently--ranging in focus from
worker identity to ladies housemats to prisoners tattoos--would have, within this framework,
appeaed intelledualy bizarre, unimaginable.)

Thus, therich set of recent work on daily lifeis by no means smply the result of new
oppatunities (accessto archives, comparative eae of ethnagraphic work, and so on) but has
been enabled by a new/revived set of theoreticd lenses. Theseinclude: feminist and qee
epistemol ogies which bregk down assumptions concerning the division between public and
private; Foucauldian conceptuali zations of a social body shot through with power (and e
Certeau's resporse, which seesindividual adors as able to seize and day with that power); ora
history/life history approacdesin the social sciences, which place"unexceptiona™ lives center
stage; the German Allt agsgeschichte movement which seeks to tracethe detail ed circuits of
everyday life andrefled their conredionwith broader social processes; and arevival of interest
in the work of Henri Lefebvre, who--whil e fundamentally Marxist in his criti que--pull ed
playfully and ardently from movements as diverse & surredism and Lacanian psychoanalysis to
try to fully grapple with the phenomenon d the quaidian. The end d the Soviet era gproadced
just as these streams of work were gaining broad acceptancein history and the social sciences--
particularly in the US, where we have often been a bit |ate--and, indeed, as others have
suggested, there may be intricae links between the end d the Cold War and the rethinking of

basic social phenomena and d establi shed scholarly boundries.



Again, while my focus is on western acalemics, | thought | would raise one example to
give avery brief sense of how profoundy these trends aff eded Russan acalemic life aswell. In
19901 was working in Leningrad and hanging out with agroup d young Tartu semioticians
(Tartu itself having played aunique rolein promoting semiotic analysis of the everyday in
Rusgan history). One day when we met up | showed them some recent bookstore purchases,
which included a padk of laminated mini caendars which were something like trading cards in
size and sensibility. Inthe series| had bowght, ead card fedured afemale model, a"Russan
beauty," posed with grea examples of Russan gemstones (Faberge eygs, ornate pins, etc.)
arranged in her hair!’ My companions were @solutely shocked and dsturbed that | would have
purchased anything so vugar. | myself--fresh ou of a program of undergraduate language study-
-had na foundaway to articulate aframework for the importance of these things; | could only
describe what was a sensual attradionto petty shards of everydaynessin Soviet life--tegoats,
suites of living room furniture, the cdendar cards and the like. This attradion, havever (for
reasons | will return to) had littl e resonancefor my friends. Several yeas later, anong the same
group, Engelstein's groundbregking Sex and the Keys to Happiness had already made the rounds
and Boym's Common Places had just come out, raising with elegancethe topics of kitsch and
commonnressin Soviet life. Not only was my old interest now “comprehensible,” it was nealy
onthe verge of becoming routine, and | was behind these same friends in working to theorize it;
it was, in fad, these schaars--rather than anyone badk home--who first suggested | read Michel

de Certeau's Practice of Everyday Life.

[If time, spe&k of speafic works that have been important and exciting in this area]



Given ascenario, then, in which daily life has become not only an imaginable topic, but a
sought after one, | wanted to propase threepaints of awareness or paints for meditation, that |
believe ae important for western scholarsto kegp in mind asthisfield of inquiry develops.

First, | believe we have to begin with an appredation d the overwhelming burden that
has been placed onthe dhance-observed detail in much work on Soviet daily life by westerners.
For instance, in the 1920s and 30s, there emerged a very particular literature written by western
visitors to the Soviet state. Here | am thinking of people such as Negley Farson, Maurice
Hindus, Malcom Davis. The aiuthors of such works--though they had different pdliti ca entry
points--clealy sought out detail s of daily life to contribute to the moral and pditi ca assessment
of Soviet rule, and passbiliti es for long-term padliti cd and social development. Farson,in Seeing
Red, for instance, fixates on the amckroadesin apeasant hut, running along the walls and over
the table, asthe aiticd detail, bradang his argument that these peasants “were agood hunded
yeas behind wsin evolution...] felt hopelessand helplessbefore their dark minds...” (pp.128
129 Inthe post-WWII variant of travel writing and journali stic observation--which often fused
with acalemic acourts (journalists being "cdled in,” for instance, to handeisaues of daily
culture in edited coll edions)--this overtly evaluative tone was replacel by afocus onthe bit by
bit unraveling of Soviet mysteries: daily queues, undficial barter, pditi cd perks, samizdat.
Much of this was conveyed with gred skill , aswell aswith a durable tone of head-wagging
bemusement. For instance in Main Street, USSR, Levine pauses to consider the ladk of
medanizationin Soviet life through the vignette of afloor-waxing: "A workman removes one
shoe and sock, places his bare foat through a strap attached to a brush, and by ajerky, jogging
movement, limps along, slowly pdlishing thefloor.” (p. 87 Here, rather than cluesto an

unfolding world-historicd drama, eat detail i s stuated asa aucial, tiny opening to a panorama



of entrenched strangeness-thisis Soviet life as eksotika.

