Chapter 5
Emancipation and Equality

Women’s emancipation and sexual equality were concepts central, in theory at least, to the
Bolshevik revolutionary project. A number of radical policy initiatives were introduced after
October 1917 that presented a direct challenge to tsarist patriarchal practices, some of which
were deeply embedded in Russian culture, reflecting in part the teachings of the Russian
Orthodox Church as well as those of other religious authorities. These early postrevolutionary changes included the introduction of civil procedures for the registration of
marriage, an extensive liberalisation of the terms under which couples could be granted a
divorce and, in 1920, Soviet Russia became the first country in the world to legalise abortion,
albeit on health grounds rather than as a ‘woman’s right to choose’. Women in the Russian
empire had already been granted the right to vote by the Provisional Government during the
summer of 1917, before the Bolsheviks came to power, and the new Soviet government made
great efforts after October to encourage women to take an active part in public life and to
hold public office. As a consequence, the early Soviet period often evoked a romantic spirit
in young revolutionary women who firmly believed they were contributing to building a
future society based on equality. 1

Women’s equality with men soon came to be enshrined in different areas of the law and in
the Soviet family and labour codes. The civil registration of marriage did away with the
notion of a wife agreeing to ‘love, honour and obey’ her husband. The 1926 Family Law
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presumed equality between the sexes. Women could no longer be forced to marry or to
remain married against their will. The practices of abducting women for the purposes of
marriage and of the payment of bride price – evident particularly in the Central Asian
republics and the Caucasus – were outlawed, though they continued in evidence. The 1926
law gave married couples equal rights and responsibilities in relation to children and to any
property acquired after marriage, which offered some protection to non-working women if
the couple decided to divorce. 2 A husband could no longer determine where his wife should
live, thus doing away with centuries long cohabitation requirements. The 1926 law also,
significantly, offered the same protection to couples living together in de facto marital
relationships (in joint cohabitation) as it did to couples who officially registered their
marriage.

The equality between women and men was also embedded in article 122 of the 1936 (Stalin)
Soviet Constitution:
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Women in the USSR are accorded equal rights with men in all spheres of economic,
government, cultural, political and other public activity.
The possibility of exercising these rights is ensured by women being accorded an equal
right with men to work, payment for work, rest and leisure, social insurance and
education, and by state protection of the interests of mother and child, state aid to mothers
of large families and unmarried mothers, maternity leave with full pay, and the provision
of a wide network of maternity homes, nurseries and kindergartens. 3

These provisions were reiterated, with some slight adjustments, in article 35 of the 1977
Soviet Constitution introduced under Brezhnev:

Women and men have equal rights in the USSR.
Exercise of these rights is ensured according women equal access with men to
education and vocational and professional training, equal opportunities in employment,
remuneration and promotion, and in social and political and cultural activity, and by
special labour and health protection measures for women; by providing conditions
enabling mothers to work; by legal protection, and material and moral support for mothers
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and children, including paid leaves and other benefits for expectant mothers and gradual
reduction of working time for mothers with small children. 4

Such legal initiatives and constitutional guarantees, however, were not sufficient on their own
to overturn long-held ideas about women’s position in society, their role within the family,
their standing in the workplace or their ability to hold public office. During its existence, a
number of specialist organisations were established in the Soviet Union with the explicit
remit to promote women’s emancipation and sexual equality and to encourage women’s
active participation in the public sphere. The first and most prestigious of these, the Zhenotdel
(zhenskii otdel; women’s department), was established soon after the Bolsheviks came to
power in 1917. It organised campaigns throughout Soviet territories in the 1920s, tackling
illiteracy amongst women, engaging them in electoral campaigns, and taking part in an illthought-out unveiling campaign in the Central Asian republics from the late 1920s. By the
end of the decade, however, the work of the Zhenotdel was deemed to have been completed
and the organisation was closed down in 1930. A superficial veneer of equality had been laid
in Soviet society by the end of the 1920s, sufficient for one contemporary British observer to
note that ‘here women are accepted as the equals of men in every respect’, especially
considering the advances in women’s higher education since 1917. 5
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An active campaign to engage women in the public sphere was revived under Khrushchev as
part of his promotion of participatory politics in the late 1950s. This included the
establishment of grassroots women’s councils, zhensovety, throughout the country. The
zhensovety continued in existence, with varying degrees of success, right through to the
collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991. 6 In addition, articles about women’s emancipation and
sexual equality appeared regularly in women’s magazines, in the broader Soviet press and in
specialist academic journals. An international seminar, under the auspices of the United
Nations Economic and Social Council Commission on the Status of Women was convened in
Moscow in 1956 to debate the issue. 7 Emerging out of the Soviet Women’s Anti-Fascist
Committee that had been formed at the outbreak of the Second World War in 1941, the
Soviet Union also established its own Committee of Soviet Women in 1956.

