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Abstract 

Yulia Gradskova: Soviet People with Female Bodies: Performing Beauty and Maternity in 

Soviet Russia in the mid 1930-1960s 

The everyday practices of maternity and beauty are important for the enactment of femininity. 
This dissertation deals with femininities created in the context of changing ideas about 
"normality" in Soviet Russia during the mid 1930s-1960s and explores a diversity of norms, 
discourses and rituals. The main sources are women's magazines, advice books, and interviews 
with women living now in three different cities of the Russian Federation - Moscow, Saratov 
(Volga region) and Ufa (capital of Bashkortostan Republic). 

The results of the research suggest that some parts of the Soviet discourses on maternity and 
beauty turn out to be similar to those that were characteristic for other European countries of the 
same historical period. At the same time the interviews show that the modem practices of 
medical and welfare institutions, the consumption of clothes as well as advice about appearance 
and childcare were situated in the context of shortages of goods, women's work outside of home, 
rhetorics of the "naturalness" of maternity for every woman as well as that of a woman's 
particular need to care about looking nice. Together with the home reproduction of many 
rural/patriarchal rituals of maternity and beauty it led to a contradictory everyday performance of 
femininity. Fluctuating categories of social status, ethnical belonging, geographical location and 
generation also contributed to a diversity of femininity constructions. Common sense 
normativities concerning practices of becoming a mother, caring for a baby and making oneself 
beautiful suggest that Soviet discourses on maternity and beauty were only partly accepted and 
reproduced by women. They were also partly rejected and subverted in everyday practices. The 
analysis of maternity and beauty practices shows that performative femininities were utterly 
complex. 

Keywords: oral history, Soviet Russia, maternity, beauty, everyday life, memory, body, 

normality, femininity, gender, intersectionality. 
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Introduction 

Soviet society is a precondition for 
what is happening here and now. 
(Natal'ia Kozlova about Russia in 

the beginning of 21st century 
Советские люди: сцены из 

истории, 4727) 

1. Aims, theories and sources of this study 

1.1. The Soviet woman once again? 

When Perestroika started in the Soviet Union many women's movement 
activists and feminist academics from the "West" were enthusiastic about the 
possible future development of the Russian women's movement. It looked, 
from an outside perspective as if all the necessary conditions were present 
for emancipation: traditions of a women's movement from the early 20th 
century, rhetoric from the early years of the Soviet regime, 50 years of ex
perience of women earning their own income and combined with experi
ences of women's oppression during the Soviet era in the form of a double 
burden, under-representation in all levels of political decision making, and 
not least, shortages of consumption goods and housing that made women's 
lives even more complicated. A more detailed view of the situation of 
women in Soviet Russia would only increase the number of issues that ex
emplified women's oppression. Women lived through the horror of Stalin

1 Translation by Y.G. 



ism, the terror and forced deportations along with men, but in several re
spects they ended up in an especially bad situation due to their greater re
sponsibility for children and lower levels of education. Combined with spe
cifically Soviet forms of oppression women in Soviet Russia also suffered 
from those forms of oppression that could be defined as universal, like do
mestic violence. All of this obviously contributed to expectations that the 
beginning of the democratization process in Russia would bring increased 
levels of activity which would change women's situation in society. 

All these expectations, however, turned out to be more than exaggerated. 
Although a women's movement appeared in Russia in the early 1990s (the 
first Women's congress in Dubna near Moscow was organized in 1991) and 
many women run NGOs and academic centres of gender studies exist, vast 
groups of both the male and female populace are negative or indifferent to
ward ideas of gender equality and view feminism as something alien and 
artificial. Meanwhile several aspects of women's situation in post-Soviet 
Russia, like the level of political representation, social welfare for parents 
and unemployment, did not just stagnate but actually deteriorated. Further
more, women took part in many political and social activities in the last 15 
turbulent years (from late 80s to now) in Russia, but in participating in these 
activities they usually chose to join organizations, informal groups, and insti
tutions that were guided by a rhetoric of re-establishment of traditions and 
returning women to the home, ethnic and religious revivalism, motherhood 
as a woman's main predestination or even the restoration of the Soviet re
gime. 

