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Glossary


Bolshevik(s): The party that took power in Russia in October 1917, founding a socialist state that later would become the Soviet Union.
 

Central Committee: The central decision-making body of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union.
 

ChON: Acronym for Extraordinary Units on Special Assignment, which were military formations composed of party members, Komsomol members, and sympathizers.
 

commissar: A party worker who served in the Soviet army and was responsible for ideological work among officers and soldiers.
 

Council of People’s Deputies: A popularly elected governing body of the Soviet Union.


CPSU: Communist Party of the Soviet Union
 

detskii dom/detdom: Children’s shelter.


FZU/fabzavuch: A Soviet factory school for workers and peasants that combined education with vocational training.
 

gorispolkom: The executive committee of a city council of people’s deputies, a popularly elected body.
 

guberniia: Province in tsarist Russia.


gymnasium: An eight-year high school that provided a traditional education, generally including the study of classical languages (Greek or Latin), before the revolution.
 

intelligentsia: In the tsarist era, socially concerned members of the educated elite.


International Department (of the CPSU Central Committee): A division of the Communist party that dealt with foreign communists and Communist parties.
 

KB: Construction design office.
 

kolkhoz: A collective farm.


Komsomol: Short for the League of Young Communists, which in the 1920s accepted members between the ages of fourteen and twenty-three. In Russian, a male member of the Komsomol was called a komsomolets, and a female, a komsomolka.
 

kulak: A supposedly prosperous peasant.
 

KUNZ: Communist University for Workers from the West.
 

KUTV: Communist University for Workers from the East.


NEP: The New Economic Policy was inaugurated by Bolshevik leader V. I. Lenin in 1921. Under this new policy, some aspects of the free market were reintroduced into Russia’s command economy, which had been devastated by war, in order to restore economic well-being and win the loyalty of the peasantry.


NKVD: Beginning in 1934, this acronym referred to the political police.


obkom: A regional committee of the Communist party.


oblast: A province during the Soviet period.


OGPU: From 1928–1932, this acronym was used in referring to the political police.
 

orgfakultet: A managing committee.


Pioneers: The communist youth organization for ten- to fourteen-year-olds.
 

pood: A Russian measure equal to about 36 pounds.


rabfak: A school that was intended to prepare workers and peasants for university entrance.
 

raiispolkom: A regional executive committee of the Council of People’s Deputies.


raikom: A regional committee of the Communist party, at a lower level than the obkom.


realnoe uchilishche: A six-year high school that provided a modern education, with an emphasis on mathematics and the natural sciences, before the revolution.


Reds: The Bolsheviks (subsequently communists) and their supporters.
 

RSFSR: The Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic.
 

sovkhoz: A state farm.


USSR: Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, commonly referred to as the Soviet Union.


village soviet: An elected council in charge of village affairs.


Whites: The forces that opposed the Reds during the civil war that followed the October 1917 revolution.


ZAGS: Acronym for Otdel Zapisi Aktov Grazhdanskogo Sostoianiia. These were local statistical bureaus for the registration of marriage, divorce, birth, and death.


Zhenotdel: The Women’s Bureau of the Communist party, established in 1919 and abolished in 1930.
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Introduction









This book contains the stories of eight Russian women whose lives have spanned the twentieth century—an era of tremendous social and political turmoil and change. Russians who were born in the early years of the century and survived to see the collapse of the Soviet Union experienced three revolutions, two world wars, a civil war, and the world’s first thoroughgoing attempt to create a socialist society. Millions lost their lives in conflicts and upheavals; millions more suffered persecution and repression at the hands of their own government. Yet other millions, especially women and men from lower-class backgrounds, gained educational and employment opportunities beyond the dreams of their parents and grandparents. Women found work outside the home and gained access to education and professional training, taking pride in these accomplishments.


We know relatively little about how ordinary Russians experienced the traumas and opportunities of the revolutionary and Stalinist eras of Soviet history (1917–1953) and virtually nothing about what these events meant to Russian women. Yet the emancipation of women was one of the goals of the revolution. Although never a top priority, efforts to achieve women’s emancipation were far-reaching and substantial; but they took place in the context of a traditional, patriarchal, peasant culture and in the midst of massive social turmoil that tore families apart. In the end, women did not achieve equality but merely an expansion of their social roles to include participation in the labor force and economic responsibility for the family, in addition to the work they had always done at home—what scholars call women’s “double burden.”


The possibility of gathering oral histories in Russia is itself the product of profound change. Until a few years ago, the stories that the state-controlled media told Soviet citizens about themselves and their past consisted only of triumphs and achievements. To speak of failures, of losses, even of one’s own personal suffering was dangerous, especially between 1929 and 1953, when people were imprisoned not only for criticizing leader Josef Stalin but even for expressing doubt about the ability of the Soviet Union to achieve its goals. People kept silent about their negative thoughts and experiences or shared them only with others whom they completely trusted. Even personal details that seem perfectly ordinary might become dangerous in certain contexts. Anastasia Posadskaya, coeditor of this book, remembers how her Jewish grandmother would respond when she was asked about her prerevolutionary past: “I don’t remember my mother’s name, or my father’s name, or my brother’s name. . . . I’ve forgotten what language we spoke at home. I don’t know why we always hid in the cellar when the cossacks came to town,” she would say, although she had been a teenager during these events and had no trouble remembering other occurrences in her past. People’s silence gave an illusory unity to collective memory: Everyone’s experience was made to seem the same. In recent years, this illusion of commonality has vanished as alternative versions of the Soviet and prerevolutionary past have become known.


