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Mister Rogers Takes Crimea

By Michele A. Berdy

March 20, 2014

HarmnoHan-npegarens: "'national traitor, " fifth column

As is my wont, I watched President Vladimir Putin give his "Crimea speech" and then printed
it out to study linguistically. At first I thought there was nothing to say. This is not the kind
of speech you scour for hints of mood or intention. It telegraphs mood and intention.

But then I realized it is very different in tone than any other speech Putin has given. There are,
of course, stylistic flourishes he has used before, like the high pathos of "B cepgue, B
CO3HaHMM tojier KpbIM Bcerjia 6bUT 1 0CTaéTCsl He0OTheMIeMOU YacThio Poccuu' (In
people's hearts and minds, Crimea has always been and will always be an integral part

of Russia).

And there's his typical sarcasm about the West, like '"Ham roBopsiT, 4T0 MbI HapyIllaeM
HOPMBI Me3KIYHaPOJHOTO ITpaBa. Bo-1mepBhIX, XOPOIII0, YTO OHU XOTHh BCIOMHUJIU O TOM,
UTO CyllleCcTBYeT Me>KyHapongHoe mpaBo' (We are told that we are violating international
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law. First of all, it's good that they have at least recalled that there is such a thing as
international law). And some pointed digs at the "Hanimonan-npegarenu" (national traitors)
at home.

But despite the key message of strength and defiance, almost all of the speech is written

from a ""gee-whiz, gosh-oh-golly" pose. It is as if the president were trying to channel Jimmy
Stewart in ""Mr. Smith Goes to Washington." Or become Mister Rogers, explaining life as he
sings: "It's a beautiful day in this neighborhood, a beautiful day for a neighbor." But Putin is
just not a gee-whiz-gosh-and-golly kind of guy. Tone and message were at odds.

When he was not asserting Slavic glory, he was coyly asking questions and answering them.
In describing Crimea's status as part of Ukraine after the breakup of the U.S.S.R. he says: "Hy,
uTo Poccus? OmycTHiIa rojioBy ¥ CMUPUIIACh, IIporimoTuia 3Ty oouay' (And what did Russia
do? She put her head down and accepted the situation humbly, swallowing the insult).

And then: /3 uero Mbl TOrfa UCXOMWIN? VICXOJUIIN M3 TOT'0, YTO XOPOIIKE OTHOIIEHUS C
VKpanHOM [IJIsl Hac IJTaBHOe, ¥ OHU He JTOJDKHBI OBbITh 3a/TO>KHUKOM TYITUKOBBIX
TeppuTOpUaNbHbIX criopoB.(What did we base our actions on? On the fact that good relations
with Ukraine were the most important thing for us, and they should not be hostages to dead-
end territorial disputes.)

His stance was either "don't mess with us" or "poor little us," mistreated by the West.
"Poccuisi HICKpeHHe CTpeMMWIACh K JMAIOTy C HAIlIMMU Kojiyieramu Ha 3amaze' (Russia
sincerely wanted dialog with our colleagues in the West).

He explained things in simple phrases we could all understand. This was Mister Rogers doing
mansplaining about Ukraine — but apparently not Russia: "'[I[paBa Ha MUPHBIU ITPOTECT,
IeMOKpAaTUYeCKUe MPOLeIyPhl, BBIOOPHI AJISI TOTO U CYIIeCTBYIOT, YTOOBI MEHSITH BIIACTD,
KoTopasi He ycTpauBaeT nmtogel' (The right to peaceful protest, democratic processes,

and elections exist solely to replace leaders who don't satisfy people).

But sometimes Mister Rogers' '"facts' were contentious, even if his tone stayed simple.

In Ukraine, he said, "B xoj1 Ob111 NYITIEHBI ¥ TEPPOP, ¥ YOMMCTBA, ¥ IOTPOMBI. [TTaBHBIMU
VICIIOJTHUTEJISIMY ITepeBOpPOTa CTAIN HAIlIOHATIUCTHI, HEOHAIUCTHI, pycodoOb! 1
antucemuTsl." (They resorted to terror, murder and pogroms. The coup was led

by nationalists, neo-Nazis, Russophobes and anti-Semites.)

I know the crowd roared at every assertion of greatness. But forgive me — I kept hearing
Mister Rogers: "Since we're together, we might as well say, Would you be mine? Could you be
mine? Won't you be my neighbor?"

Michele A. Berdy, a Moscow-based translator and interpreter, is author of ""The Russian
Word's Worth' (Glas), a collection of her columns.
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