It would be posgbleto go onfor quite awhile exploring the permutations by which
detail swere "stressed ou” in such acourts. Overall it sufficesto say that, rather than anything
approadiing a Geertzian thick description, much of ealier work by Westerners on the Soviet
quatidian represented akind d casua trade in iconic moments, which left daily life and daily
culture itself unproblematized and urtheorized. These detail s becane away to give firmnessand
validity to assumptions that grew out of other quarters, other concerns. Moreover, they
conveniently provided a very un-chall engeale firmness predsely becaise it was afirmness
composed o fleeting details. This, of course, is aproblem in ethnographic observation that is by
no means limited to work onthe Soviet Union, bu it was exacebated in this context both by a
ladk of accessas well as by the intensity of pdliti cs, as daily life was cdled onto bracegeo-
paliticd concerns.

Here | would like to introduce asecond pant, concerning how we aindividual schdars
have @mme to imagine the mnredions between the isolated detail s encourtered in daily life. Ina
curious way, there has been aremarkably cohesive schod of training in thisregard. Adele Marie
Baker paints to thisin commenting on hov Westerners “redly” got to knaw the Soviet Union

(or, at least, Moscow and Leningrad):

Whil e Western scholars were nat urged to explore [dail y culture], it was $hockingly easy
for American profesors and students to gain accessinto nondficd Soviet life. Sitting
until the ealy hours of the morning in the kitchen o the intelli gentsia was one of the
ways Western students and acalemics were aleto find ou what was redly going onin

lives outside the prescriptive norms propagated by the media or by officia discourse. We



needed that nondficial version...to construct for ourselves that more cmplete picture of

Soviet life. [Consuming Russia p. 33

Once a@ain, this paint is not unique to the Soviet scene: it seams likely that most acalemics
traveling to foreign courtries tend to rely on aher acalemics or intelleduals as their main
cultural guides. But in the Soviet yeas, this relationship was invested with a particular intensity,
bath becaise members of the intelli gentsiawere anong the few who foundit worth the risk to
cultivate such contads, and kecause western students and scholars depended ontheir generosity
for psychic and material comfortsin what could fed like avery harsh environment. (Andwere
weto truly unfold into a sociology of knowledge, doulilesdy we would aso have to explore how
the denigrated/exalted pasition d the marginalized Russan intelli gentsia aticulated with the
yearnings of so many Americans, who felt keenly the @sence of awell-defined role for the U.S.
intelledual.) Inany event, to an extreme degree most of us leaned to interpret daily life in
predsely the way Baker suggests: by mimicking and mastering rubrics of interpretation from
friendsin theintelli gentsia.

But thisraises avery important set of isaues, as there has been a caefully guarded
distance between the intelli gentsia (particularly the so-cdled “credive,” “ marginalized” or “old-
style” [0 v. “Soviet,” “ technicd” U intelli gentsia) and aher stratain society, particularly midde
strata, who tend to be summed up ly the term meshchanstvo, meaning petty bourgeoisie, bu also
phili stinism, vulgarity, narrowmindedness-an dd, and in this context of use, whaly
unredeanable word. (That isto say, it cannat, ala American identity padliti cs, be turned into a
badge of self pride.) Thiswas agulf based na only on dfferently structured classinterests, bu

an antipathy fed by deegp and personal pdliti cs. Inhabitants of the Soviet midde were seen by



intelli gentsianat only as culturally compromised, but as morally so, the asumption keing that
their middli ng aspirations refleded acaommodation with the Soviet system. Hencemy friends
disapproval when | toted ou my cadendar cards for show: these refledions of meshchanstvo
simply could nd be urted as charming, or even interesting.

Now my intent here is by no means to argue that this has been a “distorting lens” in ou
explorations of daily life. We ae eat of usworking from a standpant, which is much more the
issie. And, d coursg, it isfrom the Russan intelli gentsiathat much of the most powerful work
onthe everyday is now emerging. (Nor doesit make aty senseto ignore the fad that even
virtuosically culturally astute outsiders, let alone a @mparative novicelike myself, canna
compare with the sensitivity to layers of meaning possessed by someone fully stegoed bah in the
cultural history of Rusga andin the day to day, lived understanding of the Soviet system.)