This book is the outgrowth of our shared curiosity concerning what the Bolshevik revolution really meant to women. Barbara Engel is a historian of Russia who has devoted her scholarly career to chronicling the lives of Russian women; Anastasia Posadskaya, an economist by training, has long been active in the Russian women’s movement and was a founder and director of the Center for Gender Studies in Moscow. We recognized in the new openness of today’s Russia an extraordinary opportunity to ask questions that would have been unthinkable just a short while ago. The Bolshevik revolution was the first in history to try to emancipate women; after the 1930s, official rhetoric trumpeted the complete equality of the sexes. We wanted to learn more about the reality behind the rhetoric and about how women actually experienced efforts to transform their social roles. As feminists we were also convinced that the lives of “ordinary Soviet women” would reveal much about other aspects of the Soviet past—most importantly, its impact on the family and personal life, about which very little has been written. We decided to interview women born before 1917 because they belonged to the first generation to fully experience the new order brought into being by the revolution of 1917, yet they also retained memories of the ways of life that preceded it.


In order to uncover the relationship between women’s experiences and political change, we developed questions that encouraged women to speak about family and sexual relations, childbirth and childrearing, and the division of labor in the home, in addition to matters commonly discussed in history books. We adopted the “life history approach,” a method that is just starting to be used in the former Soviet Union. We made this choice for political reasons: The life history approach encourages the narrator to shape her own story as well as to tell it in her own words, and thus puts her at the forefront of the historical stage. Not only does this add a human dimension to the statistics and generalizations that history books routinely offer; we also found that it enabled us to set private experiences alongside public accomplishments and to appreciate more fully the key role that women played in sustaining everyday life even in the most difficult of times, under the conditions of revolution and war.


The vast majority of Soviet citizens began their lives as peasants, untouched by the sweeping changes that the industrial revolution had brought to the West. Russian peasants farmed much as their ancestors had, turning up the soil with wooden plows and harvesting their grain with a scythe or a sickle. At the turn of the century, most peasants (and about 86 percent of peasant women) were illiterate, unable even to sign their names. According to custom, the survival of the peasant community as a whole took precedence over the material interests of individuals: Most communities held land collectively rather than individually, allocating it to peasant households according to the number of male workers (or sometimes, the number of mouths to feed) in each and periodically reapportioning it to reflect changes in household composition and need. Strong patriarchal traditions emphasized the importance of family ties and granted the male head of the household near absolute power over other family members. Women promised unconditional obedience to their husbands in the marriage ceremony, and divorce was virtually impossible. Marriage brought ceaseless childbearing: Peasant women bore nine children on average, about half of whom survived to adulthood.


At the close of the nineteenth century, rapid industrialization began to undermine the peasants’ natural economy and traditional way of life. Peasants experienced an increasing need for cash, and the development of industry, mines, and railroads enabled them to earn it by leaving home. While most remained on the farm and maintained their customary way of life, hundreds of thousands went off to seek work. In cities, factory towns, and mining settlements, they encountered low pay and demoralizing working and living conditions. Many became responsive to the message of Russia’s radical intellectuals, who for decades had criticized the social and political systems and provided visions of revolution by and for the lower classes. Simmering social and political tensions erupted in revolution in 1905, as industrial workers, intellectuals and students, and even industrialists and liberal members of the nobility briefly combined forces to wrest modest political concessions from Tsar Nicholas II, who until then had enjoyed absolute power. Reform only temporarily postponed revolution. Russia’s poor performance in World War I intensified the nation’s social and political conflicts. In February 1917, the tsar was overthrown in a popular uprising and replaced by the liberal Provisional Government, which itself lasted only eight months. In October 1917, Vladimir Ilich Lenin led the Bolsheviks to power in the name of Russia’s tiny industrial working class, ushering in a new era in Russian history.


The Bolsheviks brought with them an agenda for far-reaching social and economic change, drawn from their readings of Karl Marx and other socialist thinkers. They viewed the Russian revolution as the first socialist revolution in the world. The proletariat had triumphed over the bourgeoisie, as Marx had predicted, and the Bolsheviks were certain their example would inspire others. Led by the Bolshevik party, which claimed to represent the class-conscious worker’s vision and will, the proletariat was to rule and to create a socialist society.


The Bolsheviks’ vision of social transformation also included the emancipation of women. They proposed to equalize the sexes by socializing domestic labor—that is, by entrusting household tasks and childcare to paid workers, bringing women out of the home to become full and equal participants in socially useful, paid labor. Party leader V. I. Lenin shared with his fellow revolutionaries a view of housework as “barbarously unproductive, petty, nervewracking, stultifying, and crushing drudgery.” Once women were freed of the need to exchange domestic and sexual services for men’s financial support, they would relate to men as equals. Eventually the family itself would wither away, and women and men would unite their lives solely for love. In 1918, the Bolshevik government promulgated a family code that was aimed at paving the way toward women’s emancipation. It equalized women’s status with men’s, removed marriage from the hands of the church, and made divorce easily obtainable by either spouse. In 1920, abortion became legal if performed by a physician.


