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not like their exaltation of the arbi-
trary and the random, feeling that 
his own personal language of sym-
bols was meaningful and thor-
oughly sincere.” 

Following the Russian Revolu-
tion, the Bolsheviks sought to make 
use of Chagall’s growing inter-
national fame. He declined a posi-
tion as Soviet commissar of visual 
arts, but agreed to take a similar 
local position in his native Vitebsk, 
where he spoke out, somewhat 
naively, in support of personal 
expression. In 1922 Chagall 
decamped from Russia, eventually 

winding up in France, where he 
began “very assiduously to market 
himself,” Lewis says, publishing his 
autobiography at age 36. Chagall 
worked in a cocoon, protected and 
sometimes directed by his wife, 
Bella, and the women who suc-
ceeded her after her death in 1944. 
While commissions kept coming— 
“stained glass for the cathedrals of 
Rheims and Metz, a Dag Hammar-
skjöld memorial at the United 
Nations, the great ceiling mural in 
the Paris Opera”—Chagall’s painted 
work, Lewis contends, remained 
limited by the same characteristics 

that define all folk art, “the filling-in 
of blank spaces with auxiliary 
figures, the strange shifts in scale 
that show hierarchical importance 
rather than recession in depth.” 

But if Chagall’s “gifts were lim-
ited, he exploited them intensely 
and with unusual urgency of feel-
ing.” Lewis believes that the early 
works mark Chagall as “a minor 
master on the order of a William 
Blake or an El Greco,” and that he 
“has earned a permanent place in 
the pantheon of artists who have 
spoken deeply about the secrets 
of the human heart.” 

O T H E R  N AT I O N S  

A Sickening State


The cause of much of Russia’s 
problem is demographics. Births 
fell by 50 percent between 1987 
and 1999, and Feshbach predicts 
that this decline will produce an 
“echo” in a depressed birthrate 
starting in 2012 and continuing 
for decades to come. The most 
optimistic national estimates 
show Russia’s population falling 
to 136 million in 2020, down 
from 141 million today. Life 
expectancy in Russia is among the 
lowest in the developed world: for 

T H E  S  O U R C E :  “The Health Crisis in 
Russia’s Ranks” by Murray Feshbach, in 
Current History, Oct. 2008. 

Russia’s army and navy, 

bristling with nuclear weapons, 
rocketry, and 1.2 million conscripts 
and volunteers, is a ripe-looking 
fruit with a diseased core. Its 
military capabilities are under-
mined by the nation’s low birthrate 
and poor health. 

Murray Feshbach, a senior 
scholar at the Woodrow Wilson 
Center, writes that Russia’s armed 
forces lack the skilled and healthy 
workers to back up its saber rattling 
and international ambitions. As the 
military deploys ever more techno-
logically sophisticated weaponry, it 
relies on ever less educated troops to 
operate it. Military records show 

that only 43 percent of new naval 
conscripts in 2004 had finished 
high school. Some had less than 
four years of schooling, and the per-
centage of draftees who had 
completed higher education fell 
from 17 to 13 percent in a six-month 
period. 

Russian honor guard soldiers stand at attention in front of posters touting some of the threatened 
elements of post-Soviet life: (clockwise from top left) life, health, happiness, family, and comfort. 
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men, officially 61 years; for wom-
en, between 72 and 73 years. In 
the Netherlands, by contrast, men 
and women typically live to be 77 
and 82, respectively. 

“Drugs and alcohol use, crime, 
illiteracy, and health problems—in-
cluding HIV, tuberculosis, hepatitis 
B and C, psychological disturbances, 
and ailments related to muscular-
skeletal structures and central nerv-
ous systems—are increasing marked-
ly,” Feshbach reports. 

An unusual child health census 
in 2002 showed that prenatal prob-
lems were rampant within the gen-
eration now approaching the prime 
conscript ages of 18 to 27. Only 30 
percent of children are born 
healthy, Russian statistics show, 
with half lacking sufficient iodine 
or calcium during gestation—defi-
ciencies that can lead to mental 
retardation and weak bones. Tuber-
culosis nearly quadrupled in the 15-
to-17-year-old age group between 
1989 and 2002. Mental disorders 
almost doubled in the decade be-
fore 2002 among the same cohort, 
and alcoholism went up by nearly a 
third in two years. Even cases of 
cancer and cerebral palsy increased 
dramatically. 

Life expectancy, birth and 
death rates, labor productivity, and 
reproductive and child health re-
flect the health status of the popu-
lation, and that status is not good. 
For some groups within Russia, it 
is distinctly worsening, a situation 
the government was late to recog-
nize. Russia, Feshbach concludes, 
has “a huge military arsenal and 
major ambitions—but very low 
human potential to realize these 
ambitions.” 
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Illusory Reform
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No bigger question occu-

pies development economists than 
the lagging performance of Latin 
America, which has embraced 
economic and democratic reforms 
only to watch defiantly antireformist 
nations in other parts of the world 
race past. Chile alone stands in the 
regional economic winner’s circle. 
Not only has its economy been grow-
ing robustly, it has also achieved sub-
stantial reductions in poverty, writes 
Francis Fukuyama, the noted political 
economist and a professor at the 
Johns Hopkins School of Advanced 
International Studies. 

But what one economist has 
called the “birth defect” of inequality 
stubbornly characterizes most 
neighboring countries. These states 
generally started as colonies with 
economies built on the exploitation 
of natural resources that excluded 
large parts of their populations from 
economic gains and political power. 
This inequality was reproduced over 
hundreds of years as if it were 
imprinted on the regional DNA. 
Inequality delegitimizes the political 
system and triggers crises as groups 
fight for power and wealth, Fuku-
yama says. And when the poor begin 
to assume greater roles in politics, 
weak public institutions—courts, 
police, schools, hospitals—prove 

inadequate, fueling cynicism. 
Policies to level the playing field such 
as investments in universal 
education and health care have 
barely mitigated economic dispari-
ties in many parts of Latin America. 

The difficulties in improving edu-
cation illuminate the challenges fac-
ing the region, according to Fuku-
yama. Increasingly unable to compete 
against Asia in low-skilled manufac-
turing, the Latin American nations 
need to produce highly educated 
workers who can succeed in the glob-
alized economy. Many governments 
in the region have poured money into 
education, but without achieving the 
commensurate societal gains that 
have occurred in places such as South 
Korea and Taiwan. 

Even small pockets of 
success in Latin Amer-
ica can turn out to be 
illusions. 

Even what seem to be small pock-
ets of success in Latin America can 
turn out to be illusions. Venezuela 
recently won international acclaim 
for a massive effort to teach hundreds 
of thousands of illiterate adults to 
read and write. In 2005, Venezuela 
announced it had become an “illiter-
acy-free territory,” write economists 
Daniel Ortega (no relation to the 
Nicaraguan politician of the same 
name), of the Instituto de Estudios 
Superiores de Administración in 
Caracas, and Francisco Rodríguez, of 
Wesleyan University. Such an 
achievement would be revolutionary 
because big adult literacy programs 
rarely work. 

But Ortega and Rodríguez 
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