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Abstract

The article will discuss the variety of African migrants’ pathways toward social recognition and success in a Russian megacity by describing and analyzing the experiences of the Ethiopian owners of two establishments in Moscow: a lavish downtown restaurant, and a small café on an international university campus on the city’s outskirts. These cases display various points of both similarity and divergence, but are here regarded as examples of successful African entrepreneurship, each in its own way, contrasting with the usual representation of Africans as passive victims in the receiving society. As background for the analysis we provide information on the changes that have occurred since the breakup of the USSR, and which have impacted on the migrants’ social composition, on their strategies of integration, and on the modes P. 206. of their acceptance by the new sociocultural milieu. The research is based mainly on in-depth and semi-structured interviews with the two establishment owners, their employees, and guests conducted in May to June 2012. It reveals the factors that have promoted their successful establishment in the Russian capital as well as their own perceptions of the position of migrants within it.

Introduction

Mass-scale international migration, particularly when of an “intercultural”, “transcivilizational” nature, is surely among the most basic, crucially significant processes that define the general character of contemporary global transformations (see, e.g., Moses 2006; Solimano 2010; Goldin et al. 2012). The fact that migration is increasingly at the forefront of the research agenda within the academic community is a clear sign of its importance. It is clear that research on migration processes and their consequences would be incomplete and imperfect if serious account were not taken of migrations to Russia, since the lives of migrants in the world’s largest postsocialist society may differ significantly from that elsewhere. 

Africans constitute a rather small minority among the migrants to Russia. It appears that their numbers, as well as their impact on society at large, will probably never be comparable to those of migrants from former Soviet republics, or even from some other countries, such as China. At the same time it is evident that the inflow of Africans to Russia is growing, and they are becoming more noticeable in the Russian ethnocultural landscape, and yet there is still only a handful of studies on Africans in post-Soviet Russia (see particularly Davidson and Ivanova 2003: 190–204; Kharitonova 2003; Ivanova 2004; Allina-Pisano and Allina-Pisano 2007; Bondarenko et al. 2009; Boltovskaya 2010). In those segments of the mass media sympathetic to their plight, Africans are represented most often as victims of difficult circumstances that accompany their establishment in P. 207. Russia, including not only such natural problems as drastically different climate, language and so forth, but also the issues caused by imperfections in the national migration legislation, manifestations of racism, etc. (e.g., Gribanova and Zherlitsyna 2012; also see below). Although these and many other problems do exist, there are nevertheless a significant number of Africans living in Russia who have managed to establish a place for themselves in society. For example, the bilingual (English – Russian) bimonthly magazine My Africa, published since 2001 (printed on glossy paper, with numerous color illustrations), and its Internet site, which has pages not only in Russian and English but also in French, serve as mouthpieces for the Russia-based African businesspeople. 

To describe and discuss examples of Africans’ social success in Russia, particularly in the capital megacity Moscow – a “global city-region” (Sassen 1991; Scott 2001; Soja 2003) – we have selected the owners of the only two African catering facilities in the city: the presentable Addis Ababa restaurant in the city’s prestigious Downtown, and the democratic Avenue café on the plain south-western outskirts of the city, on the campus of the famous international Peoples’ Friendship University of Russia (RUDN – Rossijskij universitet druzhby narodov, known worldwide as “Lumumba University”).
 As will be made clear below, these cases have significant points of both similarity and divergence: they are both eateries, but of different levels of lavishness; both are run by Ethiopian alumni of the Russian universities, but they have very different life stories both before and after coming to Russia, and have adopted dissimilar strategies for interacting with the wider Moscow social environment and for doing business. Thus, there are Africans who have managed to become successful entrepreneurs in Moscow, but there is no single “magic formula” that can guarantee success: everyone who has achieved it has done so in his or her own way.

P. 208. We ground our analysis on the theoretical frameworks of urban studies on the one hand, and on different conceptions of community, particularly of “symbolic” and “imagined” communities, on the other. The analysis will be informed by the historical and sociological context of post-Soviet changes in African migrants’ social composition; the typical strategies they employ to further their integration, and the modes of acceptance of their presence displayed by the local sociocultural milieu will serve as background information. Basing the research mainly on in-depth and semi-structured interviews done in May – June 2012 with the proprietors, employees, and guests of the two establishments, and on observation, we intend to reveal the scope and variety of factors that have promoted these particular individuals’ different, yet generally successful, paths to integration into the life of Moscow, as well as their own perceptions of the position of migrants in the city.

Africans in Russia and Moscow: A brief overview

Certain historical particulars of Russian society pose specific challenges to African migrants. For one thing, Russia does not have as long-lasting, diversified, and contradictory a history of interaction with Africans as do most Western European nations (see, e.g., Golden-Hanga 1966; Blakely 1986; 2007; Fikes and Lemon 2002; Matusevich 2008), whose historical involvements have resulted in the firm establishment of diaspora communities and the elaboration of at least some basic principles of the receiving societies’ attitudes to, and their states’ policies toward, the newcomers. In addition, the “closed” nature of Russian society in still recent Soviet times, and the difficulties of the transitional period reforms complicate the matter even more. The national mass media have also played a negative part. Until the late 1980s the image of Africans they spread was generally always positive (as a people struggling against P. 209. world imperialism and economic backwardness), but since the time of Gorbachev’s Perestroika, Africans have often been represented as symbols of hopeless savagery and stupidity. It has also been implied, and even openly stated, that by helping African countries, the communist regime had just been wasting money, instead of making friends with the “civilized world” (i.e., the West) and raising living standards of Soviet citizens (see Abiodun 2005; Quist-Adade 2005; Usacheva 2008; 2012). Today this attitude to Africa and its inhabitants, which unfortunately is still supported by certain voices in the mass media, remains alive in the consciousness of a significant portion of the Russian population. 

Another very popular view of Africa and Africans portrays them as exotic and as objects of curiosity. (It is not by chance that in recent years Africa has become a popular destination for wealthy Russian tourists). For those sharing this view, Africa is associated with heat, bananas, hippopotamuses and so forth. There is no aggression in this perception, but it does reflect the fact that people are not ready to accept Africans’ presence in Russian city streets as an everyday reality. This oversimplified and one-sided image of Africa and Africans is now actively exploited by both TV soap opera and sitcom directors and advertisers (Gurevich 2008; Bondarenko et al. 2009: 96–98). For instance, Africans are often portrayed on the billboards of tanning salons; on the Internet one can easily find offers promoting “real African show programs for corporate parties, New Year celebrations, and weddings.”

As in any contemporary society (for example, Ojo-Ade 2001; Winant 2004), there are racists in Russia, both active and passive (implicit). Yet our research leads us to agree with Elena Kharitonova’s (2003: 192) statement that “in general, ‘Moscow’ Africans are assessed [by Moscow Russians] without steady negative associations and do not have the status of ‘enemy’” in the Muscovites’ mass consciousness. However, if this is really so, why are racists so visible in present-day Russia? This P. 210. problem, as we see it, has two dimensions (for more detail see Bondarenko et al. 2009: 99–101). The first of these is the attitude of Russian society at large to racists. Compared with many societies in the West, in Russia there are far fewer non-racist citizens who would be ready to take overt action against racists and to declare openly and loudly that they are against racism, and that the Russian nation is not racist. This is a reflection of contemporary Russian society’s general condition: there is no well-developed civil society in which (at least ideally) everyone regards all that happens in society as being potentially everyone’s business; hence, there is a tendency to simply shift complete responsibility for the course of events to the state. The second dimension is the state’s legal struggle against racial (as well as ethnic and religious) extremism. Although suppression of extremism has recently been declared an important goal of the state, the legal basis for this struggle strengthened, and a number of important criminal cases have been brought to court, the fact that those prosecuted often receive only mild sentences, and that right-wing extremist organizations openly continue in their activities, demonstrate that problems in this sphere still persist (see, e.g., Gdaniec 2009; Zherlitsyna 2009). 