The current situation of women's rights and activism could be explained 
by a combination of transitional factors like market economy and anticom-
munist sentiments critical of the "state emancipation of women."2 However, 
from my viewpoint, this interpretation is rather insufficient. A search for 
answers to many contemporary questions makes us not only review our 
understanding of the transitional process in contemporary Russia, but also 
Soviet history and its present day interpretations. What kind of norms, per
ceptions, values and constructions of femininity were important for the self-
identity of women? How diverse were they? Why and when did they change 
during the course of Soviet history? What remained unaltered and why? 
What elements of Soviet normativity are likely to be included in the present 
day construction of femininity and which ones are more likely to be re
jected? Which everyday norms are likely to be simply forgotten? 

In spite of the abundance of literature on women's situation in Soviet so
ciety, several reasons make it necessary to re-examine the construction of the 

2 See Светлана Айвазова, Русские женщины в лабиринте равноправия: очерки 
политической теории и истории. Документальные материлы (Москва: РИК-Русанова, 
1998), 135. 



Soviet woman from the viewpoint of the everyday performance of feminin
ity. 

The first reason for this is the existence of a somewhat monolithic con
struction of the Soviet woman that continues to dominate popular and aca
demic discourse in Russia as well as abroad. This construction is usually 
based on the notion of a "gender contract", an approach that was very impor
tant for the development of gender studies in Russia. Studies of the gender 
contract are mainly focused on the "working mothers," i.e. the women's duty 
to fulfil both productive and reproductive functions under pressure from the 
Soviet state.3 In spite of the theoretical benefits of the contract approach, 
particularly the possibility to make comparative analysis with countries like 
Sweden,4 this approach has also several problematic sides, especially when 
applied in a Soviet context. On the one hand there is often a lack of under
standing of the ethnic, social and generational diversity of Soviet women, 
that leads to the reproduction of Soviet rhetoric of a single Soviet people and 
social equality which obscures the hierarchical relations between women 
living in different places and also belonging to different ethnic and social 
groups. On the other hand, the working "mother contract" implies that the 
Soviet state had a paramount role in threatening by force every attempt to 
bring about change. However, the reduction of the threat of state coercion in 
the 1990s did not produce significant changes in many aspects of the gender 
contract in Russia and to an even lesser extent led to the growth of feminist 
consciousness in the new state. 

A second reason why a re-examination of the construction of the Soviet 
woman is needed is the review of the Russian specifics. These are frequently 
used as an explanation for various events and processes in the present as well 
as in the past.5 Attention to doing femininity in everyday life would inevita
bly shed more light on certain similarities, and not just differences, in the 
production of femininity in Russia and in the non-socialist countries of 
Western Europe and North America. 

3 Елена Здравомыслова и Анна Темкина, 'Тендерное (gendered) гражданство и 
советский этакратический порядок," в Трансформ анция генедрных отношений. 
Западные теории и российские практики (Самара: Самарский университет, 2003), 40-
41; Анна Темкина, 'Тендерный порядок: постсоветские трансформации (Северный 
Таджикистан), " в Гендер. Традиции и современнсотъ. Сборник статей, ред. 
С.Р.Касымова (Душанбе, 2005), 14; Anna Rotkirch, "'Coming to Stand on Firm Ground.' 
The Making of a Soviet Working Mother," in On Living Through Soviet Russia, eds. Daniel 
Bertaux, Paul Thompson and Anna Rotkirch (London and New York: Routledge, 2004), 157. 
4 Yvonne Hirdman, "State Policy and Gender Contracts: the Swedish Experience, " in 
Women, Work and the Family in Europe, eds. Eileen Drew, Ruth Emerek and Evelyn Mahon 
(London and New York: Routledge, 1998), 36-47, 38-39. 
5 See, for example, Markku Kivinen, "Progress and Chaos in Contemporary Russia," in Con
temporary Change in Russia: in from the Margins ?, ed. Egle Rindzeviciute (Södertörns Hög
skola: Baltic and East European Graduate school, 2004), 7; Zbigniev Brzezinsky, "The Pri
macy of History and Culture, " Journal of Democracy, 12-4 (October, 2001), 20-26. 



The third reason for why the construction of the Soviet woman should be 
reconsidered has to do with the battle for the Soviet past that is being waged 
in present-day Russia, where history is highly politicized and interpretations 
of the past play an important role in today's struggle for political power.6 In 
a situation including the dismantling of the welfare state and increasing gen
der discrimination in the labour market, the simplistic construction of the 
Soviet woman mainly as an involuntary worker forced to place children in 
the state childcare system, who suffers from a compromised femininity 
through shortages of consumption goods and (yet more) work is particularly 
useful for a ruling elite that wishes to suppress social protest and demands 
for gender equality. 

