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Since my talk today involves cultural geography and the Internet, I thought it important to use the Internet to find more about the geography of this conference before I left home. So I must tell you that I am pleased to be here in Reston, Virginia, which Wikipedia informs me is home to the National Wildlife Federation,  Sallie Mae,  and its very own mutant strain of the Ebola virus.   I am honored to be the first presenter at this workshop, but even more am I chagrined to be in this position. [And not because of any fears of haemorragic fever]  I was trained to study Russian literature, and have trained myself to analyze Russian popular culture.  I have little use for statistical data and even less trust for them, and my idea of "policy relevance" is charting the Russian media reaction to the arrival of the "Teletubbies" on the small screen (Are they part of an insidious Western plot to corrupt impressionable minds?  And what is inside Tinky-Winky's purse, anyway?) I have no slideshow-style presentation for you today, because PowerPoint is where I do start to begin to believe in insidious plots against our minds:   they're called bullet points for a reason.   

And then there's the workshop's title:  "The Impact of Emerging Media on Russian Reality." In working on popular culture, I find myself repeating again and again that I am not talking about reality.  If anything, my training has made me eminently qualified to know nothing about the real world.  I deal in constructions, representations, and myths, rather than lived experience.  As a cultural couch potato, I study Russian media by consuming it in mass quantities. And how do I keep up my Russian cultural caloric intake?  Largely with the help of the Russian Internet. 

Which brings me to my final lack of qualifications:  I tend to use the Russian Internet as a tool for my study, rather than as an object of study.  Which makes me in this case a bit less like a scholar and a bit more like an end user, albeit an end user with a bizarre set of interests.

But it is the very notion of the bizarre set of interests that defines everyone's profile on the Internet--to a large extent, that is the point of an Internet presence.  This brings us to territory that must be familiar to anyone who's spent too much time on-line:  the Internet as a globalized projection of individual narcissism, which we can see in the proliferation of sites, tools, and applications that emphasize the first person singular:  MySpace, MobileMe, me.com.  Much of the production we find on the Internet is like Milan Kundera's definition of graphomania, a neurosis whose main symptom is the obsessive production of text that no one is ever going to want to read.  Kundera compares graphomaniacs to a bunch of ostriches in a zoo, honking away to tell an uninterested audience that, they, too, have something to say.  For the American lay user, the Internet is a variation on a theme made familiar by Horton Hears a Who. It is a way of crying out, "We are here! We are here! We are here!"

But where is "here?" For just a few minutes today, I want to examine some of the assumptions implicit in the Runet, and to tease out the significance of its cultural geography.  In doing so, I also want to focus on some basic things that I believe differentiate the Russian Internet from the English-language cyberspace with which most of us are familiar.  This differentiation is less a matter of scale, available tools, or even content than it is a question of cultural appropriation and local significance.  

In all its various modern forms, Russia has been a huge, sprawling multiethnic state entity--this is where speakers usually invoke the vast number of time zones in the Russian Federation, a figure I usually have to look up, but that, experientially, may as well be 672.  The result of long-term expansion east and south, with the uneasy incorporation of dozens of population groups that are linguistically, ethnically, and culturally very different from Russian Slavs, the Russian Federation also contains numerous geographically and climatologically inhospitable areas.  My point is that Russia has had to work hard to develop a sense of itself as a single continuous cultural and national space.  Since the 19th century, successive iterations of the Russian state strived to impose continuity on Russian cultural geography with the help of networks.  The infrastructural triumph of Russian railways, culminating in the Trans-Siberian line, rendered travel from one place to another far more thinkable, and quite literally mapped the connections between the Russian capitals and the larger cities and towns throughout the country. As much as this process unified the nation, it also strengthened the habit of centralization and the primacy of St. Petersburg and Moscow: nothing gives you a sense of your native town's insignificance than to learn that is it the 3:37 AM stop between two far more important places.    If that's not bad enough, figuring this out involved math, since tickets for travel throughout the country indicated Moscow rather than local time.  

The twentieth century was marked by huge Soviet infrastructure projects to link the entire country on more and more grids: first, the power grid, with the early Bolshevik leadership trumpeting the successes of its "electrification" campaign (bringing electricity to rural outposts, and metaphorically shining light over the ignorant provincial darkness with "Ilich's little lamp", the newly ubiquitous lightbulb).   Telephones followed, though lines remained a relatively scarce and shoddy commodity throughout the Soviet years.  The Soviet regime was far more enthusiastic about radio, whose one-way communication fit the reigning models of agitation and propaganda:  we should recall that the most common early form of radio was the priemnik, which piped one station in over dedicated lines, and which, in rather Orwellian fashion, was to be turned down rather than actually off. By the 1950s and 1960s, television became a crucial network that, leaders hoped, would be able to send out the proper messages and models to the increasing number of Soviet citizens who owned a set.

The lessons to be drawn by these previous national networking projects are many.  First, Russia remained a huge country united by thin networks.  Second, these networks reinforced the established governmental and cultural hierarchies (Moscow and St. Petersburg come first).  Third, the goal of many of these networks was to limit interactivity as much as to facilitate it, with the hope that only proper and approved messages would come through (this didn't work, but I'm not going to go into that here). 