Russian immigration policy is also far from being clear and precise. The current immigration legislation is more liberal than in Soviet times, when the country was actually closed to potential migrants of any sort, with the exception of a handful of politically motivated and engaged candidates, but it is still very difficult for a foreigner to gain permanent resident’s or citizen’s status: the easiest way to do so is the same as it was in the USSR – to marry a citizen of the country. Our interlocutors from the national human rights organizations have told us that very few of those seeking refugee status, including Africans, are granted it. All in all, the Russian migration laws remain generally rather vague, and hence leave much room for arbitrary interpretations and corruption in their practical application. This is particularly due to the continuing discussion, P. 211. in both the public sphere and various governmental circles, of whether migrants are beneficial for Russia, and of what desirable ethnic / cultural and educational / professional priorities should be introduced as selection criteria for accepting them. Opinions vary, from the idea of only welcoming ethnic Russians, especially from the former Soviet republics (today the only category of migrants for whom it is relatively easy to get Russian passports) to that of opening the doors to the country as widely as possible. It is certainly the case that “… there is no strategic vision of migration as a positive event in Russia up to now” (Aleshkovskiy and Iontsev 2008: 86). 

At the same time, the situation regarding migrants from Africa has changed radically with the breakup of the Soviet Union. Until the early 1990s almost all the Africans residing in the country had been university and college students, that is, non-permanent residents, spread rather evenly among numerous education centers all over the USSR, except for parts of Siberia and the Far East. Today the overwhelming majority of Africans in Russia are concentrated in a limited number of large cities, Moscow first and foremost. The number of African students coming to Russia has decreased considerably, mainly due to the cutting of state quotas for free education and the introduction of tuition fees that are too high for many of the prospective students. In the meantime, the raising of the Iron Curtain and the collapse of the USSR made it easier for foreigners to get entry visas, which has led to many migrants of other kinds coming into the country. Some are refugees from the sites of current or recent violent conflicts, while most are economic migrants from all over the continent. Today the number of Africans in Moscow can be estimated very roughly at about 10,000, including 1,000 students, out of a total of approximately 40,000 African residents of the Russian Federation (personal communications with a number of Africans and officials; no official figures are available).

P. 212. After coming to Moscow most migrants do manage to improve their living standards in comparison to those they were accustomed to in their home countries, which are often very low indeed. However, most Africans that arrive in Russia would probably say that they hope to go to Western Europe or North America one day, although some of them also recognize honestly that in most cases this is nothing more than a psychological trick they are playing on themselves: the dreams of going home or enjoying a sweeter life in a third country in the future help them cope with hardships here and now. Not all of them have legal residency or work permits, and it is very difficult to get them even for those Africans who have graduated from Russian Universities. Research has shown that many Africans experience difficulties in adapting to life in Moscow. Insufficient education background and poor Russian language skills; differences in climate; very limited financial possibilities, with little hope for any kind of support by the home country’s official representatives; and few, if any, Russian friends: all these issues complicate matters (Bondarenko et al. 2009: 89–91). In Moscow, now a typical neoliberal metropolis which offers plenty of low-paying jobs that tend to be taken by migrants as well as poor and unskilled workers from different parts of the Russian Federation, one can see Africans distributing advertisement leaflets and standing, as “sandwich people”, at underground station entrances, or selling cheap clothes, footwear, utensils and so forth in numerous manufactured goods markets. The situation can be less uncomfortable for students, who as a rule have residence permits, are provided with housing at university dorms, study Russian with teachers during the first year of their stay in the country, and can seek for support from their countries’ embassies. However, their adaptation to life in Moscow does not usually proceed smoothly, either (Zherlitsyna 2009). Many of them also have to look for a job, even though their foreign student status does not allow them to work. 

P. 213. It can be safely argued that today it is more difficult for people coming from Africa to adapt to life in Moscow (and Russia in general) than it was in Soviet times. The validity of this generalization becomes especially evident when one compares the situation of the students before and after the end of Communist rule. In the Soviet Union, the systematic facilitation of foreign students’ adaptation to life there was thought out at the state level, with the participation of scholars (psychologists, social scientists and others), and special departments in universities took care of them in every way. Their Soviet fellow students, partly at the encouragement of university authorities and partly because it was a rare opportunity for them to communicate with foreigners, usually treated the Africans – whom they saw as victims of imperialism and as fighters for a better life – with sincere interest and affection, eagerly including them in their company. Today, foreign students most often encounter a very formal attitude on the part of the university authorities, which are no longer bound by such strict state regulations and control; no special measures for their socialization are taken, and on campuses Russian and African students form two distinct communities, each living for itself (Gdaniec 2009; Gribanova and Zherlitsyna 2012).
Another, smaller but still distinctive segment of the African migrant population in Russia is formed of very different people, and it is members of this segment with whom we are concerned in this article. These are Africans who are really well-established in Russian society and occupy worthy, even prestigious, places in it. Almost all these people are Soviet university alumni, and thus have lived in Russia for at least twenty years, and have obtained Russian citizenship (mainly through marriage), speak fluent Russian, know the Russian lifestyle very well, enjoy support from Russian family members and respect in their home countries, have native Russians as close friends, and are welcome in their motherlands’ embassies in Moscow. They are mainly business people, journalists, university P. 214. teachers, medical doctors, and even show business people (musicians, singers, dancers, DJs or VJs). 

To sum up, since the early 1990s the social composition of Africans in Russia has changed greatly and has become more heterogeneous, while at the same time, in terms of geography, African migrants are now present as a perceivable minority in fewer cities and regions. 

If we approach the diaspora community not simply as a “dispersed group living outside a homeland” (Fogelson 2006: 1116) but as a network community that serves as a means of both more successful establishment in the receiving society and of pre-migration identity support, and due to numerous and various visible and invisible connections among its members forms a distributed social unit, without a single shared, fixed territory (status in statu) within a wider society, We have to argue that the process of diaspora formation among Africans in Russia is developing slowly (Bondarenko et al. 2009: 92–96). Many people remain completely excluded from it, since their social ties are limited to a narrow circle of their immediate acquaintances. Most often this is a consequence of their objective circumstances (such a unofficial migrants’ necessary clandestinity) but sometimes it is due to an individual’s own wishes. However, some conscious attempts to unite migrants have been made by some of the most well-off and integrated African Russians in the receiving society. This is especially true of the official (that is, registered) Russian Migrants Federation founded in 2007 which, besides Africans, includes migrants from Asia and Latin America. 

As a rule, however, the migrants’ organizations take the shape of informal (unregistered) clubs and societies which aim not only to provide their members with support and recreation in the native cultural milieu, but also to facilitate their business and social success in Russia. In their activities such organizations involve “respectable” Africans almost exclusively. Generally, these informal voluntary associations are based on personal P. 215. relations, which provide group solidarity. Such associations (as well as compatriots’ support in general, in various forms) play a positive role in the process of Africans’ integration into Russian society (Googueva 2007: 44–45, 48; Gribanova and Zherlitsyna 2012: 73). In fact, any organizational work demands time and money that African migrants with low social status and income cannot afford to spend freely, beyond the necessity of having legal status in the country in order to have the right to register an official organization. Migrants of this other category (who might be referred to as “common migrants”) have their own, forms and ways of finding each other in Moscow’s megacity jungle. The social distance between these two segments of the African population in Russia is therefore quite large, and their spheres of interaction are limited. 

Churches and mosques are examples of another type of institution around which a significant number of African migrants collect, although not all attend a church or a mosque regularly – especially among those more socially established and financially well-off, who have less need of the moral or practical support a religion institution can provide. African Orthodox Christians (Ethiopians), as well as Muslims may visit the same churches or mosques attended by native Russian citizens of other ethnic origins and cultural traditions, and, should they choose to do so, may try to establish informal relations with the respective religious community or parish members. At the same time there also are several Catholic, Lutheran, and Anglican churches in Moscow, as well as quite a number of churches of “new” Protestant congregations, including African (created and led by African preachers), which are active in Russia. The social background of their parishes is mixed, and includes many individuals who are not well-established in Russian society in either practical or psychological terms. The role played by such churches in the integration of the Africans is ambivalent. On the one hand, as is the case elsewhere (see, e.g., Arthur 2008: 94–102; Agbali 2012: 86–92), P. 216. these churches help African migrants in their lives in Russia by giving them consolation and support, providing them with feelings of security and stability and creating an atmosphere in which they can express and reproduce the values of their native cultures, and thereby maintain their cultural identities. On the other hand, affiliation with these churches raises an additional barrier on the migrants’ way to integration in the cultural milieu of the receiving country, and so promotes their parishioners’ continued seclusion from wider Russian society. Not by chance are they often called “foreign churches” in the media and by the public: these churches have no roots in mainstream Russian culture, and are perceived by the overwhelming majority of the country’s native citizens as completely alien. 