However, the circumstances that followed the revolution were not propitious for anyone’s emancipation. Within a matter of months, the nation was embroiled in bitter civil war, which continued until the end of 1920. Men either went off to war voluntarily or were conscripted by the Reds (the Bolsheviks) or their opponents, the Whites. Among those opposed to the Bolsheviks were groups who had formerly enjoyed privileges, like the nobility and military elite. Armed challenges to the Bolsheviks were supported by money and troops from Russia’s former wartime allies, Great Britain, the United States, and France. The famous Admiral Kolchak led the White campaign in Siberia, where Anastasia Posadskaya conducted many of our interviews, but the White forces also had many other leaders, and the war was fought on many fronts. Everywhere it brought devastation. During the civil war, about a million men perished in battle. The economy disintegrated almost completely, and the food situation became catastrophic, especially in the cities. In a policy known as “war communism,” the Bolsheviks abolished private trade and requisitioned grain from the peasants by force. They nationalized factories, shops, and banks, paying the workers in kind. They also attempted to feed the urban population collectively, in public dining halls and canteens, and they established shelters to care for homeless and abandoned children. These public services were grim and ineffective, crippled by terrible material scarcities. Instead of serving as shining examples of the socialist future, they left a negative impression, as several of our narrators indicated. Hardship and hunger took their toll: Epidemics killed millions, typhus alone taking the lives of 1.5 million people between 1918 and 1919. Substantial numbers of urban dwellers fled the cities. At least in the short run, the revolution worsened most women’s and children’s lots. Most of our interviews offer a dark picture of this period because our narrators were children at the time, and the upheavals hit children hardest of all. The deaths of millions of men deprived wives of husbands and children of fathers and destroyed fragile family economies. After the civil war ended, a famine broke out along the Volga river, taking the lives of tens of thousands. Millions of homeless children wandered the streets, their parents dead or unable to care for them. Desperate parents sometimes placed their children in a children’s home, as did the mother of one of our narrators, Antonina Berezhnaia. Because Berezhnaia belonged to the nobility, a group that was persecuted after the revolution, her placement in a children’s home may have saved her life. It certainly helped her overcome the social handicaps that resulted from her “incorrect birth.” In the children’s home, Berezhnaia learned to adapt to the requirements of Soviet life.


In an effort to rebuild the economy, Lenin changed Communist policy in March 1921, restoring the market, which had been abolished during the civil war, and permitting peasants once again to buy and sell. Private production resumed on a small scale. This policy, which lasted until the late 1920s, became known as the New Economic Policy (NEP). A prosperous period followed for most peasant villages: The NEP brought improved technology and a better standard of living. Irina Kniazeva’s family acquired its first iron plow; Anna Dubova’s father opened a small shop in their village. However, industry recovered too slowly to absorb the tens of thousands of unemployed workers and migrant peasants seeking jobs. If they were fortunate enough to be registered as “unemployed,” uprooted peasants like Elena Ponomarenko could subsist on the portion of food they received at labor exchanges as they stood waiting for a job.


Life remained difficult for many lower-class women, too. While younger women, like Sofia Pavlova, might have enjoyed the free sexual unions based on love and unsanctioned by law that flourished in the 1920s among “advanced” youth, women with children suffered from the family instability that resulted from the war and postrevolutionary upheavals. In the early 1920s, 14 percent of Soviet marriages ended in divorce, a stunning figure when one considers that before 1917 divorce was virtually nonexistent. The high unemployment rate of the 1920s made it hard for single and divorced women to support their children, and the child support that fathers were required by law to pay was nearly impossible to collect.


Although the NEP left the peasant culture and way of life largely untouched and failed to alleviate the burden on mothers, the NEP years nonetheless brought changes in many other realms. The Bolsheviks regarded certain groups as “class enemies” and had begun accordingly to act against them. Among the disfavored were the clergy, as proponents of religion, “the opiate of the masses” in Marx’s famous phrase; the nobility; and kulaks, supposedly wealthy peasants who were viewed as “exploiters.” Churches were shut down. Class enemies lost property and voting rights. Their children were forbidden access to higher education, or were required to put in time on the factory floor before they could obtain it. Some of these “former” people—as the government called members of the “former exploiting classes”—were persecuted, as was Vera Fleisher’s father, a Russian Orthodox priest. In contrast, for individuals from working-class or poor peasant backgrounds, the future seemed promising. Many workers’ schools (rabfaks) were opened to prepare workers and poor peasants for university entrance, and the customary qualifying examinations for university admission were eliminated. Working-class supporters of the revolution enjoyed many opportunities for upward mobility: They received the chance to study in special schools and to move off the factory floor into managerial positions, and they were encouraged to join the Bolshevik (later the Communist) party. The revolution also brought new opportunities for lower-class women to speak on their own behalf. In 1919, the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the RSFSR had granted permission for the formation of a Women’s Bureau (Zhenotdel) to coordinate the party’s work among women. In the 1920s, thousands of factory women selected as delegates temporarily left their workplace to gain the political experience that would enable them to become more active. They attended literacy classes and learned skills of political organization. The impact of such new opportunities can be seen in the life of Sofia Pavlova: Bolshevik efforts to advance women, working-class women in particular, encouraged her to become a political activist, drew her into the party, and assured her and a female friend places in a special party school.