Contemporary Reflections on Equality:
The extent and limits to which the Soviet mantra of sexual equality was internalised and
accepted without question by women themselves is reflected in some of the statements
included in the narratives used for this study. Geneticist Raissa Berg’s commentary suggests
that, at least during the early years of the Soviet regime, issues of social class came to trump
those of gender: at university in Leningrad in the early 1930s, ‘neither the administration, nor
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the students themselves strove for equality’. 8 Whilst many of her male contemporaries were
seemingly drawn from the peasantry or the working class, her female classmates were largely
from the intelligentsia, leading Berg to question if this was pure coincidence or the outcome
of women’s lesser mobility. 9 Similarly, Raisa Orlova’s youthful concerns about equality
appear to have been much more to do with social class than gender. She did not want to be
considered rich, or even seemingly well-to-do in her own life, carrying an on-going feeling of
shame at her relative prosperity. She was very critical of the ‘monstrous inequality’ that
pervaded post-war Soviet society’s ‘new class’, and she also came to recognise the
positioning of Russians as ‘first amongst equals’ in Soviet society. 10 Nadezhda Mandelstam
similarly preferred to be a ‘beggar’, because being rich ‘always smacked of blood and
treachery’. 11

Not all were blind to the contemporary gender inequalities. Suzanne Rosenberg noted that
‘women’s emancipation was an empty phrase’ for the woman with whom she was living in
the early 1930s; this mother spent her days queuing for food, finding ingenious ways of
cooking it, washing and cleaning, whilst the men around her ‘indulged themselves as they
pleased’. 12 It is also important to note that legislative enactments did little to change men’s
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long-standing attitudes towards women. Mary Leder implies a level of general disrespect for
women evident in Russian men’s ‘brand of prudishness combined with lewdness’. 13

In her teens in the early 1930s, cynical diarist Nina Lugovskaya (born in 1918) did not really
understand what it meant to be a Soviet woman, and she astutely observed that the aim of the
Bolshevik emancipation campaign was essentially centred on the intention to make women
more like men, but also that this was unlikely to succeed:

And what is a woman? A woman is a dog who tries to rise to the level of her master, to
occupy the same position as him, but can’t get there. What is the liberation of women?
It’s a mirage, nothing more than a hallucination. 14

In fact, the youthful Lugovskaya proved to be an unwitting and interesting critic of the
implementation of the Soviet emancipation agenda whilst still in her teens in the 1930s. She
questioned how women were supposed to get to know themselves when they had no suitable
role models presented to them in the literature they read in school, with male writers
examining women almost exclusively from their own perspective: ‘they don’t know what
we’re like’. 15 She also sensed rather keenly that the boys and men around her, including
particularly her own father, viewed women disparagingly and she clearly resented being
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expected to attend to their needs above her own. 16 Yet she was no less critical of the ‘brazen
and never embarrassed’ examples of the new Soviet woman, ‘very inelegant and in vulgar
taste’, that she saw around herself on the streets of Moscow. 17 Likewise, the girls she knew at
school idled away their time, talking nonsense and gossiping about boys, whilst she herself
wanted to avoid being seen as empty headed. 18 In her final analysis, Lugovskaya astutely
questioned whether equality was something to be granted to women by men, or something
that women themselves should strive to achieve. 19

As was regularly observed and sometimes noted, despite the work of centrally-endorsed
organisations for the promotion of women’s emancipation and what was written in the statute
books, Soviet proclamations on sexual equality were not always reflected in daily practice.
As one interviewee noted, ‘Equality is written into the law, although the law is seldom
invoked’. 20 Moreover, as Tamara Adamova Kolb-Chernashova (future wife of American
journalist Eddy Gilmore) pointed out, ‘Russia is, I think, a patriarchy. By law woman is
man’s equal, but in fact I am not quite so sure’. 21 She points out that by the 1960s Soviet
newspapers were debating the coarsening of Soviet women and the physical harm done to
them by their extensive employment in heavy physical labour; that it was still the father’s
16

Various comments made in Lugovskaya, I Want to Live, pp. 73-75.

17

Lugovskaya, I Want to Live, p. 194.

18

Lugovskaya, I Want to Live, p. 208.