Though Africans in Moscow usually have acquaintances among people from different African states, the basic level of their integration is with the culture and people of their country of origin, and not with those of common ethnic or regional origins, (whether within their country or within the African continent) or with some other kind of social group. The answer to the question “Are you divided by ethnic groups here in Moscow” of a regular of a restaurant in which the present research was made is characteristic in this respect: “Here – no. Not like in Ethiopia”. As for pan-African sentiments, they may be present as a virtual frame for distinguishing “us” from “them” in the “white” cultural milieu. However, as a rule, these sentiments do not lead to the emergence of stable, nationally mixed informal or formal groups, clubs or societies. This is especially true in cases where the European languages spoken in African migrants’ home countries are different, although practically all our respondents declared that they were ready to offer informal help to any African from any state. This conclusion seems to be equally true for both social types of Africans in Russia, except in cases of an ongoing tension between ethnic groups in the migrants’ home country. In these cases, the representatives of conflicting groups may use the tactics of more or less strict P. 217. mutual avoidance even when living abroad, in Moscow. On the other hand, if problems in interpersonal relations become grave and begin to threaten the tranquility of the whole national community, its most authoritative members try to pacify those quarreling by encouraging them to realize that, though while in their home country they can divide themselves into groups according to ethnicity, while abroad they must feel that they are people of one nation and behave accordingly. During our previous research, we were repeatedly told about such situations by Cameroonians, Nigerians, and others.

The aforesaid is applicable not only to legal permanent and illegal migrants, but also to the African students, the official temporal migrants. Characteristically, the pan-African Association of the RUDN is designed as a federation of the separate African countries’ student unions. It must be pointed out that the Association is relatively new – it was organized in 1995, while the first national African student unions appeared immediately after the University’s founding in 1960. As the Association members openly admit, it was only the hardships of the 1990s (in most of the African states and in Russia), which made foreign students’ life in Russia extremely difficult, that pushed the University’s African national student unions to integration.

Thus, no single “African diaspora community” is emerging in Russia. Though from the outside these people are, and most probably will always be, seen as “the Africans” – that is, as a single African community – what we can observe at present among Moscow Africans is in reality a rather weak trend toward the formation of national diaspora communities with a loose sense of their pan-African unity; a sense which may manifest itself mainly in cases of common emergency, such as the necessity of resisting racist attacks. To summarize, it is safe to predict a further increase in the number of African migrants in Russia (given that Russia remains an open-to-the-world state), while at the moment their infusion in Russian society P. 218. faces difficulties explainable by the unpreparedness of many of them on the one hand, and by the incomplete readiness of the Russian state and society to accept them on the other.

The two cases

The story of Guzayo, proprietress of the Addis Ababa restaurant 

Addis Ababa is located in Downtown Moscow. A medium-sized hall with fifteen or twenty tables and a bar, it is painted, so we were told, “by a hired Russian artist in African style” (black women with beautiful shapes, camels in a desert… – images that P. 219. an unsophisticated non-African usually associates with that continent) and decorated with authentic paintings, pots and pans from Ethiopia. 

The restaurant proprietress, Guzayo, a pretty woman in her forties, met us with an open smile and greeted us in Russian. We arrived at the restaurant after lunch time; one of the few visitors there, whom Guzayo introduced as a French businessman, was talking in a friendly manner to a barman. As he was leaving the restaurant, he brought Guzayo a cocktail, imitating the manner of a waiter, with bows and smiles. The hostess made a point of noting that he was a regular customer, very fond of Ethiopian cuisine, who moved around Moscow by car with a driver. We took the hint about the status of the place.

P. 220. Guzayo’s family was from Addis Ababa, the capital of Ethiopia. Her father was an aircraft maintenance technician. It is a very prestigious and respected job in Ethiopia, Guzayo told us. It allowed him to have a large family: “Our life [in Ethiopia] was stable and prosperous… And his job was also good. He flew frequently abroad – practically every month”. Her mother kept house and brought up eight children: four boys and four girls. Today two brothers live in Ethiopia, one brother and two sisters are in the USA, while two sisters (including Guzayo) and the eldest brother are in Moscow. 