Then, in the late 1920s, another wave of change broke over the Soviet Union, accompanied by a struggle against yet another enemy. This change was initiated by Josef Stalin, who had become the party leader after Lenin’s death in 1924 and following intensive intraparty struggles. Its immediate cause was an unexpectedly low level of state grain procurements following the 1927 harvest. This time, the target was the kulak, the so-called wealthy peasant, a category in fact almost impossible to identify with precision. “Kulaks” were allegedly withholding grain from the market in order to sabotage the revolution by starving the cities. Signaling the start of the anti-peasant campaign, the number of “prosperous” peasants deprived of the vote increased and their taxes rose. Peasants who failed to pay faced prison. Then came a frontal assault: In late 1929, Stalin declared as his goal the liquidation of kulaks as a class. Party activists recruited from the cities confiscated kulak property and drove the peasants from their houses. Some kulaks were sent to Siberia to begin farming again without implements or resources, forced to build their own houses in the dead of winter; others were sentenced to involuntary labor. As the interviews of Anna Dubova and Elena Dolgikh make clear, members of kulak households sometimes suffered different fates. While fathers and husbands sat in prison or suffered exile to distant places, their wives and children found themselves homeless and without any means of support. Expropriation usually took place in the winter, which meant that people were unable to find the berries, nuts, and mushrooms that they might have been able to gather in the forest during the warmer months. Children’s homes refused to admit the offspring of kulaks; if relatives took them in, they risked being labeled kulaks and suffering the terrible consequences—which is what happened to Elena Dolgikh, who lost her job as a teacher for sheltering her own mother and siblings. Long after kulaks left the village, the label remained affixed to them, even to the younger members of the household. Such a label became an enormous obstacle to obtaining an education and finding a decent job. Kulak children who managed to establish themselves remained vulnerable to denunciation. As a result, people sometimes went to desperate lengths in order to escape their background: Some signed statements renouncing their kulak kin, as did Elena Dolgikh and Anna Dubova, or took advantage of marriage laws that enabled women to conceal their origins behind the surname of a socially acceptable husband, as did Dubova.


Even peasants who were not expropriated as kulaks nonetheless suffered a dismal fate: Their animals and implements were seized and they were herded onto collective farms, where they lost control of the products of their labor. According to Soviet policy, government requisitions and the struggle to build up heavy industry had priority over the well-being of peasant farmers. Receiving almost no return on their labor for the collective, peasants grew what they could on their tiny private plots, went hungry, and in desperation, sometimes pilfered grain, risking execution by firing squad and confiscation of all their possessions—according to a law that went into effect in summer 1932. That same year, a terrible famine broke out in parts of the countryside, especially in Ukraine. In response, the government issued a new internal passport law that greatly restricted peasants’ ability to leave their villages: Urban residents and wage earners of sixteen years and older received a passport, but not peasant villagers. To live in the city, a person now needed a special permit. It thus became much more difficult for peasants to establish residence in a city, although it was still possible because of the voracious demand of industry for workers. The 1930s witnessed the continuation of the prerevolutionary pattern of young peasant girls migrating to the city to become domestic servants. For a peasant girl too young or a woman too old to join the industrial labor force, or with an “incorrect” (kulak, religious, or political) background who wanted to escape the village at any price, permission to live in town and to have a roof over her head was more than adequate compensation for the miserable wages she inevitably earned as a servant, especially as service provided a chance for the young to move on to better things. There were 50,000 domestic servants registered in Moscow in the early 1930s according to urban censuses, which undoubtedly underestimated their numbers, given that peasant women fleeing the campaign against kulaks would have had good reason to hide when a Soviet official came to the door.


Other dramatic changes also occurred during this period. The first Five-Year Plan, announced in 1929, was declared “fulfilled” only three and a half years later. The Five-Year Plan was the Soviet Union’s effort to raise itself by its own bootstraps and to build the bases of a modern industrial economy. New factories, mines, and plants provided work for millions, ending unemployment and creating an insatiable demand for laborers. Evening classes and special training courses opened, offering technical training and advancement into management to capable and ambitious young workers who proved themselves on the factory floor. Doors swung open for women in a position to take advantage of the opportunities. Antonina Berezhnaia’s devotion to production and eager participation in political life caught the eye of her superiors in an armaments plant. She succeeded in entering and graduating from a technical institute, became an engineer after the war, and was later promoted to a supervisory position. Sofia Pavlova obtained a position teaching at an institute of higher education. With only seven years of schooling, Elena Ponomarenko, the child of a peasant gardener, was appointed to an editorial position at a local newspaper and trained on the spot. Caught up by a campaign encouraging women to fly airplanes and drive automobiles, Anna Dubova left her job decorating cakes in a confectionary factory and learned to drive and maintain an automobile, and although she quickly lost interest in the work, other women enjoyed working as pilots and chauffeurs. Even Elena Dolgikh, who in her own words had lived her entire life under a “sword of Damocles” on account of her kulak origins, managed to obtain an education and went on to become a superintendent of schools.