But theisauie remains that it is predsely within the meshchanstvo that one might most
hope to find clues to the maintenance and devel opment of the Soviet quotidienne. This produces
a onflict, which is present but not confronted in much of the literature of the past few yeas. For
instance, in two extremely important recent works on the Soviet everyday, Ries Russian Talk
and Boym’'s Common Places, there is a palpable @sencebuilt i nto the analysis. Ries’ work
explores alate-Perestroika moral imagination d villains and victims, and probes certain semi-
structured forms of talk (“‘litany” and ““‘lament”) that have deep roats in Rusdan rarrative
tradition and serve to embed a sense of powerlessnessamongtheir users. In a arious way,
however, Ries herself works to shore up this moral imagination, pedsely by not probing aher
kinds of talk: mundane but purpaseful talk concerning aspirations, planning, enjoyment of
modest luxuries, and so on. These forms of talk doindeead also exist (and they become quite

important in urtangling market transition). Ries hints, however, that the folks who employ them



actually are morally compromised, making them recede further from view: a popuation that
canna be discursively redeemed. Thereisasubtler tension at work in SvetlanaBoym’s
Common Places. Mythologies of Everyday Lifein Russia. In the study of the Soviet quotidienne,
this was a groundlre&ing book,employing a compelli ng range of "lit crit" approachesto plumb
the mysteries of communal apartment living, Russan graphomania, and the tadicad deployment
of everyday objeds auch as daili es and tegpots. Analyticdly, Boym frames this endearor with
the charge that Russan intell ecual culture has persistently placal byt--the densely padced
Russan word for the detail s of everyday life--in subjugated oppaitionto bytie, or Being.
Mundanity versus transcendence. In Common Places, she seeksto raise cntemplation d the
Rusdan everyday out of this binary tension, envisioning it as a placeof dlippages and doulbe-
entendres--aredm of appropriation and mis-appropriation as well as domination,and aredm
which beasa cetain intelledual charm-in-itself. However, Boym' sanalysis may end uprelying
onthese very oppasitions, perhaps predsely because her informants are, in the main, fellow
intelligenty and her preoccupations are theirs. For Boym, elements of the everyday become
topicd in their incarnation as kitsch, Baudrill ardian simulaaum, mundanity sanctified by irony.
There is atelling moment in her description d “Liuba s apartment where she locaes a
spacewhere kitsch and irony fall short in acourting for the mundanity of objeds and their
arrangement. "In ather words,” Boym comments, *‘these objeds are impure and oumoded on
al grounds.” (p. 159. For Boym, thisisastoppng daceto aline of inqury. But it leavzes me
wonderingif thereisaway, aswell, to make it a starting pant, allowing ouselvesto enter the
fully into the mundane, to allow ourselvesto be tainted bythe experience of it? If, in ather
words, thereisaway na only to supercede the binary of byt-bytie, bu to begin understanding

withou it?



This observation leads finally to athird pant for meditation, which concerns both the
importance and the precaiousnessof using theory in attempting to work through the Soviet
mundane. Much o the exciting work onthe everyday isfocused onconsumption o various
kinds, and much of it drawsl] either implicitly or explicitly[] on a post-structurali st reading of
texts, including objeds, sites, pradice, etc. astext. Asaresult, much of it iswork that does not
contain an ethnagraphic comporent, ratherd in the enticing manner of much paost-structurali st
work on culturel] all ows the author to range fredy over the sensual surfaces of daily life. Thisis
wonderful work but it can be tricky, given that it heightens the burden placed on the reading of
the detail, the very problem that we would want theory, in this context, to “save” usfrom. More
trouldingly, perhaps, the proliferation o textual approades ensures that one that does nat have to
brush upagainst meshchanstvo as emboded in red people. | an reminded of Geatz's off hand
comment that linguistic structuralism in anthropdogy developed in part from adesire to ward off
contad with red popuations of "natives." Indeed, at aworking sesson at the Institute of
Sociology in 1999,a schaar whois doing innowative work in this areapraised textual
approadies for preasely this reason: they alow her to avoid having to talk to the ranks of
middii ng folks whose presence she finds so dstasteful.

A linked iswueis that the remnants of Soviet daily life—from childhoodsongs and lesons
to topped statues—are treated most consistently these days in terms of kitsch, andin terms of
their ironic redeployment in art, advertising, andin everyday pradice | myself certainly never
tire of reading thiskind o work, bu | dowonder if it becomes easy for us to avoid treding the
fad that Soviet tropes and slogans are dso employed everywherein daily life in much more
eanest ways. lItis, after al, na only the Communist elderly who take seriously the moral

preceots they asociate with Soviet training. The anwversion d nonrironic communist daily



culture to nonironic caitali st dail y culture seems to me astill wide open field for exploration.
My comments, in this snse, have lessto dowith a aitique of existing work, which isredly quite
exciting, than a sense of promise; that there ae particulariti es to the post-Soviet everyday
(understoodas an extension d the Soviet everyday) which oustrip ou existing theoreticd
vocabularies and which could lead to new ways of seang everyday culture. Tapping these, |
would suggest, will mean finding our way to reconceptuali zing the importance of the detail in
everyday life, combining ethnagraphic pradicewith theoreticd enterprise, and, finally, al owing
ourselves to wander into the very heat of the mundane—the placethat is “outmoded onall

grounds.”