Guzayo came to Moscow together with her elder sister twenty one years ago to stay with their brother – in the early 1990s, which was the most turbulent time in contemporary Russian history. By that time, the brother, a Moscow University graduate, had been living in the city for almost a decade and had established a restaurant business which he wanted to become a family business. The restaurant business was not the first he had started. He began with a sex shop, which was still open in the same building as Addis Ababa, literally next door to it (all the shop assistants and other employees there are Russian). His small shops had been located in those same rooms over twenty years ago, in the last years of the Soviet era. Guzayo’s brother brought goods from abroad in large bags to sell them in Moscow. Several years later, when ex-Soviet, now Russian, citizens got the opportunity to travel to other countries without having to overcome so many obstacles as they had before, this kind of business became popular among Russians for a good decade. Such people were called chelnoki (“shuttles”). But at the time when Guzayo’s brother was doing that business, he was in a very privileged position: being an Ethiopian national (he was granted Russian citizenship later, when he married a Russian woman), he, unlike the citizens of the USSR, could easily visit various other countries – from Germany to Singapore – from which he brought computers and other scarce goods back to Moscow to sell. In the course of time, he bought two nearby P. 221. premises from their former owner, with whom he was, and still is, on friendly terms. The deal seemed not to be entirely clean and fair: one premises was supposedly granted to Guzayo’s brother as payment of a debt, while the other was sold to him for a rather low price (actually, the brother simply received the tenant right, as in all probability the premises was state or municipal property).
The Ethiopian restaurant was not the first restaurant he established in Moscow. Before that happened he had opened four other restaurants offering mixed cuisine: Russian and continental. Today two of the five restaurants are contracted out. The Ethiopian restaurant has turned out to be the most profitable. Guzayo explains her brother’s success as being due to his talent and personal characteristics which distinguish him from typical Ethiopians (and Russians too, we might add): “Ethiopians are very afraid of taking risks. I swear to you. Yes, indeed. But my brother, he is not afraid of difficulties. I can tell you: from hundred per cent he is only one. He is afraid of nothing. Nothing to lose, nothing to be afraid of”. In actual fact, all the Ethiopians with whom we have communicated, notwithstanding their occupation and social position, have recognized Guzayo’s brother as the most adventurous and successful among them.
The arrival of Guzayo and her sister in Russia was not typical, when compared with that of the majority of African students. They just came to see their brother. The sisters arrived in Moscow in summer and for some time they did not suffer much from the local climate. “My brother said: ‘You have come. Have a look around for two or three months. If you like, stay further and study. If not, go back’”. Eventually, their brother persuaded them to remain to study in Russia, as the prospects in Ethiopia, where the civil war was not yet over, looked even more unclear. “After three months we decided to stay in Russia”.
P. 222. Unlike the majority of Ethiopian students, the two sisters could not make use of the state quota for foreign students. However, the liberalization of different spheres of life in Russia at the beginning of the 1990s made the opportunity to do paid studies impossible in Soviet times. At first their brother did not manage to organize their studies in Moscow, and the sisters had to go to the city of Nizhny Novgorod in the Volga river basin region, where they studied dental treatment at a medical institute. Nevertheless, having a brother in Moscow made their life in Russia relatively easy. The economic transformations at that time led to shortage of foodstuffs and manufactured goods, which had a great impact on the lives of foreign students in Russia, but Guzayo and her sister were lucky: their brother provided them with money and every weekend brought food from Moscow.
Nevertheless, Guzayo recalls their first year in Russia as being very difficult. They had to study the Russian language very quickly and, moreover, to take medical courses at the institute in Russian. Their integration was complicated by a specific feature of the city in which they lived: in Soviet times, Nizhny Novgorod had been closed to foreigners. It was therefore very curious for the town-dwellers to see two African girls, and sometimes matters went beyond delicacy. Guzayo recollects: “We studied very hard, indeed. Generally, locals did not accept us, the only Ethiopians, in the city. It is very serious, when you are alone”. Moreover, their situation was subjectively perceived as a limitation of freedom: “At the beginning we could go shopping only with the warden of our hostel, because we were the first foreigners in Nizhny Novgorod, formerly a closed city”. However, “in three years our brother managed to move us to the Third Medical Institute in Moscow, from which we graduated and received diplomas. The environment in Moscow and attitude of locals to us were very different from what we had enjoyed in Nizhny Novgorod”. As Guzayo remembers, nobody was overly curious P. 223. or paid excessive attention to them; neither teachers nor students. Moreover, by that time the girls could speak fluent Russian and were more confident. Even before graduation they started working at their brother’s café. 
Some time later, Guzayo’s sister left Moscow for the USA. She was invited by the brother and sister who had already resided there. Today they all live and work in Maryland. Guzayo also received the invitation, but decided to stay in Russia and expand the family business in Moscow. “First of all, I did not want to go there”, she said, as if trying to justify her choice. “My life here was good indeed! Nothing bad has happened to me in Russia; besides, I’ve got education and job, could earn money. Lived alone. Nothing bad!” Indeed, viewed against the background of the firm belief, held by many Muscovites of any origin, that life in the USA is much better than in Russia, and their readiness to resettle there at the first opportunity, Guzayo’s decision not to use such a chance and to remain in Russia may appear strange, and it seemed this was not the first time she tried to explain the rightness of her choice. Today, after some time, when Guzayo became a successful entrepreneur, her only regret is that she stopped studying: “Having graduated from the Institute, I did not want to continue [my studies]... Now I think I should have attended graduate school, not given up my profession, put all my forces in it. Very sad. Profession – it is profession. It is for one’s whole life”.
All the brothers and sisters in the family actively participated in the family restaurant business after arriving from Ethiopia, but nowadays only Guzayo still continues to do so. One sister left for America, another became a housewife, and a younger brother stayed in Russia for ten years and then went back to Ethiopia. The older brother who founded the family business is presently constructing a large hotel in Addis Ababa, spending most of his time there. Meanwhile, his family – his Russian wife and three daughters – live in Russia. P. 224. Besides the restaurants, they own two country houses and large apartments in a prestigious neighborhood in Moscow. The girls study at an ordinary Moscow school, but their father envisions their future as being connected to Western Europe, as Guzayo says. This is typical for the well-off in Russia. In particular, the eldest daughter is going to continue her education in the UK.
Guzayo’s husband is from Ethiopia too, but they first met in Moscow. He came to Russia to continue his education. He is a musician and teacher of music. In the evenings he plays music in their restaurant, and it was our feeling while listening to Guzayo that he is dependent on her and her brother financially and therefore feels morally obliged to them. Their two children study at an ordinary Moscow school “to get adapted to ordinary Russian life”, but also take English lessons with a private teacher. Unlike her brother, Guzayo and her family rent an apartment in Moscow, but they have bought a house in Ethiopia: “We have decided, it is better to buy houses, and better there – in Ethiopia”. It is probably cheaper to buy a house in Ethiopia than a flat for four people in Moscow. 
Despite the fact that Guzayo’s only Russian relatives are her brother’s wife and her brother’s wife’s parents, she considers her children to be Russian. They were born and are growing up and becoming socialized in Russia, according to the Russian traditions. They speak only Russian. She has tried to teach her eldest child, her son, the Amharic language, and to persuade him to visit Ethiopia, to see his parents’ motherland, but in vain: he prefers to travel to Turkey for vacations, as many Russians do. At school he faces problems due to his Ethiopian appearance. Guzayo prefers not to consider these problems as race-rooted, but she agrees that the majority of pupils do not accept him and do not communicate with him because of his dark skin: “... They are unruly by themselves. They do not know there, what this is. They are just children”. In kindergarten her son did not encounter such P. 225. problems, and he still has friendly relations with those boys from the kindergarten who accompanied him in moving to the school he now attends. The boy does not consider himself to be African, and when explaining the color of his skin usually tells his classmates: “I traveled to Turkey and became sunburnt!” He is “small and silly”, explains his mother, with a smile. According to her, neither she nor her husband has ever faced racial intolerance.
At home Guzayo speaks only Russian, not only because of the children but also because their nurse is a Russian woman from Moldova, who is effectively a member of the family, as she has been with them since the eldest child’s birth. Although they are owners of an Ethiopian restaurant, at home Guzayo and her family eat only Russian food. They celebrate all the traditional Russian holidays as well as the Ethiopian ones. The most important of these, for her children, as well as for the majority of children in Russia, is the New Year celebration. According to the Russian tradition she decorates the Christmas tree, prepares gifts for her children from “Grandfather Frost” (the Russian Santa Claus) and puts them under the tree. Sometimes she invites actors dressed as Grandfather Frost and his granddaughter Snegurochka to their home. According to the Russian tradition, relatives and friends usually visit her during the night of New Year’s eve. She also celebrates the Ethiopian New Year in September by holding a party, usually in her restaurant, Addis Ababa, rather than her home, because her apartment cannot accommodate all her family members and friends along with those of her brother. At Easter she visits a Russian Orthodox church nearby, which enhances her sense of belonging to Russian society and of communality with Russian people. Sometimes she and other Ethiopians visit receptions organized by the Ethiopian Embassy in Moscow. 
According to Guzayo, she could be considered atypical of Ethiopians in Moscow: P. 226. “First of all, our character is different; secondly, there is the specificity of the work: we must start early and close late. We do not have time for parties. Earlier [in my time in Moscow] I visited disco-parties and met friends. Now I prefer to go home and spend time with my children. But other Ethiopians frequently meet each other in the Avenue café. My restaurant is considered expensive by the Ethiopian community. It is mostly for well-to-do persons. Among regular customers there is a group of Russian doctors who have worked at a hospital in Addis Ababa for many years. They meet to remind themselves of Ethiopian cuisine and Ethiopia”. The Ethiopian manager of Addis Ababa tells the same: “The restaurant regulars are mainly those people who have worked in Ethiopia for several years in different spheres. Now they like our food and come here to enjoy it. They can find it only here. Avenue is for Africans; here they [Africans] come rarely”. Guzayo has no friends among Moscow Ethiopians; all her friends are Russian, Muscovites. Her favorite kind of leisure is spending a day in the Russian baths. Once a week she visits Sandunovskie baths, the largest and oldest bath complex in Moscow, where she has her own group of associates. Sandunovskie baths is a heritage monument, with rich 19th century interiors, which now hosts modern spa and beauty salons. It has been a prestigious place for more than 200 years, not accessible to all Muscovites. 
Guzayo positions herself as “Russian Ethiopian” and proudly calls herself a “real Muscovite”. Nevertheless, the topic of possible departure from Moscow was touched upon several times during the conversation. Guzayo rejected this idea passionately, but it was clear that this topic had been debated in her family actively and often. Being asked what she would miss most if she did leave Moscow, she said, very sincerely and tearfully: “I would miss the people. I swear! Generally, everywhere we can meet bad and good things. But the most vivid, youthful part of my life has passed here. My P. 227. eyes are full of tears”. There is only one thing that still astonishes Guzayo (as well as many other Africans we have interviewed) in Moscow: people’s individualism, their impoliteness and indifference to each other in the big city. “People in the elevator, in the house in which we have now been living for ten years, and whom we meet every day, do not greet or welcome each other”. She does, however, have close relations with her immediate neighbors. When Guzayo goes away from Moscow, she gives them the keys to her apartment and asks them to look after it.
Guzayo noted that since she came to Moscow the city has changed dramatically, becoming globalized. She does not consider this change unambiguously as either “good” or “bad”: changes in the city’s appearance generally make her happy, contrary to the sentiments of many other Muscovites. She points out that in the past, Africans usually attracted a lot of attention. Even now the senior generation demonstrates a sort of intolerance, or maybe astonishment, at the fact that Africans permanently reside in Moscow. The younger generation has become used to diversity, to the openness of boundaries, and does not display an excessive interest in the matter.
The topic of departure from Moscow had also emerged in connection with business problems. The economic slowdown has resulted in a situation in which all resources were being directed toward the support of the existing business instead of being used to implement new projects. Moreover, some of their places were leased. Besides the economic crisis, their family business has been suffering due to from the tightening of Russian legislation and its modes of enforcement. Several years ago they could easily give jobs to migrants from Ethiopia, thus both supporting their compatriots and turning the situation to their own advantage: illegal workers could be paid less, as labor migrants from Central Asia often are. Today they can no longer do so, as the Federal Migration Service keeps a strict watch on this African restaurant, suspecting its proprietress P. 228. of employing illegal immigrants. While in the past they hired one hundred workers, today they hire only forty to fifty people, all of whom must have an official permit to work. Only three of them are Ethiopians: a manager, a cook, and a barman, all Russian citizens. Most other workers (cooks, waiters, etc.) are from Central Asia – Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan. Guzayo says, Central Asians work better than Russian and do not apply for such high salaries as they. A waitress from Uzbekistan told us that friendly staff distinguishes Addis Ababa from other Moscow restaurants where she used to work: “The staff is very friendly. We work together, help each other. When there is an influx of visitors, our barman, an Ethiopian guy, does not have time to make cocktails. So, we [other workers] go to the bar and make them. The same is in the kitchen. All help and trust each other”. The waitress goes on: “Africans are kind. For example, the relations with Guzayo are human, even trust. She always helps with advice or even financially. Russian masters [restaurant proprietors] are not like she, they are strict”.
Some years ago Guzayo’s brother rendered support not only to Ethiopians coming to Moscow, but also to other Africans. He offered work or helped people to find it, organized courses in the Russian language, etc. Now they no longer have such opportunities, especially because in recent years it has become too risky to help (and particularly to employ) those without the proper documents permitting them to live and work in Moscow: checks have become very frequent and thorough, while penalties are more severe than before. Guzayo says that ethnic origin did not matter to her brother: “Today the Ethiopians have been divided into the Amhara, Oromo, Tigray… And what do they gain by this, tell me? We have been living together for many years, spoke one language. But the new state came and divided us. And these [common] people have benefited nothing [from it]... What? An Oromo is better than I am? No”. At the same time, P. 229. Guzayo is unsure of her own ethnic origins. The majority of her relatives are Oromo. Guzayo learned the Amharic language as her mother tongue and accepted the Amhara culture as her own because she lived in the Ethiopian capital when Amharic was both the state language and the language of interethnic communication. Her husband is Amhara. That is why she prefers to call herself “Ethiopian”, stressing that her family is from the capital, Addis Ababa.
There is an important personal reason for cutting down the restaurant business: it seems that Guzayo’s elder brother, the founder of this business, is losing interest in it: “‘I am tired’”, Guzayo repeats his words, and goes on: “My brother wants to go home. The construction of his hotel there will soon be finished. So, he wants to bring his activities in Russia to a conclusion. He said: ‘That’s all, I am tired, I want to have a rest. Let it there be less profit, I want to have a rest, and that’s all’”. He repeatedly calls Guzayo to come to Ethiopia to help him in the new business, but she still resists: “I don’t want to go. My brother is starting a new business there and invites me: ‘Come and help me’. To do it, I must leave Russia. I will not do it”. In Ethiopia, she says, she will not feel calm, and if the business in Moscow goes bad, maybe she would be better off looking for opportunities in a third country. But, she repeats once again, as long as life, including business, goes at least more or less smoothly in Moscow, remaining here will always be her first choice.
The story of Raphael, proprietor of the Avenue café 
Avenue is situated in an uptown neighborhood in the south-west of Moscow, on the campus of the Peoples’ Friendship University of Russia (RUDN). To Raphael, his own biography seems like an adventure story in which a lot of things happened by chance. He says his choice of country in which to continue P. 230. his education after graduation from the Addis Ababa University was almost random: he had wanted to go to a Western country but it turned out to be much easier to get a scholarship for studying in the USSR, as Ethiopia was building socialism, and due to this the Soviet authorities granted her citizens several thousand scholarships per year. So, he arrived to study at RUDN in 1986, to spend several years in a country about which he had known almost nothing prior to his arrival. 
As Raphael and his friends confess, they did not plan to stay in the USSR after graduation. “In general, I planned to graduate and to find a job in Ethiopia in the field of mining engineering [according to the specialty in which he was trained in Moscow]. But it was fate... I met this girl on one occasion. She was a student. I came to my friend’s place and met her… In 1992 we got married”. So, in Raphael’s words the main reason P. 231. for staying in Russia was that here he had met his future wife. But he also talks about the crucial role the political situation in Ethiopia of the early 1990s (and the social and economic situation that it has created) played in his decision not to return to his home country to live permanently: “I went to Ethiopia [right after marriage]. There was a revolution. I didn’t see any opportunities. There was already a new government. Immigrants from Somalia ran to us. There were no prospects for getting a job. They [the authorities] offered me very little money for doing some mining, and I had to go to a distant city. But I wanted to stay in Addis Ababa”. After that short trip Raphael decided not to return to his motherland but to settle abroad. “At first we all want to return home, and then there come political and economic problems. There are no other reasons. Why have we stayed here? First of all, it is the web of life”. Today Raphael P. 232. does not maintain close ties with his home country; not even with his relatives there.