Most of our narrators were among the first generation of Russian women to be trained for occupations outside the home, and for some, this was an exhilarating time. In the words of Vera Malakhova’s mother, “Whoever wants to study can, wherever they like, for free, so long as they are not lazy.” Malakhova’s mother had implored her own father to allow her to study, but instead he had sent her to work as a nanny in a physician’s family. Her daughter, Vera, the child of a poor, working-class family, received a stipend to finish high school and another to attend medical school in the late 1930s. For others, however, change brought no improvements. One of the women who enjoyed neither occupational mobility nor the benefits of industrialization was Irina Kniazeva. Illiterate and struggling to support her children in the impoverished countryside on her miserable wages, like millions of other peasant women, she was in no position to take advantage of the new opportunities in the cities.


Despite the increased opportunities and efforts to overcome the unequal relations between women and men, inequality persisted in public life and women rarely obtained the same rewards as men. There was widespread social prejudice against women fulfilling the work roles traditionally designated for men, as Antonina Berezhnaia learned when she became chief administrator of five large metalworking plants in the Urals in the late 1940s. Sexual harassment was commonplace. Vera Malakhova, who served as a physician in World War II, often encountered it at the front, where some officers and party officials abused their authority to gain access to “intimacy,” in Malakhova’s words. Some women preferred “women’s work,” as did Anna Dubova, who regretted abandoning the “clean” trade of cake decorator for the “dirty” work of maintaining automobiles. In any case, state policy ensured that the labor market remained sexually segregated. The majority of women stayed in the lowest paid positions, despite 1930s campaigns to bring women into previously male professions and the successful breakthroughs of women such as Berezhnaia. Medicine became a predominantly female profession, as did teaching. Except for the highest supervisory positions, which men usually occupied, both medicine and teaching were poorly paid. After Elena Dolgikh’s husband abandoned her and her children, the family often went hungry on her teacher’s wages. In precisely the same position, Vera Fleisher enjoyed a higher standard of living only because her husband, who was a military physician and an officer, continued to send her money. Men dominated in the party, the military, and the state hierarchies.


The revolution also transformed women’s family lives. The social upheavals and policy shifts that accompanied collectivization and rapid industrialization made housekeeping more difficult. Peasants flooded the cities, about 23 million of them between 1929 and 1940. Housing failed to keep pace and the food supply remained uncertain, resulting in severe overcrowding and widespread hunger and undernourishment. Government leaders invested in heavy industry rather than in the consumer sector, exacerbating the shortages. It became almost impossible to find clothing or basic household items. Wages were so low that one wage earner could barely support a family with children, especially when that wage earner worked outside of industry or was female. Day-care centers, communal laundries, and other facilities that were supposed to socialize domestic labor remained very scarce. Equally important for women’s lives, having abolished the Zhenotdel in 1930, in 1936 the government adopted an explicitly pronatalist position, outlawing abortion, attributing to all women “natural” maternal instincts, and defining motherhood as a responsibility to society that must not be shirked. While a kind of militarized masculinity was celebrated in images of muscular workers storming the industrial “front,” women were supposed to be womanly, that is, sweetly naive and modest, and to take responsibility for the home as well as to work outside it. In an effort to stabilize the family, the government made divorce both complicated and expensive. Divorced fathers were obligated to pay a quarter of their wages to maintain one child, one-third for two children, and two-thirds for three. In reality, however, it was difficult to enforce child support payments. Illegitimate children were distinguished from others by having a blank space left on their birth certificates where the father’s name would have been written. As it began to trumpet the virtues of the socialist family, the government also grew less tolerant of casual liaisons and began to penalize couples who failed to register their marriages. Sofia Pavlova, a Communist party member, had not bothered to register her marriage with her first husband in the 1920s, but a decade later she felt the need to register her second.


The demands on women as workers and as mothers sometimes conflicted because of the failure of the government to socialize domestic labor as it had promised to do. Raising her sister’s three children in a small provincial town and working as a journalist, Elena Ponomarenko did the laundry by hand after she put the children to bed, and grew accustomed to going without sleep. Because there was no childcare in her village, Irina Kniazeva had to leave her children alone when she went to work, and she lived in constant fear that they would accidentally burn down the house in her absence. But even where day-care centers existed, most of our narrators preferred not to send their children to them, at least not full time. Anna Dubova explains that most women considered it shameful to place a child in a daycare center because of their association of such centers with the miserable children’s shelters of the postrevolutionary period. So what did mothers do? Unable or unwilling to quit their jobs, many turned to their own mothers for childcare. Their mothers also did much of the rest of “women’s work,” standing in lines at the shops, hauling water from the pump and boiling it to wash clothes, and providing whatever modest level of domestic comfort the family enjoyed. In some cases, female servants did this work. These were women too old or girls too young to take advantage of new work opportunities, or peasant women in desperate flight from their villages. As Dubova put it: “At the time [the late 1930s], it was very easy to hire someone because so many people were needy. People were glad to get work as nannies or domestic servants.” Even workers’ families employed servants in the 1930s and 1940s. Like mothers, servants were a crucial factor in enabling urban wives and mothers to work outside the home and yet raise children.