19

Lugovskaya, I Want to Live, p. 236.

20

Lyuba, in Carola Hansson and Karin Liden (eds), Moscow Women: Thirteen Interviews,

London: Allison and Busby, 1980, p. 152.
21

Tamara Gilmore, Me and My American Husband, New York: Doubleday and Co., Inc.,

1968, p. 20.

position that was most honoured in the Soviet family, with sons being more cherished than
daughters; and that the upper echelons of Soviet office-holding remained dominated by men.
She was far from alone in her observations. 22

For Bolshevik policy-makers, women’s emancipation was thought principally to lie in their
economic independence through their individual wage-earning capacity, so that women
would no longer have to be reliant on men for their day-to-day subsistence. Soviet women
were to be drawn into the paid labour force, and revolutionary ideals envisaged the
communal provision of a whole range of household and family management tasks that were
usually the sole responsibility of women to perform in their own homes, including childcare,
food preparation and the laundry. The realities of post-revolutionary economic and material
shortages, coupled to some extent also with a lack of political will on the part of the
government to implement such radical proposals, however, meant that everyday
circumstances often fell considerably short of the ideal, leaving women with a hefty ‘double
burden’ of paid labour outside the home and unpaid labour within it; this became a ‘triple
burden’ once children appeared on the scene.

The Domestic Division of Labour:
As has also been regularly observed, the attempts by the Soviet government to draw women
into paid employment and public life were not counterbalanced by strategies to encourage
men to take a greater role in household management and childcare in the domestic sphere. In
the still revolutionary 1920s, even women were encouraged to turn their backs on household
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‘slavery’, and many would not waste their time on housework. 23 Nevertheless, someone had
to take responsibility for running a household, and this was usually the woman. As a number
of women soon discovered, the Soviet rhetoric of equality did not extend to their private life
in the home: ‘there’s equality on the social level. Women have the same basic rights and
freedoms as men do … but no laws are strong enough to penetrate the family’. 24 This late
Soviet interviewee believed that the psychological differences between women and men are
too great to allow for complete equality and, as she pointed out, family life cannot be changed
by decrees. 25

Nina Markovna’s observation of couples walking on the streets of Moscow perhaps provides
a broader visual indicator of the everyday inequalities that shaped women’s everyday lives:
whilst men’s arms were hanging freely, women’s hands were used for carrying shopping bags
and holding on to children. 26 This observation can be further extended in the example of how
women tended to spend their breaks at work, as one interviewee pointed out: ‘We only had
one break of 45 minutes during the day. The men would go to lunch, but I usually went
shopping to buy food during that time’. 27 On the use of time in the workplace and the
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occasional availability of scarce products in the workplace canteen, another commentator
notes wryly that ‘It’s no wonder that we calculate the effectiveness of the workday by the
amount of products we buy. And here we have true equality. Professor and cleaning woman
are equally happy to buy a stick of sausage’. 28 Mary Leder noted that, at the Moscow factory
where she was placed in the early 1930s and from her observations later in the decade,
married women rushed out of work at the end of the day to queue for food, collect their
children from day care, return home to cook, clean and do housework chores late into the
evening, before repeating the whole routine the next day. 29

Soviet time-budget surveys, conducted in the 1920s and 1950s, provided clear indicators of
how women and men spent their days differently. In general, whilst men tended to spend
marginally more time a day on paid labour during the working week, women did significantly
more unpaid work around the house, had less leisure time and fewer hours of sleep. The
unequal distribution of labour in the domestic sphere was an aspect of their everyday
experience that some women came to recognise as a significant source of inequality in their
private lives. 30

This was something recognised also as a feature of even the most loyal male Communist
Party members, as one daughter noted: ‘Like many Communists, my father’s belief in
equality for women was not carried into the life of his own home’, and whilst he regularly
28
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went out to meetings, his wife stayed at home to look after the children. 31 In one example of a
man carrying out domestic tasks beyond what would normally be expected of him (‘Men
fixed things. Men did “heavy” work’), he took care that this ‘woman’s work’ should not be
witnessed by others in the shared spaces of the communal apartment. Furthermore, although
this husband had no problems in providing material support for his wife when she was unable
to work, he did not like to receive material support from her when he was later unable to find
paid employment. 32