However, in the Russia of 1992-93 he had no opportunities either: despite the fact that his wife was a Russian citizen, he had to wait for several months to receive residence permit and work permit, and he could gain citizenship only after five years of marriage. For that whole time he did not have the right to work. The situation got even worse due to the political and economic crisis in Russia in the 1990s. “I came back [to Moscow from Ethiopia]. I saw that there was no work. For me it was a really hard blow. I didn’t have citizenship, I couldn’t work anywhere. So, what? I told my wife: as your mother has forced you [to marry], she should send us some potatoes and carrots. Her parents helped us”. Raphael and his wife even stayed with them in a provincial town for several months during the first year after their wedding.

In those days the “black market” was rapidly developing in Russia, and Raphael, being in a difficult financial situation and without identity documents, was forced to become a part of it. His first “business” was the illegal sale of currency in the dormitory where he lived with his wife. Speculating on the differences in exchange rates, he earned 4,000 dollars in one year, which allowed him to start another business. All this time both Raphael and his wife officially remained postgraduate students at their higher education institutions, which gave them the right to stay in Moscow (in Russia the registration system obliges every newcomer to register at the place of residence if s/he stays there for more than three days) and to live in the dormitory almost for free.

Interestingly, Raphael’s wife Anna responded extremely negatively when they first started their first joint business, as she was raised in the Soviet era, when the repurchase and private sale of any goods was treated as amoral and humiliating speculation, although in the situation of total shortage of goods, many Soviet citizens had been engaged in this type of activity P. 233. as either sellers or buyers. In the meantime, only dormitories for foreign students had been centers of illegal resale since the late 1970s. However, Raphael was adamant: “I said: ‘Anna, we should start a business’. And at that time bringing goods was speculation, humiliation. She said: ‘How dare you! If my parents know, it will be a nightmare’”. For her, a Moscow university graduate, it was shameful to be engaged in the socially criticized repurchasing business. However, the example of their neighbor in the dorm, who earned a large amount of money in a year, and also the lack of any legal job opportunities, either within their specialist field or elsewhere, forced them to create their own, and they opened an outlet on one of the markets in the outskirts of Moscow, not far from their dorm. This business was begun with the help of their friends from another dorm – this one not at RUDN – where, according to Raphael and his wife, there was an extensive community of foreign students, many of whom were married to Russian women. At first Rafael and Anna were just selling goods brought to them by their friends from that dorm.

That was the first time Raphael turned his “Africanness” to his advantage: “And the customers look at me. Faces become important. ‘You see – I’m not Russian, that’s why my goods are of a good quality’. ‘Where do they come from?’ they ask. ‘From Korea’. ‘Do you bring them yourself?’ ‘Yes’. We sold a lot during the first month, began to earn money”. As Raphael said, to see that a foreigner was selling goods which – according to his own account – he himself had brought into the country was important for the customers. And the fact that the goods came from Korea while Raphael came from Africa made no difference. A kind of admiration of foreigners and of foreignness in general was typical of people living in early post-Soviet Russia. In the Soviet Union, with her firmly closed borders and scarcity of imported goods, there had been a kind of cult-like status accorded to everything coming from abroad. The emerging markets selling low-quality goods from Turkey, China, or P. 234. Korea tried to satisfy the needs of people who had spent their whole lives behind the Iron Curtain. Foreigners were treated by the Soviet citizens (most of whom have never been abroad) as people coming from another, very prosperous, world.

