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I was born, Rebecca Schmidt and my first and most painful experiences of being ‘the other’ centre around growing up ‘half’ German in Britain. For much of my childhood I felt surrounded by stereotypes of Germans as ‘Nazis’, ‘bad people’, (at best) ‘selfish, arrogant, unkind people’, nothing like the people I loved and who I knew as ‘good’, ‘principled’, ‘funny’ and who loved me. 

I learned as a child to recognise that if a character in a film had a German accent they were almost certain to turn out to be ‘baddies’ and not to survive until the end of the film. In war films I saw German soldiers portrayed as characterless, inhumane clones, not quirky, loveable, flawed and human like their British or American adversaries. 

Often I felt that my only escape from people’s assumptions was to explain my grandparents involvement in the resistance, my grandmother’s imprisonment, my great-uncle’s incredible escape from a death row in a Nazi prison. It seemed equally important to avoid mentioning my dad’s compulsory membership of the Hitler youth and drafting into the German army at the age of 13.

But as I grew up I came to wonder, what if anything does this say about me and what difference would it make to ‘being me’ if my German relatives had in fact been members of the Nazi party? Would I love my dad less? Would I be less of a good person? Would our annihilation be justified?

Perhaps it is no coincident that I ended up studying another important historical ‘other’ – Russia and the USSR. 

Cold war politics on both sides of the ‘iron curtain’ depended on the ‘othering’ and ‘dehumanising’ of the countries, cultures and people on the other side. Even in a song protesting the stand-off of the cold war and drawing attention to the danger it presented to people on both sides, Sting sang ‘I hope the Russians love their children too’, as though this love for children was a natural given for ‘us’, but possibly not for ‘therm’. As a Russian friend of mine said a couple of years back, ‘the iron curtain wasn’t on the borders of countries it was inside us, it was in our minds and our hearts, because we were so frightened of you’. 

It is both frightening and horribly fascinating to me the way in which the current political shifts in the relationship between Russia and the US/EU are accompanied by a renewed process of othering. Representations of Russia as a ‘wild’, ‘frightening’ and ‘uncivilised’ place, where people are somehow ‘fundamentally different’ from us, unable to understand democracy and freedom, ‘naturally inclined’ to irresponsibility, cruelty and a disregard for human rights. 

And yet, after travelling to Russia very regularly for over 15 years now, living there and researching people’s experiences and lives, I find myself, again looking at a set of representations that have nothing in common with the people I care for very deeply, the resourcefulness and humanity of the many individuals and communities I have worked with and studied, their sense of humour, patience and determination to survive. These are some of the many things about the Russian people which I enjoy and value.

There is another place and people, whom we are encouraged to fear as ‘fanatics’, ‘barbarous’ and ‘inhumane’ and whom we are told hate us, but whom I have been privileged to know better and to live amongst. When I was a young child my family spent three years living in Iran. My memories of that time are hazy, but my parents talk continually about it as one of their happiest times and speak with great fondness and respect of my Dad’s Iranian colleagues, and of our Iranian neighbours in downtown Tehran. What I do remember is the teenage son of the family next door, who used to sneak chocolate coated ice-lollies to my brother and I across the balcony. The families who would dance around food laden blankets during impromtu picnics at the side of the road. The hospitality of a mechanics family, who took us in one night on the road back from Darband, when the exhaust pipe had fallen off our car. A group of young men who followed us down a snowy mountain path, me on my dad’s shoulders, throwing their snowballs back at them as they chanted my name. ‘Re-Be-Cca! Re-Be-Cca!’ This was not a people hell-bent on destroying us – they were friendly, curious, kind, proud and dignified.

‘Othering’ and how it works is an important theme in lots of my research and teaching, but for me, Faslane and the nuclear ‘deterrent’ is a horrendous culmination of this process, into an othering that makes the annihilation of the ‘other’ possible in its most literal sense. Mutually Assured Destruction which aims at the mass murder of millions of civilians, can only be contemplated if we ignore the common humanity and complexity, the hopes, dreams, fears and pain of those on the ‘other side’. During the 1980s my family and I took part every year in the big CND demonstrations at Easter. My friends and I at school talked a lot about the nuclear threat and disarmament. We were almost all agreed that multilateral disarmament was a good idea, but I was more isolated in my support for unilateralism. And yet, I was convinced, that even if it were true that without nukes we are vulnerable to being bombed, it would be better to die knowing that people elsewhere in the world were alive, than to die knowing that ‘our’ bombs were killing those people too. This still seems to me the only logical position to take, unless we accept the representation of those people as inhuman, expendable ‘others’, whose lives are less valuable, less precious, less meaningful than our own.