Housework itself was something identified as a long-term impediment to women’s progress.
It was, in fact, so routine and expected that Nadezhda Mandelstam observed that ‘our women
never count the cost of their own work’. 33 Despite the often inadequate level of public
services provided by the state, one interviewee suggested that Soviet women had become so
accustomed not to think for themselves that they tended to delegate responsibility to the
government to take care of them. 34 In Soviet fiction, the work-life balance burdens of Soviet
women’s everyday lives and the limited role of state assistance are graphically portrayed in
Natal’ya Baranskaya’s novella Nedelya kak nedelya (A Week Like Any Other), published in
1968.
31
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In contrast, another interviewee considered complaints about the unequal division of labour
in the home to be largely a problem of ‘big cities’. In rural households, there was more than
enough work to be done which meant that everybody had to take part, and this included
women in tasks requiring heavy labour. Housework was viewed in this case as something that
should be negotiated between husband and wife and that one task could easily be reciprocated
with another. Nevertheless, she claimed that emancipation was ‘part of our style of life’, and
that ‘women have finally gotten the emancipation they’re entitled to. … It’s had an enormous
psychological significance!’ 35

The Bolshevik’s legal framework and the progressive initiatives adopted after the October
revolution were, indeed, lofty proclamations, and in many respects the ideological
underpinnings of the emancipation project and the policies introduced by the Soviet regime
after 1917 brought about some very real changes and improvements to women’s everyday
lives. Many women willingly and eagerly grasped the opportunities opened up for them by
the Soviet regime, and the Soviet Union was, for much of its early existence at least, looked
upon as the model for women’s emancipation by many other countries around the world. Yet
how did Soviet women themselves come to understand the concepts of emancipation and
equality as they played out in their everyday lives?

Benefits of the Soviet System:
The Soviet system offers many examples of progressive employment and welfare policies
targeted specifically towards women, especially in terms of their attempts to combine
35
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motherhood with paid employment. Providing the officially-endorsed line of thinking, Raisa
Gorbacheva claimed in the late 1980s that ‘the right to equal pay for equal work, to material
and social independence and to fulfil oneself as an individual – all this represents a
tremendous achievement by the women of our day’, and she pointed to the opinion polls
conducted in the late Soviet period which indicated that most Soviet women would not want
to give up work completely even if their household income would allow them to do so. 36 Paid
work, then, was a central aspect of the vast majority of Soviet women’s everyday life, and
most Soviet women attempted to combine their obligations to work with caring for children
and the wider family on limited budgets and with inadequate support provided by the state.

At the same time, in acknowledging the shortfalls of the Soviet system, Raisa Gorbacheva
framed these in a global context: ‘The conditions affecting women’s work and its payment,
and the state’s support for the family, in the Soviet Union, to put it mildly, leave much to be
desired’. 37 Even towards the end of the Soviet period, she noted that ‘the country was still not
able to create the necessary conditions for realizing Soviet women’s equality in practice and
for the assertion of her human dignity with full rights’. 38 Part of this failure she attributed to
the need to raise social awareness and to change public opinion on the status of the family in
order to challenge the devaluation of women’s roles as wife and mother.
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The Soviet Union provided a range of benefits and protective measures to working women,
theoretically at least, to shield them from the most physically harmful aspects of the
workplace and to enable them to fulfil their roles as mothers. One of the on-going problems
for Soviet policy-makers can be linked to the Western feminist debate over whether women
should be treated the same as or differently from men. Equality clearly meant different things
to different Soviet women. One interviewee explained her understanding of equality: ‘Men
and women are different. To me equality means equal rights for the sexes. Same salaries, and
sharing the household chores within the family. That’s also equality’. 39

After the revolution, it was quickly made illegal to dismiss a pregnant woman from her job
and new mothers were granted relatively generous allowances for paid and unpaid maternity
leave. These types of welfare benefits were widely appreciated. 40 They were also criticised
for not going far enough. In the absence of any realistic redistribution of housework, indeed,
one interviewee complained that ‘it seems to me that our women suffer from equality’,
blaming the difficulties encountered in women’s everyday lives on low salaries and men’s
consumption of alcohol. She continued ‘Here equality consists of women carrying the
heaviest burden’. 41 The real price of women’s emancipation, according to one critic, had
ultimately been paid in the loss of happiness, and that everyone would be happier ‘if wives
were calmer, more peaceful and relaxed’. 42
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A raft of official guidelines was seemingly in place to protect women in employment. In elite
ambassadorial circles, for example, where couples and young families often travelled
overseas together, Alexandra Costa points out ‘that it was against the rules for a husband and
wife to work together if one was subordinate to the other’. 43 It is not made clear in her
account if this rule applied also to other areas of Soviet employment. Yet this seemingly
protective guideline also worked against her because ‘a certain seniority is observed for
embassy wives’ employment’. 44 Embassy wives, who were mostly very highly educated and
did not want to sit at home for most of the day doing nothing, were not supposed to engage in
full-time employment because this level of work was assigned directly by Moscow officials.