After a year, Raphael and his wife had the opportunity to open more stalls at the market, where the Ethiopians hired by Raphael – usually students and postgraduate students living in Moscow – worked, and he took sole responsibility for managing their work, while his wife did the bookkeeping. By the end of their third year of work at the market, Raphael had earned enough money to buy an apartment in the Moscow suburbs, but he and his wife continued to live in the dorm because it was closer to the market, so they did not have to spend much time getting there. Besides, all their business partners also lived in the dorm. Raphael’s business was therefore strongly connected with the dormitory. As his wife Anna says, just that year their social circle (consisting of couples like them – a Russian wife and a husband from abroad) formed. 

In 1998 a severe financial crisis broke out in Russia, which affected Raphael’s business to such an extent that he had to close it. He spent the next few years opening shops and cafés together with other people (in which food was cooked by unskilled migrant workers from the Central Asian ex-Soviet republics), and working as a manager for a foreign company. In 2003 he had the idea of opening his own restaurant or café. The place for it was found accidently: “… I met a fellow-countryman, I didn’t know him before. He studied here [in the Peoples’ Friendship University of Russia]. He told me: ‘Do you have money? I’ll find a place at the Peoples’ Friendship University of Russia. Fifty-fifty’. We did it half and half”.

At first they wanted to open a snack bar: “Well, we opened it for students, ‘cos it’s a campus; we wanted it to be a fast food”. Raphael also stressed that he wanted to choose a neutral name for the café: “… ‘Avenue’ is an international word. Many people from different countries come here”. The café and the shop P. 235. began to bring profit immediately. At that time there were not many cafés on campus, and cheap cuisine attracted both students and lecturers. Anna says: “At first there were many students. Not only Ethiopians… Students are not very rich. They like to make noise and to chat. And in terms of business it’s not profitable... Then [when the café was opened] there were not so many cafés on campus. More than half of them were opened in the last nine years. Many were Arabian. But there was no African one. With an African owner. Many [Africans] complained that there [in the Arabian cafés] they were not treated well. Sometimes they weren’t even let in. Usually [because] they were noisy”.

Raphael and Anna did not have the idea of an “ethnic” café from the very beginning: “We wanted different menus. European, Asian. And then we thought: ‘Why not African?’ So, we added the Ethiopian menu. Now the Ethiopian and African menus really help us. People come from all over Moscow. We also have an Ethiopian drink – the Ethiopian coffee. They come from all over Moscow”. In its nine years of existence the café has attracted its own clientele – mostly Africans (not only Ethiopians) – and the reputation of being a good, cheap café with Ethiopian and West African dishes on the menu. But regulars say the food is not the only thing that attracts them: “We studied here, we have our friends and fellow countrymen here. We feel comfortable here. No one disturbs us here. We won’t go to another place. Here we can behave differently. The owner is our fellow countryman. Here we feel at home”. “Even the air here is like it is at home. Many of us have studied here [at the University], and so we come here. Here it’s easy to meet someone. It is a nice place. Everybody comes here. We do not go to Addis Ababa: all our guys are here [among Avenue regulars]”. “And it’s also economically advantageous”. “You can even find a girl from the same country here”. “Here you can find newcomers from Ethiopia. Here we can speak our language. We chat, share news. The newcomers tell what is happening in our motherland”. P. 236. “Avenue is the only place in Moscow where we can drop in and spend leisure time. Otherwise, we go from work straight home or just walk along the streets sometimes”.

Thus, Raphael’s business has always been connected with university campuses and the non-Russian inhabitants of student dorms. Today, Raphael and Anna say, their whole life is still concentrated around their on-campus café, though Anna is also very attached to their recently bought country house – a distinctive sign of belonging to the prosperous part of society in Russia. Anna even confesses that she feels “a part of the Ethiopian community more, or at least not less, than Russian”. They live nearby in a three-room apartment. They reach their workplace by car, which takes about fifteen minutes. They both come in the morning, then Raphael spends the whole day in the café (till the last visitor goes away), while his wife leaves at three or four o’clock in the afternoon to collect their two younger daughters from school. The children go to an ordinary school close to their home. Raphael is worried for his children because at first they could not integrate into Russian society: “My children were very aggressive with Russian children. … Children in the kindergarten were telling them: ‘Here, you see, your father has come’ – that’s why they became so aggressive [– because they thought the children wanted to draw attention to Raphael’s African, non-Russian origin, and in this way to humiliate them]. My eldest daughter told me that she understood it this way (that time)”. In reality, probably the children reacted in this way to Raphael because a dark-skinned person looked very unusual and strange to them; at that time there were even fewer black people in Moscow than there are today. Now, Raphael says, his eldest daughter is a freshman at a University and works part-time as a fashion model. As his wife remarks, all the three girls used to complain of being teased by other children. However, she adds, the two younger children do not suffer such problems so much: they have their elder sister as an example of the kind of success they can also P. 237. achieve one day. As for the eldest daughter, today she likes to bring her friends to Avenue. Her mother tells: “I think, she feels some sort of inner pride. There is something different in it that she can flaunt. Nowadays it is important to stand out, and she really has something to stand out”. 
For Raphael and his family their café is a second home. Here they celebrate holidays, including those significant not only to them and their friends, but also to all the Ethiopians and Africans living in Moscow. For many Ethiopians, as well as for many Africans from other countries, this place has become a sort of a club where they gather and meet each other. Most of the visitors who were present in the café at the time we visited were Africans. The owner greeted and talked with many of them as with old friends. Raphael states proudly that he knows all the Africans who live or have lived on campus. Today, not only Africans, but even some Muscovites know Avenue as an African café. Raphael’s café is small, with no more than a dozen employees. Both he and Guzayo, though they do of course know each other, realize that they are not competitors, and communicate only occasionally, as their businesses are on different scales. In Guzayo’s words, “Avenue’s clients cannot afford Addis Ababa’s prices”. Nevertheless, Raphael is very proud that many journalists writing about ethnic cuisine and travel know him. For the last few years Raphael himself has presented his café as African, and thus the number of Ethiopian and African dishes on the menu has grown. He participates in festivals of ethnic cuisine that take place in Moscow parks from time to time. 

Naturally enough, while Guzayo and her brother do not express any interest in active participation in life of the Ethiopian community in Moscow, Raphael in contrast has effectively become its leader, and pays special attention to maintaining relationships with the Ethiopian Embassy. But, whether in jest or honesty, he states that his dream is to make some kind of political movement to show native Russians that, contrary to P. 238. the negative stereotypes of Africans that some of them have, “there is an African person who deals with Russia and who makes some business here”. President Obama is the personification of this dream for him. “… I want to show that Africans also can manage and obey… That’s what we need to prove. Especially in Russia. Because Russia is very far from the Dark Continent. We need to prove, we need to work hard. We came here and we stay here”. 

For the time being, however, Raphael is concerned with a more practical and, most likely, more realistic task: he is planning to open another café. While Guzayo and her brother are bothered greatly by the consequences of the financial crisis and necessity of running their business in accordance with new, stricter, national economic legislation, Raphael’s main concern is the political and social situation in Russia. He believes that the aggressive racism typical of the last decade is now on the decline (though he still always keeps a watchful eye in the street) but worries about the increase in social inequality, the scale of recent demonstrations, the country’s dependence on trade in raw materials, and many other things.
The two cases compared: the strategies for success in a megacity in the time of uncertainty

To make a start in business in the “years of change”, blessed and cursed

The stories of both of our respondents began in the restless time when the country was undergoing the transition from being the Soviet Union to being the Russian Federation; a time involving considerable political and economic turmoil. The specific socio-political environment of this crucial time determined the ways in which both businesses developed. For Raphael and for Guzayo’s brother, the time between the late P. 239. 1980s and early 90s allowed them to make a good start; a time when, after doing some odd jobs to get a living such as currency exchange in dorms and small-scale illegal trade, they were eventually able to run their own businesses. Their career paths, from illegal and semi-legal traders to the owners of official businesses, reiterate on the local scale the whole course of Soviet/Russian business development. From black market traders in the Soviet period to traders and second-hand dealers in the first post-Soviet years, to the proprietors of official businesses in the 2000s – both Raphael and Guzayo’s brother had to adjust to the rapidly changing conditions at first, simply for the sake of survival.