A fourth reason encompasses the centre-periphery dimension of Soviet 
politics that still remains almost unexplored,7 particularly its implications on 
gender. Indeed, women from the autonomous republics and regions of Rus
sia played an important symbolic role in justifying the Soviet regime as 
emancipatory and in developing hierarchies between Russian, Russian-
speaking and non-Russian women as well as between women of the titular 
and non-titular nations at the level of the autonomous territories. 

A fifth reason is connected to the need to convey women's perspective on 
history, which from the 1970s onwards was one of the aims of gender histo
rians.8 The attention to the lives of individual women and their everyday 
practices of femininity would help to deepen and add nuances to the over-
generalized and impersonal construction of the Soviet woman. 

Finally, attention to everyday practices could give us a possibility to find 
mechanisms of subversion against the centralised dominance that was invisi
ble to researchers who specialise in the big events that shaped the construc
tion of the Soviet woman. 

Thus, I decided to design my research around an analysis of women's 
everyday practices of maternity and beauty in Soviet Russia. I understand 
everyday life as a combination of discursive and non-discursive practices. To 
analyse constructions of femininity in the fields of beauty and maternity I 
will pay attention to the role of the non-discursive elements of these prac
tices that are crucial to the performance of femininity, particularly the influ

6 Russian President Vladimir Putin considered it important to make a public speech on school 
history textbooks in November 2003, when he advised historians on what kind of interpreta
tion of Soviet history was right and what was wrong. - Путин: школьные учебники - не 
площадка для политической борьбы, с истории 'надо снять всю шелуху и пену'. Pub
lished 27.11.2003 www.newsru.com/arch/russia/27nov2003/press.html, accessed 2005.16.11. 
7 Jörg Baberowski, "Arbeit an der Geschichte. Vom Umgang mit den Archiven," in Russische 
Archive und Geschichswissenschaft, Hrsg. Stefan Creuzberger und Rainer Lindner (Frankfurt 
am Main: Peter Lang, 2003), 13-37, 28-29. 
8 In Russia gender research in history did not develop until the mid-1990s. See, for example 
Л.П.Репина, Женщины и мужчины в истории: новая картина европейского прошлого, 
(Москва: РОССПЭН, 2002); Наталья Пушкарева, 'Тендерный подход в исторических 
исследованиях, " Вопросы истории, N 6, 1998, 76-86. 

http://www.newsru.com/arch/russia/27nov2003/press.html


ence of technology, institutional rituals, changes of the body and its accom
panying sensations, pleasures, comforts and suffering throughout life and 
mortality. In spite of the fact that the physical manifestation of body and 
technology is presented to me mainly, though not exclusively, through ver
bal and visual accounts, I find it important to acknowledge this material di
mension in the study of everyday life. 

I see the beauty and maternity as two separate but interconnected social 
practices that are extremely important to a construction of femininity. In 
many countries in various historical periods, symbolic representations of 
femininity, contrary to that of masculinity, have stressed women's beauty 
and maternal activities on a different scale; from nursing a baby to support
ing defenders of the motherland.9 Also "beauty" and "maternity" were some
times viewed as synonyms for "goodness,"10 connecting strands of unques
tionable positive value. On the other hand, practices of beauty and maternity 
never belonged to purely representational symbolism. They were performed 
by, to and inside bodies and brought with them a range of experiences and 
emotions that were important for everyday constructions of femininities. 
Thus, beauty and maternity could be seen as spheres of application, body 
politics and practices that offer the possibility to discover different levels and 
mechanisms of the constructions of femininity within the variant frameworks 
of both official politics and innner self-identity. 

Women's everyday life under socialism - research challenges and 
traps 

Concluding her analysis of women's emancipation in Russia made in 1993, 
the American historian Wendy Goldman bitterly wrote: "And the greatest 
tragedy is that subsequent generations of Soviet women, cut off from the 
thinkers, the ideas and the experiments generated by their own Revolution, 
learned to call this "socialism" and to call this "liberation."11 Even now, 
when the Soviet gender experiment becomes even more distant and when 
gender ideology and politics in the Soviet Union have been analysed in so 
many publications that even to mention them all would need a whole page,12 