Workplace Friction:
The Soviet Union offered many opportunities for women to break into areas of activity and
fields of employment traditionally dominated by men much earlier than was encountered in
many Western countries, but, as came to be evidenced elsewhere, women did not always find
themselves welcome in the male-dominated workplace. Barbara Moore-Pataleewa, writing at
the beginning of the 1940s, noted the response she received to her incursions into the world
of motorcycling in the early Soviet period: ‘…because I was the first woman to do it – I
inevitably had to suffer the results of this interference into “man’s sphere”. It is different
43
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now’. 45 She continued, ‘The emancipation of ideas has progressed at such a pace since then,
that it would be ridiculous even to mention the differentiation between the sexes in Soviet
Russia’, but she may have overestimated the rate of change. 46

Even in the 1960s, renowned film-maker Marina Goldovskaya observed the gap between
rhetoric and reality in her choice of profession: ‘The equality of men and women, which had
been proclaimed as a great achievement of socialism, never was accepted in everyday life’. 47
She encountered a great deal of prejudice in her chosen career as a camera operator, and she
and the small number of her female co-workers were treated by many of their male
colleagues with ‘mistrust at best’. 48 Though her male co-workers were not overtly hostile
towards her, neither were they supportive and they treated her with scepticism. 49

Domestic Workers:
There was one particular area of regular pre-revolutionary employment that survived in the
Soviet Union that is often regarded as an indicator of social, if not gender, inequality in the
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West. Whilst domestic service is generally considered to have been on the wane in many
Western countries after the end of the First World War, it may come as a surprise to many to
learn that in the Soviet Union there was a continued employment of domestic workers well
after 1917, and this practice was by no means reserved for better-off and elite families. 50 In
the early Soviet period, in particular, ‘maids’, daily help and nannies were to be found even
in the most modest of households and sometimes in the very crowded conditions of the rooms
and half rooms of Soviet communal apartments and student dormitories. 51 In shared student
housing, one American-born woman complained that their live-in domestic help was more
willing to assist the male students, believing that the women should clear up after
themselves. 52 Another American-born observer, Margaret Wettlin, argues that she would
have come to resent her husband if she had to perform the sorts of small household tasks for
him that he should have been able to do himself, and she preferred instead to employ a
maid. 53 In lamenting its passing, Marina Berkovich argued that hiring domestic help was ‘a
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custom from before the advent of post-revolutionary women’s emancipation turned women
into do-it-all alone creatures of Soviet stealth’. 54

One explanation for the continued use of hired domestic help after 1917 is provided by
Yelena Khanga. She notes that household workers in the Soviet Union (the number of which
declined considerably after the Second World War once the granting of residents permits to
live-in domestic workers was revoked) were often regarded as members of the family, rather
than as part of the service sector as they were in the West where the private hiring of
domestic help continued to be viewed by some in the context of the legacy of slavery. 55 One
Lithuanian interview noted that the unmarried and bored cleaning lady came to her house ‘not
as a servant, but almost like a family member’. 56

In some cases, live-in domestic workers were actual family members, attracted to the
household in areas of the country where easy access to accommodation was in short supply,
with the prospect of having a place to live in return for earning their keep through the
provision of domestic chores and childcare. 57 Some Soviet domestic workers lived with the
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same household for decades and extended their care across generations of the same family,
sometimes at the expense of creating their own. 58 Some nannies even took over the long-term
and full-time care of children if the parents were no longer able to for whatever reason.

Paid domestic labour in the Soviet Union, as in other countries, was dominated by women,
was poorly regulated and was not often well remunerated. Many live-in workers received
little more than board and lodging in return for their daily long hours of service. In the years
following the October revolution, domestic workers, often girls and young women from the
countryside who were attempting to escape the confines of rural life and the fraught policies
of collectivisation, sometimes lived in their new homes in uncomfortable circumstances,
occasionally even without a bed , not to mention a room, to call their own. There are reports
of live-in domestic workers sleeping in pull-down beds in the kitchen, in the corridor, in
makeshift closet rooms and cubbyholes, on a trunk and behind a screen in an alreadyovercrowded single-room communal apartment and even in the bathtub. 59
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As well as employing domestic workers to assist with household management tasks, such as
the laundry and cooking, women were also employed to help with childcare in circumstances
where both parents were working, often long hours, and there were no other family members
living nearby to offer assistance. Angelina Kaz’mina-B’yerkbakka appears to have spent
much more time with her nanny when she was growing up in the 1930s, even once she started
to attend school, than she did with her parents, who were working during the day and
studying late into the evening. 60 A different nanny was hired when Angelina’s brother was
born twelve years later. 61