It is important to emphasize that in both cases the respondents had some economic, social and cultural capital that was instrumental for setting up their businesses. The two stories show that both entrepreneurs successfully managed to take advantages of the privileges they had as international students during their years of training in the USSR and Russia. However, apart from that, and probably even more importantly, their personal characteristics are worthy of note: during that turbulent and uncertain time, there were few people in the country ready to act decisively in the new socio-economic conditions. For many, the political transformations and economic liberalization reforms of the late 1980s and early 1990s turned into tragedy and chaos.

The presence of family ties in the host country, and an accompanying lack of prospects at home influenced both Raphael’s and Guzayo’s decision to stay in Russia after graduation. In both cases, family members provided material support for the respondents at the beginning of their careers. Raphael and his Russian wife Anna received some foodstuffs from Anna’s family. For a short period of time they even brought their first child to stay with Anna’s family when the young couple were just beginning their business. However, Raphael did not receive any help from his Ethiopian relatives; he and P. 240. Anna had to work hard and rely mostly on themselves. For her part, Guzayo received constant help from her elder brother, who finally provided her with a job at the restaurant. Guzayo’s brother seemed to have good financial opportunities and was integrated into the environment of the Muscovite middle class entrepreneurs. Obviously, at some point, his sister was able to break away from the student community and leave for the so-called medium-sized business circles. Raphael and his wife, on the other hand, continued to live in the student dormitory, where they were making friends and meeting business partners. Raphael’s deep integration with the student community partly determined the way his business developed. In the end, his establishment became tied to the RUDN campus, where he once studied.

Those “years of change”, when Russian society was passing through massive liberal reforms in all spheres of life, were thus an important factor that promoted the success of our two respondents. Speaking more broadly, it was the period of globalization at its peak that defined the transnational character of their links and networks. At the same time, the specifics of the physical and social capital of each of our respondents also to some extent predetermined differences in their modus vivendi and modus operandi in Moscow society in general on the one hand, and in their positions in the Ethiopian community in particular on the other. 

Developments within the city
The different approaches these two migrants have taken toward integration and interaction with their host society, including the diaspora community, seen in the light of Moscow’s spatial practices, also reflect the ways their businesses have developed. Thus, we will try to understand how Guzayo and Raphael view Moscow, and themselves within it. We will depart P. 241. from the idea, put forward in many classics of urban studies, that the appropriation of urban spaces by representatives of different social classes follows a consistent pattern within a city (e.g., Castells 1978; Bourdieu 1985; Simmel 2005; Wirth 2005). Though not very obvious, social stratification, and the division of neighborhoods according to it, did exist in Soviet Moscow, though it became more evident in the early post-Soviet years, when the processes of stratification, and hence neighborhood social determination, intensified (Trushchenko 1995; Veshninskiy 1996). In this context, the invisible demarcation line between foreigners and common Soviet people should be noted. This distinction was not enshrined in law but it could be clearly seen in the spatial practices of the Soviet-style urban planning, which was very functional in its nature. The implication was that foreign students should spend most of their lives in dormitories and in the remote areas of the city, while their contact with Soviet people was to be kept to the unavoidable minimum for ideological reasons. In the meantime, while separating representatives of “other” cultures from Soviet public life, the official ideology made a show of praising internationalism and people’s friendship, particularly by allowing African students to arrange a huge celebration openly on a public holiday once a year. 

These practices of symbolic segregation were especially evident at RUDN, where Raphael studied and now runs a café. Historically, no “ethnic” neighborhoods have formed in Moscow, so this university area is actually unique in its own right. All the foreign students lived on campus and many of them almost never left its territory. In fact, a large specific area formed on the south-western outskirts of the city where much of foreign student life went by. Raphael remembers his first years in Moscow as a time mostly spent on campus and on the premises of a nearby international hotel, where he could meet other foreigners and earn some money by selling things like videotapes and magazines. The life of students at that P. 242. university has not changed much since then, notwithstanding the many radical changes that have taken place outside the campus. Small “ethnic” shops and cafés like Rafael’s, which have appeared during the last twenty years, do give it a specific, unique atmosphere, with its own rhythms and lifestyles. However, the People’s Friendship University remains “a city within a city”. As recent studies show, African students are still very much tied to the campus; they seldom go to the city center due to fear of young racism-motivated hooligans (Gdaniec 2009). Foreign students were and are trained at many Moscow universities, but the RUDN hosts more of them than any other, and for over half a century has remained the center of foreign student life. We can argue, therefore, that the formation of the African community in Moscow has been marked by socio-spatial stratification expressed in the symbolic and spatial isolation of a particular sociocultural group from the rest of the city. This has increased the problems involved in the cultural integration of Africans in post-Soviet Russian society, and disadvantageously affected their life chances in Moscow. 

Zoning or appropriation of urban space is expressed in its symbolic perception by the citizens (see, e.g., Castells 2010). Nowadays, possession of an apartment in the center of Moscow is an indicator of belonging to at least the upper-middle class. Despite the fact that Guzayo runs her restaurant in Downtown, which is regarded as prestigious, her family rents an apartment in the south-west of the city, far from the center and, characteristically, not far from the Peoples’ Friendship University. Raphael owns an apartment in a neighborhood which is also close to the RUDN and his place of work. He openly admits that he wants to live where there are more Africans, as it is beneficial for his business. Guzayo visits Downtown regularly, and not only because of her business: she often spends her free time going to the theatre or visiting a wealthy bathhouse with her Russian female friends. Raphael spends most of his time in his café on the RUDN campus, where he socializes mainly P. 243. with other Ethiopians and with Africans in general. During our interview he could not remember even a single cultural institution he had recently visited. However, his children are very well integrated into Moscow city life. As he mentioned in the interview, he feels that they are more genuine Muscovites than he is; in fact Raphael does not think of himself as of a “real Muscovite”, in contrast to Guzayo. Talking about their life in Moscow and how they feel about their place within it, both Guzayo and Raphael pointed out the Muscovites’ indifference and their own sense of alienation. Nevertheless, they both regard themselves as well-adapted to the city life and – at least in the short-run – both feel quite comfortable in Moscow, in their own idiosyncratic ways. 
Thus, the socio-spatial distinctions have contributed to the attachment of different symbolic meanings to the two establishments. In the hierarchized space of the megacity of Moscow, a restaurant in Downtown (Addis Ababa) is an indicator of success and respectability. Situated in one of the wealthier parts of the city, it attracts mainly Russian middle-class visitors looking for an exotic menu. As Guzayo told us, “We expect mostly Russians here, lovers of the Ethiopian cuisine”. Nevertheless, one can also meet well-to-do European expats there, along with a handful of the most successful Moscow Africans. Avenue, a small café on the periphery of the city on the international university campus, is more democratic in terms of prices and less well known among Russians than among Africans, who use it as a meeting place, somewhere to socialize with each other and to immerse themselves in a familiar cultural atmosphere. African students are the main café habitués, but Avenue has also become the place where the Ethiopian community holds meetings every Saturday. 
P. 244. A sense of community: “Here is a place where no one will judge”
Interestingly, throughout most of his entrepreneurial career Raphael did not place much emphasis on his Ethiopian origins. In particular, he did not think of opening a genuine Ethiopian restaurant. While setting up a café, he started with a European menu and only added Ethiopian and African cuisine some time later. He deliberately gave his place a neutral name, Avenue, which can be easily understood by speakers of many different languages. It was Raphael’s Russian wife, Anna, who first perceived the need for a specialized café for Africans on campus. As a result, Avenue has become more than just a local eatery on the outskirts of the city. While in Soviet times dormitories were the main places used for socializing for both African and Russian students, now, as Anna put it, this café has become such a place. Apart from being a space for socializing, it is also a place where Africans can express their identities freely. For example, Anna mentioned that “often people come here with girls when they are not married yet. When people are dating and probably they don’t have their own territory. Here is a place where no one will judge. No one will look askance, wonder what they are doing there…” In other words, Avenue gives Africans a sense of home and of belonging to a community, which becomes a lived experience of that particular locality.

In contrast to his disinclination to stress his Ethiopian background in the past, today Raphael defines himself as a member, and informal “leader”, of the Ethiopian diaspora community in Moscow. He runs meetings and helps other Ethiopians in their adaptation to life in Moscow. He has given a lot of assistance to his fellow countrymen by providing documents and work. He made complaints about the embassy, which in his opinion was not doing enough for the Ethiopians living in Russia. In his words we felt that we detected a sense of jealousy and competition over the right to be a consolidating force of the diaspora P. 245. community. His wife Anna confesses that she feels more a part of the Ethiopian community than the Russian. Their case, then, is one of clear self-mobilization around the awareness of themselves as members of an Ethiopian diaspora community. 