The multiple demands on women, the overcrowded conditions, and the lack of social support made it imperative for women such as our narrators to limit the number of their children. Despite the pronatalist policies of the government and the absence of reliable contraception or trustworthy sources of information about controlling fertility, family size did not increase in the 1930s; it rose only briefly after the abolition of abortion and then continued to decline. These interviews tell us the fearsome price that women paid to control their fertility after 1936, when abortion became illegal. They resorted to back-alley abortions, learning of abortionists from their female friends, extended family members, and colleagues. It is chilling to read of the methods used—infusions of laundry soap into the uterus administered by an abortionist or by the woman herself, or self-induced hemorrhage to gain medical assistance and legal evacuation of the womb. Women who became infected during these procedures or who sought assistance for heavy bleeding were often interrogated at the hospital before they were treated, as the authorities attempted to learn the names of underground abortionists. Abortionists were punished with one or two years’ imprisonment if they were physicians and at least three if they were not. The woman herself received a reprimand for her first offense and a fine if caught again. Although there is no way of knowing how many women resorted to illegal abortions or how often, the relatively stable birthrate suggests that the experiences of our respondents were probably typical and quite common. Despite the terrible price women had to pay, they resisted the coercive power of the state in the realm of reproduction.


None of the legal changes aimed at shoring up the family were successful, at least in part because the social and political upheavals of the 1930s often tore it apart. The industrialization and collectivization drives of the early 1930s had uprooted millions. Then, starting in 1934 and gaining momentum between 1936 and 1938, the government launched a campaign of repression against alleged “enemies of the people.” Millions, mostly men, were arrested, imprisoned, and sentenced to forced labor or execution. Those who came from the “wrong” background, such as the nobility or clergy, were particularly vulnerable, as was Fleisher’s father, who died at hard labor in a camp in Siberia. Intellectuals were vulnerable too. Vera Malakhova recalled: “My school friends were all from families of the intelligentsia, and all their fathers had been put in prison. Their fathers were all shot.” Members of the Communist party were most vulnerable of all; but no one was exempt. As a result, people became frightened of each other and far less willing to speak openly: Even a relative might repeat a person’s careless words or denounce that person to the authorities. Historians in Russia and the West continue to dispute the precise number of people who were imprisoned or executed during this period, but recent studies have estimated the number of victims at about four million. The lives of several of our subjects were disrupted by these events: Sofia Pavlova lost her beloved second husband; Elena Dolgikh believed that the man she loved lost his life because of his connection to her, a “kulak daughter.”


Soviet culture also contributed to family instability. With great fanfare, the government celebrated events that furthered its ideological or political agenda, such as triumphs of production, diplomatic victories, and the like, but denigrated personal life. It separated even the families of its ardent supporters—for example, by assigning a husband and wife to different cities, as happened with Sofia Pavlova and her first husband. “You are a communist,” her supervisor told Elena Ponomarenko when she resisted going off on a mission and leaving her seriously ailing mother alone. “And for a communist, the political takes precedence over the personal.”


Moreover, the revolution seems to have had a negative impact on the attitudes of many men toward their family roles and responsibilities. Only by interviewing this generation of men could one fully determine what prompted them to behave as they did. Nevertheless, if the stories of these eight women are at all typical, they point to a dramatic shift. Most of our narrators were born to large patriarchal families, in which the father was the indisputable head of the household; and if he died, the grandfather took his place. Their daughters speak of them as responsible men, “severe but just.” These were men who took seriously the obligations that came with their authority over women and children. None of the fathers ever abandoned his wife and children; instead, the men continued to support them as long as they were able, even in times of repression. By contrast, husbands walked out of the lives of several of our narrators with remarkable ease. Undeterred by restrictive divorce laws, the men abandoned the women, often in the most difficult of circumstances—for example, right after the birth of a child. With only one exception, these husbands failed to provide support for their abandoned families, despite laws mandating that they do so.


In men’s absence, and with no social resources to assist them, it was these women who shouldered the responsibility for sustaining the family. The majority of our narrators headed their own households during one or another period of their lives. But although all of them worked for wages, most did not earn enough to support themselves and their children. Because the government provided no financial assistance until 1944 and then provided it only in particular circumstances and only to a very limited degree, the loss of a husband’s wages brought utter destitution. The experiences of Dolgikh, Dubova, Fleisher, and Kniazeva, each an abandoned wife, underscores the enormous importance of having two wage earners in a family with children, in the absence of government assistance. In that regard, it is instructive to compare the narrative of Dolgikh with that of Fleisher, both of them teachers. When Dolgikh’s husband ran off with another woman, she struggled desperately to feed her children on her wages. In contrast, Fleisher, whose husband was an army officer, earned decent money, and continued to provide for her even after he left her, enjoyed relative comfort and security. In the lives of five of our narrators, the “new Soviet family” essentially consisted of a mother who “saved the children,” in Fleisher’s words, raising one or two by herself, often with the help of her own mother or a nurse but with no evident support, financial or otherwise, from the government.


