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the kitchen table" (163), as she puts it. But her discussion ranges far beyond the stated 
subject, encompassing a wide range of rhetorical props, generic forms, and discursive 
practices endemic to Russian culture as a whole. The book's main thesis can be summed 
up thus: Russian discourse about perestroika subverted perestroika in Russian discourse 
and helped perpetuate the very realities it sought to uproot. The thesis may not be alto­
gether new, but the ingenuous way in which the author blends Russian fairy tales, liter­
ature, and urban lore is. 

Russian Talk is based on a series of interviews with Russian citizens conducted be­
tween 1989 and 1995. The most striking thing about the perestroika tales collected in 
the book is their narrative style, which appears to follow "a fairy tale pattern" (52) with 
its familiar characters-fools and courtiers, helpless victims and omnipotent villains, the 
virtuous poor and ruthless moneybags, good fairies and the evil powers. Perestroika tales 
preach the same inexorability of suffering, the immorality of profiteering, and the fu­
tility of personal efforts that have marred Russian popular and high-brow discourse for 
generations. This "many-layered, fantastically embroidered, epic tale that is Russia" (27) 
comes to the fore in the favorite narrative genres of perestroika. 

Thus, we find here razrukha tales lamenting the utter disarray into which things have 
fallen of late and the exquisite absurdities stalking the Russians in their everyday life. 
Heroic shopping tales narrate the valiant feats-podvigi--Russian consumers undertake 
to keep their families in food and clothes. Tales of violence conjure up the images of evil 
forces invading the land and terrifying its peace-loving inhabitants. Envy tales regale the 
unimaginable length to which neighbors, often residing in communal apartments, would 
go to spite each other. My favorite are mischief tales by and about Russian males who tell 
everyone willing to listen how valiant lads like themselves prove their mettle by defying 
the authorities and common sense. Then there are tales of mystic poverty, saints' lives, 
ritual laments, and litanies-tales of woe that bestow on claimants a special grace, the 
moral right to public sympathy stemming from the exceptionally bad fortunes befalling 
the victim. It is such tales, according to Ries, that fostered the spirit of hopelessness and 
ultimately thwarted the reformers' efforts at social reconstruction: "To put it bluntly, this 
national story of victims, villains, and saviors, performed through litanies, has been a 
discursive mechanism that facilitated authoritarian social relations" (120). 

The elegant ease with which Nancy Ries spans the distance between discourse theory 
abstractions and conversational fragments steeped in raw emotions is remarkable. There 
is so much in her account that rings true. Still, this line of inquiry is bound to raise 
methodological and substantive questions. 

Postcommunist tales, Perestroika tales, Soviet tales, Bolshevik tales, tsarist tales-all 
these historical narratives seamJessIy blend here into the all-embracing Russian tale. Each 
one is a variation on the same grand theme, each one follows the same fairy-tale pattern. 
While this is a legitimate narrative strategy, it tends to overstate continuity and downplay 
discontinuity in history. The book's argument would actually gain in strength if major 
historical twists in the Russian tale were framed, not only as variations on the same old 
theme, but also as themes in their own right. 

Folklore helps tease out the sense of present-day realities, but as an analytical tool, 
it has a limited utility. For every fairy tale about getting even with the nosy neighbor 
there will be another one praising mutual aid. Proverbs celebrating friendship live side 
by side with those warning us to stay away from unwanted buddies. All lore contains 
such inconsistent, mutually exclusive discursive frames. Native speakers routinely invoke 
them in situ to rationalize their conduct, showing in the process that agency belongs to 
them and not to their language. The author is well aware of this fact, as her strategically 
placed disclaimers indicate, but the discourse, or theoretical significance, of the Russian 
folkloric polyphony is not fully explored in the book. 

Also not fully explored is the relationship between word and deed, another problem­
atic aspect of discourse theory. For all their talk about the futility of personal efforts and 
the pleasures of tomfoolery, the respondents sampled in the book did not always prac­
tice what they preached. Indeed, most showed "sincere commitment to their work, their 
families, and their own sobriety" (70), suggesting that the Russian fable may function as 
a cautionary tale, or as a negative reference frame, rather than as a guide to (in)action. 