While we could obviously see a strong sense of community and solidarity born and preserved in this small café, we could also speak of a symbolic Ethiopian diaspora community, in the sense suggested by Cohen (1985), which exists without any necessary links to a certain place or regular gatherings. This sense of community, we would argue, is quite elusive, as Guzayo explicitly stated that she does not feel herself to be a member of an Ethiopian diaspora community as she does not have Ethiopian friends. The two respondents also differ in their visions of their homeland: while Raphael explicitly says that he would like to return to Ethiopia when he gets old (and visit Russia from time to time), Guzayo says she does not want to move anywhere, although she and her husband have in any case bought a house in Addis Ababa. Curiously, at the same time, Guzayo calls Ethiopia her “home” while Raphael refers to Moscow as his; the situation appears even more curious if we recall that Guzayo regards herself as a “real Muscovite”, while Raphael does not.

Thus, in the stories of Guzayo and Raphael we see two different faces of one Moscow “diaspora community”. The differences between them inform us about the ongoing reconsideration and reconstruction of the notion of the community by our respondents themselves. They also demonstrate that diaspora communities must not be seen uncritically and assumed to be homogeneous, but rather should be analyzed in the transnational context of the present day in which they emerge, partly as constructs, “as a category of practice, project, claim and stance” (Brubaker 2005: 13), and special attention must be paid to their dynamic and fluid nature, which makes them networked and heterogeneous in many respects (Braziel and Mannur 2003; Tsagarousianou 2004; Dufoix 2008).

P. 246. While highlighting the importance of acknowledging such complexities, we would like nevertheless to draw attention to what yet integrates the Moscow Ethiopian community: perhaps, above all, this is a sense on the part of its members of solidarity with their compatriots. Both restaurants’ proprietors took the risk of providing work and other support for newly arrived or needy Ethiopians, many of whom were undocumented, as long as this remained possible. In addition, the symbolic unity of the heterogeneous, yet singular Ethiopian community is vividly seen in both Guzayo and Raphael’s connection to the Ethiopian Embassy in Moscow. Both of our respondents said that they attend festivals and various other cultural events organized by the Embassy, which serves as a cultural center for all the Ethiopians living in Moscow. At the same time, our interlocutors have different attitudes towards the Embassy. Rafael is unhappy with it, because according to him the Embassy doesn’t fulfill its duty to take care of its citizens properly. Raphael, in his turn, is acting as a mouthpiece for the community’s “lower classes”, protecting socially disadvantaged Moscow Ethiopians, from whom the Embassy is trying to distance itself. In a sense, Raphael could even be considered to be jealous of the Embassy, as he definitely claims for himself the role of informal patron and protector of his compatriots: he tries his best to make Avenue a tiny part of real, authentic Ethiopia, and thus a hub, a focal locus in the Russian capital city for Ethiopians living there, and from this perspective, the Embassy is his “natural rival”. On the other hand, Guzayo does not feel any negative attitude to the Embassy; for her, attending those cultural events is an opportunity to ensure that she does not finally lose all contact with her compatriots. Besides, people like her are welcomed cordially by the Embassy, as they and their achievements outside their home country are highly valued there. This is definitely pleasant for their self-appraisal and can turn out to be useful in their activities in Russia P. 247. or in Ethiopia (especially for those who, like Guzayo’s brother, are doing business in the homeland, too).

If we consider the Ethiopian community in Moscow in the context of the African diaspora, the former’s unity will become even more evident, despite the different ideas of community held by our respondents. The sense of pan-African unity is rather loose among Moscow Africans, and exists mainly because, from the point of view of most Muscovites, all these people are (and will probably always be) seen as “the Africans” – that is, as members of a single African community. This sense of unity may reveal itself most vividly in cases of common emergency, like the necessity of resisting racist attacks (Manotskov 1995; Allina-Pisano and Allina-Pisano 2007; Bondarenko et al. 2009). In the meantime, despite all the controversies, having an official meeting place – whether that be the Ethiopian Embassy or Avenue café – makes the Ethiopian community more integrated and distinct. In particular, the case of Avenue offers a positive example of how a social space can be reproduced in a stratified urban environment when the creation of a community is linked to the recreation of space and the experience of locality. This case also shows the necessity of having a common space for social interaction and cultural information exchange for (ideally) all Africans living in Moscow, despite the variety of their countries of origin and social positions.

Conclusion

We believe that the present article justifies the authors’ initial claim that the situation of Africans in Russia is a relevant object of study for the purposes of complementing findings that have so far been based on studies of African migrants in other socio-historical and cultural settings. In our opinion, it highlights both some similarities and – especially – important differences between the situation in Russia and that in many other (particularly P. 248. Western European) countries. The experiences of the two individuals we have described above – not unique, but nevertheless for the most part atypical of Moscow Africans – began in the same crucial period of Russian history, and hence reveal very specific time-influenced (and thus similar) ways of starting business in Russia at the beginning of the 1990s – basically, those related to the resale of imported goods. Before Perestroika, the only “business” foreign students could be a part of in this country was that described by a Tanzanian journalist, who had studied in the Soviet Union in the late 1970s and early 1980s, in an interview with one of the authors of this article in 2007: “I learnt that there were people who were saying that they aren’t following the communist regime, or rather they embraced communism but they were doing businesses like black market businesses. We, foreign students, saw those people; we found those people, especially people from the South... – Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan… And they were open, they would say to you that they wanted to buy your dollars and give you roubles, and if you go to the West, if you could buy them jeans… or some other things which were not in the shops, then they would buy all this at such price”. Nevertheless, it is that Soviet black market business that served as the progenitor of the legalized and “civilized” resale and retail business of the late 1980s and 1990s, involvement in which allowed both Guzayo’s brother and Raphael to earn their first “real money”. Contemporary, post-Soviet migrants to Russia face more difficulties in establishing themselves and setting up successful business ventures than those who came at the end of the Soviet period and who could benefit from the economic openings of the late 1980s and early 1990s. However, besides noting the objectively favorable situation of political and economic liberalization, and the support they received from family members (Ethiopians in the case of Guzayo P. 249. and Russians in that of Raphael), it is important to stress that Rafael, and Guzayo and her brother share certain personal features necessary in order to be successful; namely, a willingness to take risks and to make decisions. Unlike many migrants that come to Russia (see Bondarenko et al. 2009: 89–90), for a long time both Guzayo (since she decided to accept her brother’s invitation to study in Russia) and Raphael (since he met his future wife Anna) have considered this country as their place of permanent residence, not as a stop on their way further West, and this absence of what might be considered a defining feature of the transitional migrant’s mindset, has also played a part in their eventual success in life and work in Russia. Note that both the Ethiopian community and the factor of their place of origin were insignificant in the initial stages of development of both of their businesses. Only today, due to the consequences of the global economic crisis, multiplied by Russia’s various internal problems, must both Raphael and Guzayo consider the possibility (at least for their children, if not for themselves) of leaving Russia for Ethiopia or the West.

In conclusion, then, there are many grounds for considering both Guzayo and Raphael as people who have found their own cells in the honeycomb of Russian society. The dissimilitude of their present lifestyles reflects differences not in the degree, but in the specificity of their integration into that society. Furthermore, we would like to emphasize that we consider their fortunes as representing the outcomes of two very different pathways to social success that migrants can pursue, not only in Russia but in any country: it is obvious that Guzayo and Rafael used two drastically different strategies to embroider themselves into the fabric of Russian society. Guzayo opted for maximum inclusion in the mainstream local (Moscow) cultural milieu, while Rafael sought out the “most African” place possible, and found it on the periphery of Moscow’s cultural environment, on the Peoples’ Friendship University campus. The social differentiation of Russian society, and the P. 250. sociospatial hierarchy of the megacity of Moscow conferred different statuses on our respondents and on their businesses in the hosting society in accordance with the latter’s own logic. In the final analysis, it is really both logical and symbolic that Guzayo’s Addis Ababa restaurant is situated in Downtown, while Rafael’s Avenue café is on the outskirts of the city: these are the very locations where successful implementation of their chosen integration strategies is most favored by the specific character of the local environment.
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