The outbreak of World War II dramatically slowed repression and forged new unity in a divided society, but it also wreaked extraordinary destruction, divided families, and left women once again to fend for themselves. In August 1939, the Soviet Union signed a nonaggression pact with Nazi Germany, which allowed the two countries to divide Poland between them and to invade the Baltic states. The Nazi invasion of the Soviet Union on June 22, 1941, took the world and most Russians by surprise. In the first months of the war, the Germans scored spectacular victories that allowed their forces to lay siege to the city of Leningrad and brought them to the outskirts of Moscow. Further south and east, the Germans set their sights on the rich oil fields of the Caucasus. Those Russians who came under Nazi control were subjected to unmitigated horrors. Utterly contemptuous of the Slavs, whom they regarded as racially inferior, the Nazis treated the Slavic populations in captured areas with unrelenting brutality. Soviet citizens mobilized themselves in an extraordinary effort at self-defense. During the four years of warfare, able-bodied men between the ages of eighteen and forty were rarely seen away from the front. Women also volunteered: About 800,000 women went to the front, a fraction of those who wanted to, and they constituted about 8 percent of military personnel by 1943. Women served as soldiers, fighter pilots, tank drivers, and in partisan units. Women also occupied non-military positions that put them in the direct line of attack—in medical battalions, as telegraph operators, and as laundresses for fighting units, for example. One of these women was Vera Malakhova, who spent four years as a frontline physician. Focusing on her wartime experiences, Malakhova’s narrative shows what life was like for a woman at the front. Others tell us, more briefly, about life behind the lines, where women bore the burden of work in collective farms and on the factory floor, laboring twelve hours a day, seven days a week, on half-empty stomachs. The war actually improved the economic position of Elena Dolgikh because she obtained a position in a factory producing for the front and received much higher rations than she had as a teacher. For others, the chaos and extremity of war eased some of the tight ideological and social discipline that the Communist party exerted. During the war years, however, the vast majority experienced nothing but suffering: Close to 6 million people were captured by the Germans and turned into slave laborers; some 25 million more had been evacuated or fled as refugees. At the war’s end, most of these were left homeless, as their houses and villages had been razed by fire. In 1990, Mikhail Gorbachev announced that the number of wartime dead was 27 million, not 20 million, as people had previously believed. In 1946, Soviet women outnumbered men by nearly 26 million.


Despite the central role women played in the war effort both on the front lines and behind them, war did not transform the unequal relations between the sexes. Wartime propaganda drew on gender distinctions and reinforced them, representing women as the embodiments of home and family for which men risked their lives. Even women who served as soldiers were depicted as girlish, by contrast with brave and manly men. In the military and medical hierarchies, men usually were in positions superior to women’s. Men who survived the terrible toll of war were virtually guaranteed upward social mobility, especially if they joined the Communist party, while women, with few exceptions, remained stationary. Most painful of all, in the immediate aftermath of the war it was male heroes who were celebrated, with only a few female exceptions, such as partisan Zoia Kosmodemianskaia, who was glorified as a martyr. Not only were women’s military contributions largely effaced, but as Malakhova tells us, sexual promiscuity was often imputed to those who served at the front. Civilians sometimes referred to such women as “field campaign wives” and “whores.” After the war was over, women who had served at the front were supposed to forget the experience, take off their uniforms and boots, put on dresses and high heels, and marry and have children. Many concealed their wartime experience in the hope of finding a husband, although the wartime devastation made this very difficult.


The armistice did not end the suffering. The Germans had destroyed towns and villages, blown up bridges and railroad tracks, and bombed major cities. The country lay in ruins, and new tensions with the West were making reconstruction difficult. Once again, people’s well-being took second place to public priorities. Wartime rationing of food and manufactured goods continued until 1947, and prices rose dramatically. People went hungry and patched their old clothes. The housing that had been destroyed during the war was not rebuilt, and as apartment buildings became ever more crowded, newcomers to the city had to seek shelter in hostels resembling barracks. Political controls, which had been loosened to some extent in the course of the war, were again tightened and remained so until Stalin’s death. In response to wartime losses, the cult of motherhood intensified: Women continued to work outside the home, but the state also encouraged women, even unmarried women, to reproduce. It increased maternity leave to 35 days before childbirth and 42 days afterward, and provided a small allowance to help mothers rear children born after the war. Dubova’s interview suggests that a stigma on single motherhood nevertheless remained. At the same time, family legislation grew more conservative. Women could no longer bring paternity suits, the cost of divorce rose, and a tax was levied on the income of people with fewer than three children. This tax was particularly unfair to single or widowed women, who were not responsible for their childless state.


The death of Stalin in March 1953 brought an end to the most severe repression. In the mid-1950s, millions of people were released from the camps. In 1956, Nikita Khrushchev, the new Soviet leader, accused Stalin of creating a “cult of personality” and of terrorizing his fellow communists, in a secret speech before a meeting of the top Communist party leadership. The following years saw a general easing of censorship and increasing public criticism, not only of Stalin’s rule but also of other aspects of the Soviet past. Then, after the fall of Khrushchev in 1964 and the rise to power of Leonid Brezhnev, ideological and political controls were reimposed, although never again as severely as in the years of Stalin’s rule. The political events of these decades seem to have left little impression on the memories of our narrators.


