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Like Blades of Grass 

Through Concrete 


Nourishing the Soviet Union's new class ofaspiring entrepreneurs 

Eager would-be 
entrepreneurs 
came from 
as far away as 
ten time zones 
for a one-hour 
appmntment, 
to discuss the 
businesses they 
hoped to launch. 

By Marjorie Kelly 

I
've begun preparing for a trip I'll be leading 
to the Soviet Union next September-a trip 
of businesspeople going to meet our coun­
terparts in Russia's budding private sector­
but instead of poring over tour guides and 

maps, I find myself diving into Karl Marx. I've been 
curling up in bed these recent days reading Capital 
and The Communist Manifesto, trying to grasp 
something that I can't precisely name-something, 
perhaps, about the roots of the struggle between 
our two systems, something about how we might 
ease its ending. 

This trip-sponsored by Business Ethics and the 
Cen ter for U .S.-U .S.S.R. Initiatives-bears enormous 
significance for me, for it seems an historic oppor­
tunity to be among the emissaries of two feuding 
empires as they extend a hand in friendship. Indeed, 
I shall be extending a capitalist hand in friendship, 
as I venture into the land where capitalism was long 
decried as evil. 

As the cold war draws to a close, I am struck by 
the fact that it never did become a literal war of 
bullets and bombs, for the territory over which we 
fought was not really one of solid ground. It was a 
war of ideas. And it has ended, ironically, with both 
sides adopting in some form the ideas of the other. 
On both sides of the ideological divide between 
capitalist and socialist economies, a blend of free 
market and social welfare mechanisms is emerging. 

Though news of Soviet society today is mostly 
news of upheaval and disarray, there is an "unac­
knowledged ferment beneath the surface," says 
Sharon Tennison, president of the Center for U.S.­
U.S.S.R. Initiatives, which has sponsored nearly a 
hundred trips to the Soviet Union. Through her 
extensive network of Soviet con tacts, Tennison has 
encountered a new class ofentrepreneurs-pushing 
their way up through economic chaos like shoots 
of grass through concrete. In a September trip to 
Moscow and Leningrad, Tennison interviewed 
seventy of these aspiring entrepreneurs for place­
ments in the center's Enterprise Development 
program-which offers month-long management 
internships with American businesses. 

"I came away from the sessions realizing that 
something powerful is emerging from the ashes of 
the old regime," Tennison said. In her personal 

wriLLen reflections, which she generously shared 
with me, Tennison spoke of taking "her most skep­
tical Muscovite friend," Mikhail Malkov, to sit in on 
the interviews with her. After just four days, he was 
converted from cynicism to hope. ''These are the 
most encouraging days I can remember," Malkov 
told her. "I didn't know these kinds of people 
existed in this society." 

The eager would-be entrepreneurs had come 
from as far away as ten time zones for their one-hour 
appointments, to discuss the businesses they hoped 
to launch. There were people like Vladimir 
Halmandridrov, age thirty-five, who started his own 
cafe in Leningrad because, he said, "there are no 
decent places to eat in my region." He sought a 
U.S. placement with a sausage maker. And why 
would a cafe owner want to study sausage making? 
''The suppliers here are never consistent, shortages 
are constant," he told Tennison. "First I started 
growing my own mushrooms in the cellars of nearby 
apartment houses. Next I hired a fleet of small 
fishing vessels, to bring fish directly to my cafe. 
Next I must learn to make sausage and to grow 
gardens. There is no other way." When told that he 
must speak English to qualify for the internship, 
Halmandridrov replied matter-of-factly, "I will learn 
English." 

Dimitri Fainstein, a thirty-two-year-old teacher 
and musician, wished to create a recording studio 
and sell records at a profit. Whom would he record? 
"Children, my children from the school, the or­
phanage, and a school for delinquent boys," he 
replied excitedly. Would he train these children? "I 
already have ," he said. "I catch children from the 
streets, from anywhere they are wasting away. They 
begin practicing, it gives them a will to be good. 
And some of my children, they are now performers. 
But I need to make money. Now I do it all from my 
own money as a school vice principal." 

People like Halmandridrov and Fainstein are 
"the real change-makers" in the Soviet Union, 
Tennison said. And she was impressed not only by 
their perseverance, but by their instinctive concern 
for human welfare . "Scratch the surface of a young 
Soviet," Tennison wrote, "and a deeply ingrained 
social conscience is found-a sense that if no one 
else is providing for the helpless, the newly emerging 
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for-profit enterprises must take on the 
burden." Though Tennison never at­
tempted to raise social issues in her inter­
views, she found they emerged, quite 
spontaneously, in everyone. 

O
n yet another point, Ten­
nison was equally emphatic: 
"Never have Americans been so 
important to Soviet citizens." 
What they need from us is 

not dollars, she said, but equipment, 
knowledge, and training-and they seek 
it from America more than any other 
country. "They care not a whit about an­
swers from Germany, England, or France. 
They want to know how Americans do it." 

American businesses-particularly 
those who are socially responsible-are 
being invited by Tennison's organization 
to host a Soviet entrepreneur in a month­
long internship. The Enterprise Devel­
opment program is looking for small- to 
medium-sized firms in virtually every field, 
whether nonprofit or for-profit. 

Readers of Business Ethics are invited 
to join me on my trip to the Soviet Union, 
September 14-24, 1991. I want socially 
responsible businesspeople to meet with 
Soviet en trepreneurs-as visible evidence 
that there is a humane and economically 
viable way to do business, and it is prac­
ticed widely in America. Participants will 
also be offering the Soviets concrete busi­
ness assistance, and there might be op­
portunities to present workshops and 
lectures. (If you're interested in either 
the internships or the trip, please contact 
the Business Ethics office or the Center for U.S.­
U.S.S.R. Initiatives; see pages 4 and 9 for more 
information .) 

A
the smoke from the cold war clears, this 

networking among Soviet and Ameri­
can businesspeople seems to me a 
chance to get on with the real business 
of business in the world-which is not, 

as Marx thought, the feeding of greed, but the 
meeting of needs. For where Marx and others like 
him err is in forgetting that business can wear a 
human face. And while it can be destructive, as it 
was at the dawn of big business in the late 1800s, 
when Capitalwas written, it can also be responsible, 
as it is becoming in the late 1900s. 

If businesspeople are often maligned in the 
United States, it is because we too often leave out 
the social and environmental side of the economic 
equation. The Soviet people have been maligned 
for the obverse reason. In a recent New Y01h Times 
Magazine cover story on 'The Russian Character," 
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for instance, Hedrick Smith took the Soviets to task 
for their "escapism, their impracticality, their lacka­
daisical attitude toward work, and their vicious 
envy of people who try to get ahead." But these 
seem to me not so much flaws in the national 
character as logical outgrowths of the ideological 
system in which Soviets live. For in a system that 
terms commerce a necessary evil, anyone who takes 
it too seriously is by definition suspect. 

Creating businesses on such a base is no easy 
task, and I want to support Soviet entrepreneurs in 
their effort to bring respectability to commerce­
just as I support American businesspeople in their 
effort to bring respectability to social concerns. I 
am encouraged that, in their nation as in ours, 
there is growing awareness that both economic 
self-interest and a passion for justice belong quite 
naturally in the same human breast-and both can 
be accommodated in one economic system. ~ 

Mmjorie KeUy is editor of Business Ethics and president of its 
parent company, Mavis Publications, Inc. 

On both sides 
of the divide 
between 
capitalism and 
socialism, 
a blend offree 
market and 
social welfare 
mechanisms is 
emerging. 
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