Comparing Russian and American values

By Julia Kurasovskaya, Moscow State University

The question of values becomes important when we cannot understand and explain the behavior of foreigners. Probably you know this from your own experience of communication with people from other countries: sometimes we think that foreigners behave strangely or rudely or just differently from what we expect. In most cases this is what is usually called "cultural misunderstanding". We should understand that foreigners behave in this strange way not because they are rude or crazy, but simply because they proceed from a different list of values. In other words, what they consider good and standard behavior in their society does not always coincide with what we consider good and standard in our society. 

Last year I asked Russian students to compare the Russian system of values and the American system of values. This task meant that they had to find the areas in which the Russian and the American behaviors would be different and I also asked them to illustrate their system of values by examples. As the result, the Russian students produced their own list of 10 values.

There are at least two things which need comment in this respect. Firstly, there are a lot of arguable points in the students' replies and I can't say that I personally agree with every word of theirs. That is why we would be interested in your reaction to the students' ideas. We invite you to take part in the discussion of the system of values and hope to get some response from you.

Secondly, don't take all the students' statements absolutely seriously. I mean that these statements contain interesting observations and there is a grain of truth in most of them, but in some cases cute and truthful observations are packed in a humorous wrapping. I personally enjoyed the students' jokes during our class discussions and decided not to change the style of the students' replies, hoping that you will enjoy the jokes too.

Well, I think I have done with these rather long introductory notes. Here you are. 


The List of Russian-American Values, produced by the Russian students of Moscow State University

1. Going to extremes (Russians) vs. moderation in everything (Americans)
A Russian can spend all his money in a restaurant during one night, Americans would probably never do this and would consider the Russian behavior strange or just foolish. 


2. Open-heartedness (Russians) vs. being reserved (Americans)
A Russian can talk to a complete stranger on the train about his or her problems, an American would probably prefer to talk about football, rather than to share his or her problems with anybody. 


3. Generosity, hospitality (Russians) vs. BEING PRACTICAL, saving money (Americans)
While Russian dinner is a real feast, Americans make as many hamburgers as there are guests expected; if Americans invite you for coffee, they mean coffee and not anything else. 


4. Complaining about problems (Russians) vs. Being always OK (Americans)
Russians and Americans solve their problems in different ways: if Russians have problems they go to their relatives or friends, if Americans have problems, they go to their psychiatrist.
Russians and Americans also differ in borrowing money: Russians borrow money from their relatives or friends, Americans borrow money from the bank.
It may seem that Americans are always OK. When Russians watch American movies they often get surprised. Just imagine the following situation: A brave American cowboy (or policeman) is nearly shot by a bad guy. The cowboy is bleeding and nearly faints. At this point he is saved by his friend, who asks him: "Are you OK?" The cowboy replies: "I'm OK." "But he is not OK!" - my little Russian nephew protested: "Why is he lying?" I realized that it would have taken long to explain why and I simply answered: "American cowboys are always OK." 


5. Critical/ironical attitude to one's country (Russians) vs. patriotism (Americans)
Russian love of their country is geographical (they love their nature, their birch-trees); American love is political (they love their freedom and democracy and they believe that it's their sacred duty to protect freedom and democracy all over the world). 


6. "Being" orientation (Russians) vs. "Action" orientation (Americans)
Americans are more active physically and mentally. Russians prefer to sit at home doing little and earning little money for little work rather than to stand the physical strains of hard work.
Russians prefer intellectual entertainment to going in for sports (Americans prefer sports). 


7. Leisure orientation (Russians) vs. Work orientation (Americans)
You have worked hard before the exam. When you come to your exam and get "5" you tell your colleagues that you knew everything and you deserved it (American); you tell your colleagues that you knew nothing and got "5" because of cheating (Russian). 


8. Problem making (Russians) vs. problem solving (Americans)
Russians have a serious attitude to life, they tend to complicate everything, Americans have a childish attitude to life, they tend to simplify everything.
Situation: Your friend doesn't get on with his colleagues and because of this won't get a promotion. You think that a) He has a complicated personality (Russians), or b) He is a fool (Americans) 


9. "Creative attitude to law" (Russians) vs. law obedience (Americans)
It's normal to break traffic laws in Russia, then it's normal to bribe the police (Americans can't even think of bribing the police!). Explanation: When Russians break traffic laws and are stopped by the policeman, they first try to talk with him, appealing to his feelings, since Russians see in him a human being and not the embodiment of the law. 


10. Collectivism (Russians) vs. individualism (Americans)
Examples from Russian life: cheating on tests, which is considered normal among Russian students (When Russian students are told that American students do not normally cheat, Russian students can't understand why.). A line in the library (Several people from your group will join you in the line and nobody would object, American students would consider this not only strange but totally unacceptable). 


Let me remind you that some of these observations are quite unusual or extreme. Can you identify which ones are relatively correct and which ones are, well, not so correct?