On the other hand, the events that took place after 1985 have profoundly affected the shape of the life stories that are related in this book. In March 1985, Mikhail Gorbachev assumed leadership of the Soviet Union and slowly began the processes of transformation known as glasnost (or openness) and perestroika (rebuilding), processes that gradually gained momentum and led to his own downfall and the disintegration of the Soviet Union itself in 1991. In the late 1980s, long-standing historical and ideological verities were opened to public debate, and people were deluged by revelations about ugly aspects of their country’s past that contradicted decades of government propaganda. Not a week went by without the appearance of a new film, book, article, or television program challenging the accepted interpretations of history. Members of formerly persecuted classes, such as the nobility, began to express pride in their social heritage. Churches reopened and people attended services in numbers greater than at any time since the 1920s. Monarchists spoke openly of their loyalty to the Romanov dynasty, calling Tsar Nicholas II a martyr and seeking some scion of the Romanovs to assume Russia’s throne. Soviet penal camp survivors came forward to tell their stories, and an organization, Memorial, was founded to preserve information about their experiences. Members of repressed nationalities became organized and demanded the restoration of their rights and autonomy. Books long suppressed by censorship were published. An eager public viewed films formerly consigned to studio closets. Dissidents who had been forced to emigrate in the 1970s and 1980s returned to visit and to stay. No event in Soviet history remained exempt from criticism—not the character of V. I. Lenin, the traditionally revered leader of the October revolution, nor Soviet conduct during World War II, hitherto regarded as flawless. Glasnost brought a gender backlash, too. The communists were accused of destroying the family and undermining women’s “natural role” as wives and mothers and guardians of the family hearth. Many Russians began to feel that it was imperative to stop “driving” women into the labor force and allow them to return to their proper sphere, the home.


By ending political repression and allowing people to speak publicly and for the first time of the unspeakable, glasnost legitimized some people’s memories and made it possible for them to tell their stories relatively openly. Even as this openness destroyed the authorized version of the past, however, it provided no satisfactory replacement for it, no new collective memory through which people could understand their lives and find meaning in them. It became hard for people to make sense of the past. Widespread attacks on the version of history to which many Soviet citizens had devoted their lives has aroused understandable anger and resentment in many, as well as a terrible feeling of loss. The sense of crisis and shock is intensified by another loss, that of a key element that once united the population—pride in being citizens of a superpower, the Soviet Union. This pride has been replaced by national membership (in Russia, Uzbekistan, Ukraine, and so on), which has erected borders and barriers between states that were once part of a unified and powerful nation. To many Russian citizens of the former Soviet Union, the feeling is akin to what U.S. citizens might feel if they suddenly needed a passport and visas and special currencies to travel around their country. In addition, the last few years have severely eroded the system of social supports that ensured hardworking and upstanding Soviet citizens some medical care and security in their old age. Inflation of over 1,000 percent has destroyed people’s life savings and reduced the buying power of pensions. Unable to afford the new goods that are now available, many older people subsist mainly on bread and worry about surviving from one pension check to the next or dying of hunger. Although the effect of such stark changes, both positive and negative, varies according to the individual, they have profoundly affected the ways that our narrators speak about their lives.


Our narrators conclude their stories in the early 1950s, with a brief coda in which they react to current changes. Most were nearing the age of retirement by then (age 55 for women); their youth and childbearing and child-rearing years had come to an end. These women’s lives coincided with the most turbulent events of their era. Their stories reveal the personal price that was paid for the public achievements of the Soviet period and the genuine pride that many people still take in what was accomplished, despite the price—or perhaps because of it.


We have used a modified form of the Library of Congress system of transliteration, except in the case of well-known names and institutions, and have eliminated the soft signs. Commonly used acronyms and frequently mentioned groups and institutions are identified in the glossary.
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ANNA AKIMOVNA DUBOVA










Anastasia Posadskaya interviewed Anna Dubova at her one-room wooden dacha near Moscow on a sunny day in May 1994. Dubova lived in an apartment during the winter months, but moved for the warm months of the year to the countryside, where like countless other retired women she spent her time preparing for the next winter. She would plant a garden, and in late summer, she would harvest and preserve vegetables as well as fruits, nuts, and mushrooms. This was hard and time-consuming work, but home gardening and canning were absolutely essential for her survival during the winter—as they were for many others’—and Dubova said she loved to do it.


Posadskaya and Dubova talked on the porch. In order to speak with Posadskaya for a few hours, Dubova had to tear herself away from preparing a meal for her two grandchildren—a boy and a girl of ten and twelve years, respectively, who had come to stay at their grandmother’s dacha for the holidays. During breaks in the conversation, Dubova fed the children stewed fruit, offering some to Posadskaya as well. People recommended Dubova as a narrator primarily because she belonged to an important dissident sect of the Russian Orthodox faith—Old Belief. At the end of the seventeenth century, Old Believers rebelled against the Russian Orthodox church in the conviction that reforms then taking place in the dominant church were destroying the very foundations of faith. The tsarist government reacted by persecuting them. Rather than submit to the new practices or to the authority of the Antichrist, whom they believed to have taken power in the person of the tsar, whole families and villages fled to inaccessible forest regions, where they lived according to their own customs. In subsequent years, the persecution occasionally eased, and in the nineteenth century some Old Believers enjoyed considerable economic success as merchants and traders. But most remained very strict in their beliefs, which continued to differ in important respects from those of the dominant Russian Orthodox church. As it turned out, however, Dubova’s Old Believer origins had left little trace on her adult life, and her narrative went far beyond the subject that had led us to select her for an interview. She even looked more worldly than Posadskaya had anticipated, with close-cropped hair and wearing a light summer dress and little apron. She was eager to talk about her life, as if she had waited years for this opportunity.
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