Svetlana Gouzenko points to an exception in the trend for domestic work to be undertaken by
women by noting that in Uzbekistan ‘female domestics don’t exist’. 62 The malayka employed
in her childhood household was ‘a male servant whom nobody considers a man’. 63 In a
reversal of traditional gender roles, Gouzenko notes that these male workers were treated
with such contempt that women did not even bother to cover their faces in front of him, and
that their male servant had little chance of ever being able to afford a wife.
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As the Soviet economy expanded and household disposable income for some social strata
increased in the later decades, there appears to have been a resurgence of the trend for betteroff families to employ domestic workers and paid housekeepers. This was particularly
evident, it was claimed, amongst ‘high-ranking Soviet intelligentsia’, and, in some instances,
this was again justified by the suggestion that such workers were considered to be members
of the family. 64

Evident Inequalities:
There were many areas of Soviet everyday life in which women were easily able to discern
the gender gap between rhetoric and reality, not least in the shortfalls and inadequate
provision of public services to ease the burden of their daily routines and in the levels of
financial remuneration they received for their efforts. Despite their growing success and
progress at virtually all levels of education and training, Soviet women were not always able
to turn their educational and professional qualifications into workplace and financial
advantage. As is the case in many countries even today, a glass ceiling existed in Soviet
women’s achievements, through which it proved almost impossible for them to pass. This
was acknowledged at even the highest levels as a fault in the Soviet system. Raisa
Gorbacheva noted that ‘it is in no way the laws of nature that are to blame for this but the
same imperfections in our society’. 65

Women in paid employment, on the whole, continued to earn less than men. In the
workplace, despite the growing and eventually widespread use of female labour in jobs in
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which men had traditionally been employed, it was readily observed that ‘there is still a
substantial disparity in earnings – most women are confined to lower-paying jobs, their
earning power far below that of men’. 66 A workforce stratified by gender was also identified
as the source of women’s lower earning capacity. It was readily acknowledged that the jobs
that were mostly performed by women – in state childcare and as saleswomen, in this
example – were generally remunerated with lower wages. 67

A number of Soviet women perceived their failure to advance in the workplace or to be paid
at the same level as men not to be the result of the fact that they were women per se, but
because of the demands placed on them once they became mothers. Motherhood, however,
was also widely regarded as something difficult for women to avoid in Soviet culture. One
interviewee outlined the fact that her younger self had wanted to be free from the obligations
of marriage and a family; she wanted to be able to live alone and enjoy her independence, but
then ‘my life changed’. 68 Another woman complained that ‘the only true concept of equality
is the ability to choose’, and she was extremely critical that ‘our patriarchal order is forcing
us into marriage’. 69 On the whole, most Soviet women married and had their first child whilst
still relatively young compared to women in the West, and this undoubtedly had an impact on
their working lives and future life choices. In pointing to the difficulties that the Soviet Union
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experienced in overcoming its patriarchal past, Nina Khrushcheva notes that ‘the social
pressures of marriage and raising a family often offset any notions of egalitarianism’. 70

One interviewee acknowledged that although she had not experienced direct discrimination
as a woman, ‘it’s the fact that I’m a mother that gets in the way. … employers prefer men’
because it was usually the mother who was expected to look after children if they fell sick. 71
It is no wonder, then, that one interviewee identified men’s careers as being more important
than women’s. 72 Likewise, in another interview, men were identified as being more likely
than women to prioritise their career over friends and family, whilst the priority running order
for women was seen as men, children and finally their job. 73

It should also be acknowledged that there were very evident inequalities between women.
These existed not only in terms of different social strata and types of employment, as well as
between urban and rural women, but also significantly between women of different
ethnicities. Attitudes to women’s emancipation, both on the part of the Soviet authorities
promoting the equality agenda and on the part of women who were the policy recipients,
differed across the Soviet empire. Whilst Soviet authorities in Moscow regarded women in
the ‘Soviet East’ as being backward and in need of their enlightening intervention, women in
the more Western-facing Baltic States sometimes regarded Soviet policies on women’s
emancipation introduced after the Second World War as an attack on their more developed
70
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culture. Orientalist stereotyping from a white European perspective underpinned the Soviet
authorities’ ambitions to emancipate what they regarded as the enslaved women of the ‘East’,
and to replace their dark past with a bright future. The Bolshevik vision of women’s
emancipation, involving eradicating illiteracy, encouraging girls into education and women
into paid employment, and access to the new regime’s secular cultural agenda, was not
always well received in Central Asia and the Caucasus. Conversely, rather than regarding
Soviet policies towards women as liberating and progressive, many women in the Baltic
States felt that these had only a coarsening effect.

