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This deeply personal book tells the untold story of the significant

contributions of technical professionals from the former Soviet Union to

the US innovation economy, particularly in the sectors of software, social

media, biotechnology, and medicine. Drawing upon in-depth interviews, it

channels the voices and stories of more than 150 professionals who

emigrated from 11 of the 15 former Soviet republics between the 1970s

and 2015, and who currently work in the innovation hubs of Silicon Valley

and Boston-Cambridge. Using the social science theories of institutions,

imprinting, and identity, the authors analyze the political, social,

economic, and educational forces that have characterized Soviet

immigration over the past 40 years, showing how the particularities of

the Soviet context may have benefited or challenged interviewees’ work

and social lives. The resulting mosaic of perspectives provides valuable

insight into the impact of immigration on US economic development,

specifically in high technology and innovation.
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Foreword

Hammer & Silicon is a model of social science research, but its subject

matter would also make for a great novel. The book juxtaposes two

places that are literally “worlds apart:” the Soviet communist regime

during its decline, collapse, and subsequent disintegration (the

Hammer) and the dynamic regions of entrepreneurship and

innovation that emerged at roughly the same time in the US (the

Silicon). The protagonists of this unlikely collision – and the focus of

this fascinating book – are the highly educated scientists and engineers

who left the Soviet Union and settled in Silicon Valley and the Boston-

Cambridge areas in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries.

The book’s authors, all established scholars of Russian studies,

interviewed 157 members of the Soviet diaspora. The interview

results provide a rich tapestry of individual trajectories that differ due

to ethnic, cultural, and family circumstances, but nevertheless

accumulate to illuminate strong cross-cutting themes at the core of

the book. We learn that the earliest Soviet immigrants to the US

beginning in the 1970s were refugees escaping virulent anti-Semitism,

or, in later years, the economic dislocations following the collapse of

the Soviet Union. Only more recently have Russian-speaking

immigrants come to the US seeking additional education and/or

economic opportunity. This latter wave has more in common with

the Asian immigrants who typically come to the US for higher

education, and then stay on to work in fast-growing technology

regions.

Some of the most engaging parts of the book are the first-hand

accounts, mostly in the words of immigrants themselves, of the

experience of being raised in the former Soviet Union (with its

authoritarian and bureaucratic institutions, pervasive dissembling

and cynicism, distrust of business, and highly personalized trust) and

adapting to the US and to technology centers (where entrepreneurship

is a social good and work is organized around teams, collaboration,

ix
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open exchange, customer service, and generalized trust). Hammer &

Silicon details the challenges these immigrants face adapting to a new

language and unfamiliar institutions while also redefining their own

identities. The book’s theoretical contributions lie in a systematic

analysis of the role of institutions, imprinting, and identity formation

in the immigration process. This is the most sophisticated work I’ve

seen on the experience of highly educated immigrants making the

transition between such different worlds.

The authors argue convincingly that while the Russian-speaking

community in the US is smaller than the more visible Chinese and

Indian diasporas, their impact has been disproportionate because

they represent the “best and brightest” mathematicians, physicists,

chemists, biologists, and engineers from the former Soviet Union.

Their evidence makes it clear that Russian-speaking immigrants, like

their Asian counterparts, have been a source of considerable talent,

creativity, and entrepreneurial capability for the US economy. They

have started profitable businesses and they work in leading American

universities, medical centers, and multinational companies.

In my work I refer to the highly educated immigrants to Silicon

Valley as the “New Argonauts”–an allusion to the ancient Greek

myth of Jason and the Argonauts, who sailed in search of the Golden

Fleece, testing their mythic heroism while seeking earthly riches and

glory. These journeys, like those of their Russian-speaking

counterparts, were only possible because of the opening of national

borders to increased global migration in the postWorldWar II era. The

strong lesson of this book is that closing US borders to highly educated

immigrants is short-sighted and likely self-defeating. Highly skilled

immigrants are essential contributors to the entrepreneurial and

technological dynamism that distinguish the US economy today.

Another important policy lesson from this book is for places aspiring

to participate in global technology networks. The new Argonauts–

whether from Russia, China, India, Israel, or Taiwan– succeed in

large part because of investments by their home countries in world-

class science and engineering institutions. Elite higher education may

be available only to a small segment of the youth in these countries, but

those who have access to it, and are willing to take the risks of

migration, can ultimately benefit not only themselves and the US, but

also their home countries. Building a high-quality educational

x Foreword
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infrastructure takes decades, but the alternative for any country is to

fall further behind in the global economy.

Hammer & Silicon doesn’t dwell on this, but the book provides

ample evidence that the Russian-speaking Argonauts have become

part of an international technical community that circulates among

dynamic regions in the US, Asia, and Europe. Soviet diaspora members

have seeded technology activity in Ukraine, Russia, Lithuania,

Romania, Armenia, Estonia, and others, providing employment,

technical know-how, advice, funding, and other opportunities for

their home-country counterparts. In short, the mobility of highly

educated workers–which depends on keeping national borders open–

provides benefits to regions around the world. Even places that seem as

unlikely as the former Soviet Union.

AnnaLee Saxenian

Dean and Professor, School of Information

Professor, Department of City and Regional Planning

University of California, Berkeley
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Map 1 Birthplaces of Interviewees in the Former USSR

Map developed by Carol Fraser and Dorian Scheidt using Tableau Maps,

© 2018. www.tableau.com. Used with permission. Birthplaces added by the

authors.
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Map 2 Birthplaces of Interviewees: Detail of the Western Region of the Former

USSR

Map developed byCarol Fraser andDorian Scheidt using TableauMaps, © 2018.

www.tableau.com. Used with permission. Birthplaces added by the authors.
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