All of this means that the fact of the Internet in Russia must be understood and experienced differently from its American counterpart, and not only because of the vastly different histories of information technology in the two countries (with the American government,  military, and academic institutions actively promoting a network while Soviet access to computer time was tightly controlled).    In the United States, the Internet proliferated within a country that saw itself as largely culturally continuous:  for two centuries, American culture has responded to the atomization and isolation inherent in its sprawling geography through regionalism: the conviction that there the country is composed of numerous cultural and economic hubs (like the modern American air travel networks, only with fewer hours spent in holding patterns over Chicago and Cleveland).  Die-hard New Yorkers might be reluctant to go anywhere south of, say, Reston Virginia (and, really, why bother, when all you can meet all your ebola-related needs right here), but its is only New Yorkers who tend to see the rest of the country as a wasteland (and I can say this because I'm originally from Ohio, the heart vowel-state, flyover country).  The United States has nothing like Russia's traditional notion of the provinces, a word we rarely use.  In Russia and the former Soviet Union, living in the provinces was understood to mean both cultural and economic deprivation, with nearly all the country's economic and cultural capital flowing in one direction, to Moscow and its sister city.  

So one of the important contributions that the Internet is beginning to make in Russia is to transform notions of provincialism by overcoming atomization.   Even if relatively few people outside of the capitals have Internet access in their homes, all but the most desperately impoverished and isolated can visit cybercafes, stores, and libraries. As Internet access spreads, it transforms geography far more effectively than any network that preceded it:  it transforms geography through geography's virtual elimination.  Again, this idea in and of itself is not new to anyone here, but it is extremely powerful against the backdrop of cultural hierarchy and provincialism.  No one was about to build the Moscow-Mukhosransk Expressway, but at least the Internet can bridge the distance. 

The fact that Kamchatka-based fans of Sasha Belyi, the hero of a popular televised crime miniseries in 2002, can enter a chat room to talk about how dreamy he is, is a huge cultural unifier.  And, again, the Russian sense of provincial deprivation cannot be overemphasized here.  Thomas Friedman's chirpy and peppy proclamations that the world is flat are not relevant here: a flat Russia is still a vast Russia, and in any case I am not talking about the joys of frictionless, borderless global capitalism.  The Runet creates a potentially unified cultural space in Russia not by making the world flat, but by making the world irrelevant. 

The creation of an imaginary Russian geography takes on more political overtones when you factor in the Russian-speaking populations of the so-called "near abroad," the other former republics of the USSR.  Immediately following the collapse of the Soviet Union, politicians of all stripes flailed about, looking for a way to conceive of a common space for the former Soviet empire.  The Commonwealth of Independent States still technically exists, but it is barely less imaginary than cyberspace, harder to locate on a map than Narnia, and a hell of a lot less fun to contemplate.  The ruble zone fell apart within a year, while Russia and its neighbors still wage intermittent wars of words over the role of Russian television in certain former republics.  Here the Runet can play a number of roles, even simultaneously:  it can stand in for and reinforce the Russian Federation's claims to represent Russian speakers beyond its borders, yet it can also provide an international Russophone connection that makes the post-Soviet Russian diaspora less culturally dire.  

The Runet creates a cultural space that can encompass both centripetal and centrifugal tendencies.  On the one hand, there is enormous value in the Internet's capacity to cater to very small interest groups, potentially over vast distances.  While it is simply not true that Soviet culture was monolithic, Soviet culture and distribution networks certainly preferred to conceive of audiences in wholesale rather than retail terms.  Members of subcultures and people with rarified interests were isolated and underserved wherever they lived.  The Runet has provided huge opportunities for something that was woefully underdeveloped in Soviet times:  not so much niche markets, but niche cultures.  Fandom, for instance, may sound like a trivial thing, but it satisfies social needs that cannot be met on a large scale.  

The Runet can be marshaled in the service of  both niche-building and nation-building.  Last Year, one of Russia's television networks launched a campaign called "Imia Rossiia" (Name Russia), featuring televised and online biographies of famous Russians throughout the ages.  Viewers were encouraged to log on and vote for the historical figure they felt best represented Russia.  Alexander Nevsky won with 313,650 votes, but Galina Rylkova has shown that the project was a fascinating hybrid of genuine grassroots enthusiasm with incredibly slick spin campaigns, and, most likely voter fraud (as dark horse candidates made their way to the final round in order to make sure that Stalin wasn't in the running).  In other words, it was a case study in managed democracy.  So my point is not that the Russian Internet is an entirely alternative space to that of the government-controlled media: in an era when the Russian president is also a videoblogger, this would be naive. 

If there is democratization going on on the Russian Internet, it is a democratization of taste and language.  Taste, because of both the niche cultures I referred to earlier, and also because of the familiar phenomenon of sites and chat rooms dedicated to the sort of films, television shows, and books that are like kryptonite to cultural snobs.  Language here follows taste, as well as educational and cultural background.  Just as the Anglophone Internet has spawned countless new abbreviations and slang terms, and just as texting tends to ignore vowels as if English were Hebrew, Runet has had a marked effect on Russian language use.  In some cases, consternation occurs when this language crosses over: when writers such as Sergei Minaev produced novels (on paper!) that are stylistically closer to blogs.  But more playful is the iazyk padonkov (the language of pondscum): young people deliberately using phonetic spelling and lackadaisical grammar as a stylistic choice.  In a country where a governmental decree about the grammatical gender of the word "coffee" makes the news, you can imagine how well this goes over with the older set.  

So the Russian Internet is cultural important in the alternatives it provides, not so much the political alternatives (about which I have little say), but the possibilities of a cultural geography that is unimpeded by national borders, treacherous mountain ranges,  educational background, and traditional grammar. It creates a map of Russia that is both a compendium of smaller, more focused "Russias" for every thinkable contingent, and a larger notional Russia that is easier to address in a virtual world than a real one.  It is also a map on which many of the names are misspelled, this is a small price to pay.  