In the earlier decades of the Soviet Union the inequalities between women were sometimes
explained away as the result of differences in rates of literacy and access to education and
professional training, though these gaps began to close noticeably particularly in the post-war
years. Other limits on women in the Soviet empire were identified because of their more
restricted facility to speak the dominant Russian language. Gradually, the Soviet
‘modernisation’ agenda brought about greater social mobility amongst non-Russian women,
with indicators showing that they were beginning to move to cities in order to raise their level
of education; they were starting to marry at a later age and to have fewer children as part of
smaller families. 74

Attitudes towards Female Sexuality:
Inequality was evident, as it still is today, in the ways in which women’s sexuality was
expressed, viewed, monitored and regulated in Soviet society. In very general terms, women
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were expected to behave modestly before marriage and to be faithful within it. Women were
objectified, whilst men’s infidelity was expected to be tolerated. Luba Brezhneva points out
that ‘the prevailing attitude toward women was amazingly cynical’, and that the Kremlin elite
and party officials regularly had affairs with ‘ladies of the evening’ and with women from the
worlds of culture and the arts who fell under the control of the KGB. 75 One interviewee
ruefully pointed out that ‘equality doesn’t only mean equal rights. It should consist of both
rights and obligations. That also includes sex. If a man can have a lover, a woman should
have the same right’. 76

As is evident in many societies, in the Soviet Union women’s perceived sexual
misdemeanours and transgressions were subject to much more open scrutiny and critical
comment than were men’s, including condemnation by the Komsomol (youth section of the
Communist Party). In some extreme cases, it has been suggested, women who were perceived
to have transgressed the norms of acceptable moral behaviour were sometimes brutally
punished in ways that were then hushed up. 77

Concerns about the cross contamination of men by polluting female bodies is noted also in
the following anecdotes, though these may also be linked to general concerns about lack of
cleanliness and hygiene. Luba Brezhneva makes reference to the regular Soviet bathhouse
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ritual, where, in her family, men would use the sauna before women to prevent the birch
twigs with which they beat themselves from becoming infected with a female smell. 78
Svetlana Gouzenko noted that her grandfather jumped from the Uzbek barber’s chair where
he was being shaved when he discovered that the exact same razor was being used, without
the washing of hands or presumably the razor, to shave the body hair from the Uzbek women
visiting the same shop. 79

Sexual Exploitation:
A number of sources examined for this study imply that sex was occasionally treated as both
a commodity of admission and of exchange in some areas of Soviet society. In addition, in
some areas of the vast country public space on the street was not always a comfortable and
safe place for women either. Sheila Fitzpatrick observed during her first visit to Tbilisi in
Georgia that ‘women couldn’t walk down the street without being followed, whistled at, and
simply pestered until they were forced to go home’. 80

There are several examples that imply that, in these cases at least, sexual exchange was
expected for women to gain entry to their chosen areas of study or even in routine areas of
employment. Luba Brezhneva highlights this point in her account of her fleeting ideas about
applying to acting school, given that her family did not have the established contacts in the
field that would otherwise have granted her almost automatic admission. She immediately
78
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dismissed her plans when she was told by a popular actor over a relaxed dinner in the
convivial atmosphere of the Actors’ Club that, even before reaching the point of appearing on
screen or stage, ‘“girls like you have to sleep with old men like me”’. 81 In another example,
Galina Briskin-Paul suggests that rumour had it that in order to secure a place under the
supervision of a leading male professor at one particular research institute where she studied
in the 1950s, ‘a young lady was supposed to be nice looking and agreeable to intimate
relations’. 82

Brezhneva’s account also suggests that rural local party officials routinely exploited young
village women, but that this could also be materially advantageous for the women’s family,
and that in workplaces across other areas of the country, ‘Soviet women without powerful
relatives had little defense against office tyrants. Typists and secretaries were ill advised to
reject the advances of their bosses; actresses and ballerinas who said no to the Politburo were
asking for trouble’. 83