9 See for example, Silke Wenk, "Gender Difference and the Visual Representation of the 
political," in The Body and Representation, eds. Insa Härtel and Sigrid Schade (Opladen: 
Leske+Budrich, 2002), 201-214. 
10 Dostoevsky's "beauty will save the world" and Russian proverb "Sun is warm, mother is 
goodness" (При солнышке тепло, при матери - добро) also show that maternity and 
beauty are positive values. 
11 Wendy Goldman, Women, the State and Revolution: Soviet Family Policy and Social Life, 
1917-1936 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 343. 
12 In the center of research were Bolshevik ideas on women's liberation, women's activism in 
1920s, Soviet family politics, women's involvement into waged work, sexual politics - Rich
ard Stites, The Women 's Liberation Movement in Russia, Feminism, Nihilism, and Bolshe
vism, 1860-1930 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1978); Mary Buckley, Women and 
Ideology in the Soviet Union (New York and London: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1989); Gail 
Warshofsky Lapidus, "Women in the Soviet society," in Stalinism: the Essential Readings, 



the gender historian of the Soviet past is still confronted with the contradic
tions pointed out by Goldman. These contradictions have two aspects. 

On one level we find contradictions between utopia and realpolitik. It has 
always been crucial for researchers of the Soviet society to approach Soviet 
politics by balancing between declared Bolshevik/Marxist ideas on the one 
hand and the outcome of their implementation in practical life, on the other 
hand. We might identify the following most important discrepancies: Soviet 
declarations on justice and freedom vs. the practices of a totalitarian political 
system, the appeal for a proletarian revolution in a country with a predomi
nantly illiterate peasantry,13 the coexistence of ideas on ethnicity and nation
ality that regarded them on the one hand as social constructions and on the 
other as essentialist characteristics14 and, finally, the existence at the same 
time of clear-cut and progressive family laws and yet a "grotesque hybrid" 
of family politics at the practical level.15 

Following Marianne Liljeström the contradiction of utopia and realpolitik 
with respect to gender and body politics could be presented as a contradic
tion between a constructivist outlook on gender, creating an androgynous 
ideal for women on the one hand and a biological essentialist approach on 
the other. According to Marxist ideology, after the proletarian revolution 
women would be liberated from a dual oppression, originating from the capi
talist system and the family order. In order to be liberated women had to 
leave their homes and enter the work-life in a public socialist economy. 
Thus, the family would gradually wither away until its full disappearance.16 

However, this assumption of liberation came into a contradiction with a 
process where the "revolution" had to reproduce itself biologically, some
thing that was impossible without the woman's body. Using the words of 
Marianne Liljeström, it is possible to say that "biological conceptions of 
gender qualities and obligations were intertwined with distinctive ideological 
patterns of thought" in Soviet gender politics. "The ideal of Homo sovieticus 

ed. D. Hoffman (Maiden MA: Blackwell publishing, 2003), 213-236; Wendy Goldman, 
Women, the State ...; Igor Kon, The Sexual Revolution in Russia: From the Age of the Czars 
to Today (New York: The Free Press, 1995); Barbara Alpern Engel, Women in Russia 1700-
2000 (Cambridge: Cambridge University press, 2004). Also collections of articles about 
women's life in different particular periods of Soviet history were published - Melanie Ilic, 
ed. Women in the Stalin Era (New York: Palgrave, 2001); Melanie Ilic, Susan Reid and 
Lynne Attwood eds., Women in the Khrushchev Era (New York: Palgrave, 2004 ). 
13 David Hoffmann, Peasant Metropolis. Social Identities in Moscow, 1929-1941 (Ithaca and 
London: Cornell University Press, 1994). 
14 Francine Hirsch, Empire of Nations: Ethnographic Knowledge and the Making of the Soviet 
Union (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 2005). 
15 Stalinist policy toward the family, according to Goldman was a "grotesque hybrid: rooted in 
the original socialist vision, starved in the depleted soil of poverty, and ultimately deformed 
by the states' increasing reliance on repression" (342). Particularly, in 1920-1930s Bolshevik 
emancipatory family politics contributed to such social problems as prostitution, tragic conse
quences of divorce for housewives (118) and child abandonment (325-327) - Goldman, 
Women, the State. 
16 Goldman, Women, the State, 44. 



as a "genderless", androgynous and asexual being was applied, as a matter of 
fact, only to women."17 

On another level, we can speak about the contradictions between imple
mented politics and the ways in which the Soviet past was remembered. 
Several researchers have shown that the fact that the "Soviet experiment" 
has lasted for a comparatively long historical period and also that the Soviet 
discourse has, in fact, predominated as the governing explanation of the 
world (however Utopian it may seem now) have influenced the politics of 
remembering and lead to a specific way of relating events from the past.18 A 
particularly important role should be paid to language: according to Irina 
Sandomirskaja, it is almost impossible to separate the Soviet language of 
propaganda from the Soviet language of everyday life, since the average 
language user is highly politicised.19 With respect to gender issues this con
tradiction could be followed through autobiographies of women-activists 
where "women represent themselves...in compliance with the hegemonic 
male norm,"20 which that could be interpreted as an internalisation of the 
Soviet androgynous ideal. At the same time, studies of "average" women's 
autobiographies show that the "male world" was drastically separated from 
the female and that "a man was not able to understand a woman."21 

What implications do these two levels of contradictions have for my re
search on maternity and beauty performance? 