Conclusion:
The rhetoric of equality and women’s emancipation is easily discernible in a whole range of
Soviet official literatures and reflections on these concepts can be found in the first-hand
narratives used for this study. As someone who had travelled to a number of Western
countries and, thus, had the opportunity to reflect critically on her self-identity, Barbara
Moore-Pataleewa outlined the position in the Soviet Union as she saw it in the interwar years:
81
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…a woman is equal to a man intellectually, socially and economically and often even in
physical strength and endurance. This brings their relationship on an equal footing and
does not put a woman in the category of ‘weaker sex’ in every sense. When in Russia – I
felt I was a fully-fledged human being, while in the West I am only a woman… 84

In reality, it was not only the shortfalls in the practical applications of the equality and
emancipation agendas that came under scrutiny and criticism in the Soviet Union. The Soviet
model of sexual equality also gave rise to a significant debate about the nature of sex role
socialisation and the consequent de-sexing of women, which was deemed by some to render
them less feminine. 85 In some people’s minds, the drive to sexual equality in the Soviet
Union resulted in stripping women of their specific gender attributes and distinctiveness. For
one critical observer, interviewed in the late Soviet period, women’s emancipation had had a
very negative impact on gender distinctions. Emancipation required that women should go
out to work, leaving them little time for themselves ‘to work on their femininity’. 86 A belief
in immutable differences between men and women, biologically determined rather than
culturally constructed, also framed the way in which some women viewed their position in
Soviet society. Even one of the Soviet Union’s world-ranking female chess champions, Nona
Gaprindashvili, argued that a woman’s attention span is shorter than a man’s, and that her
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attention is more likely to be diverted to domestic issues, nurturing and others who need her:
‘no centuries of emancipation will ever cure that imbalance’. 87

Diarist Elena Romine was well-aware of some of the debates that informed feminism in
contemporary Western literature, where women were still fighting for the right to engage in
paid work. She notes that despite the fact that most of her female friends were in paid
employment, none of them ‘complains about inequality’. In contrast, what they wanted was
to have some of their ‘rights’ taken away and not be under the obligation to perform roles that
stripped them of simply being a woman. Here, Soviet feminism is understood as ‘the right to
be a woman, not a man’. Romine suggests that those women who were actively seeking to
marry foreign men were looking to escape into the world of ‘inequality’: ‘we’re tired of being
everything – wife, mother, housewife, financial support, boss, and subordinate. We want to
be weak and helpless. We want to give ourselves up into slavery. But no one will take us.
Our slaveholders are too weak’. 88

The critiques of the Soviet emancipation and equality campaigns identified from the women’s
narratives used in this study provide a surprising degree of reciprocity and overlap with
contemporary debates in Western feminism: how could women come to understand what they
should be like if the only role models presented to them are mostly men? Should women
gratefully receive the crumbs from the table grudgingly offered to and left for them by men,
or does women’s emancipation require their more active participation? Should women be
treated as if they are the same as men, or should there be recognition of their essential
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differences? Does legislation provide sufficient underpinning to guarantee the realisation of
sexual equality?

By the later Soviet period, the debates on sexual equality were complicated further by the fact
that women were again being urged to remember their essential feminine qualities. At no
stage of the process of women’s emancipation should their new found freedoms be seen to
overshadow their central roles as wives and mothers. In the face of such contradictory
messages, Cathy Young notes amusingly that ‘the only thing that has saved millions of Soviet
women from going crazy trying to sort it all out is the long-developed salutary habit of
paying no attention to any official messages whatsoever’. 89 As she herself noted, her analysis
of the Soviet debates on equality boiled down to the following: ‘you can have education, you
can have jobs, you can sit on the Supreme Soviet, as long as you remember to stay in your
place – a pace or two behind the men’. 90

From the opinions and observations about women’s experiences of Soviet everyday life
drawn from the readings included in this study, it would be difficult to disagree with Lyuba
Vinogradova’s statement that ‘in the Soviet state equality was only ever theoretical’. 91 One
Lithuanian interviewee claimed that in the post-war Soviet Union, ‘work was for women,
power for men’. 92 Nina Khrushcheva offers a critique of Soviet society where ‘the extremes
of patriarchy and progress’ were scrappily slapped together, but in which women could never
89
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win. 93 What we can conclude from the observations examined here is that on the surface a
great deal changed in the opportunities that opened up for women after 1917, but underneath
the Soviet rhetoric of emancipation and equality much stayed the same for women in their
personal, familial and professional relationships with men and in their everyday lives.
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