When choosing a topic of interest I was particularly looking for those as
pects of women's life that were "difficult" for Soviet politics to deal with 
due to their mostly biological and gender specific attribution. At the same 
time, maternity and beauty could be seen as areas that not only were mostly 
interpreted in an essentialist and biological way during the Soviet period, but 
also, continue to be seen as the most inherent part of femininity in post-
Soviet Russia.22 

17 Marianne Liljeström, "Emancipated to Subordination. The Origin and the Discoursive 
Reproduction of the Soviet Gender System. Summary " in Emanciperade till underordning. 
Det sovjetiska könssystemets uppkomst och diskursiva reproduktion (Åbo: Åbo akademis 
förlag - Åbo akademi University press, 1995), 482. 
18 Daniel Bertaux , Paul Thompson and Anna Rotkirch eds. On Living Through Soviet Russia 
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On the basis of the previous research, the Soviet history of gender politics 
could be presented as divided into four historical periods. The first period 
(1917 to the late 1920s) is characterised by emancipatory legislation and 
rhetoric. It began with a declaration of women's political and social equality, 
the creation of a special department of the Bolshevik party (Zhenotdel) for 
work among women and was followed by changes in family and labour leg
islation and broad political campaigns for women's education. The most 
important changes in legislation were the legalisation of abortion in 1920 
and the highly radical family code of 1926.23 This period was also character
ised by a mobilisation that was led "by women themselves, often without the 
moral and political support of men."24 

The second period coincided with the onset of Stalinism (early 1930s to 
the mid 1950s) and was characterised by a retreat from this emancipatory 
rhetoric and legislation, the introduction of an authoritarian political regime, 
the shutting down of independent women's organisations, a massive in
volvement of women in work outside of home during the process of forced 
industrialisation and a strong emphasis on women's duty to be both good 
workers and committed mothers. Determined pro-natalist policies included a 
ban of abortion in 1936, while the percentage of women in the work force 
increased to about 40% in 1940 and kept rising until the mid-1950s.25 

Women's day-to-day existence was characterised by shortages of elementary 
goods and housing.26 The Second World War led to a further aggravation of 
the situation due to the effects of both the devastation of war and the state 
policies for strengthening labour discipline.27 On the other hand, during this 
period the state encouraged women to be good wives and to care for their 
homes and husbands and attempted to strengthen the family through the 

children in contemporary Russia came to a conclusion that "understanding of beauty in our 
society is undoubtedly gender marked" - Олег Паченков, "Формирование тендерной 
идетичности у ребенка: случай Ани," в Гендерноеустройство: социальные институты 
и практики, ред. Жанна Чернова (С-Петербург: Издательство Европейского 
университета в Санкт-Петербурге, 2005), 60. See also Татьяна Михайлова, "'В постели с 
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Engel, Women in Russia 1700-2000 (Cambridge: Cambridge University press, 2004). 
26 Victoria Semyonova, "Equality in Poverty: the Symbolic Meaning of Kommunalki in the 
1930-50s, " in On Living Through Soviet Russia, eds. Daniel Bertaux, Paul Thompson and 
Anna Rotkirch (London and New York: Routledge, 2004), 54-68; Илья Утехин, Очерки 
коммунального быта (Москва: ОГИ, 2001). 
27 Engel, Women in Russia, 210-213. 



restrictive family law of 1944. Women's level of education in this period 
increased significantly, while the campaign for "enlightment" of non-
Russian women led to growth of their visibility in the public sphere.28 

The third period is the period of partial dismantling of Stalinism, usually 
named the Thaw (mid 1950s to the mid 1960s). On the level of gender poli
tics it was characterised by liberalisation of legislation (in 1955 the abortion 
ban was lifted), a certain opening towards the West and social reforms that 
improved living conditions leading to growth in the socialist welfare system 
and increased mass consumption.29 

The fourth period (mid 1960 to the break-up of the Soviet Union) was 
characterised by continued involvement of women in production along with 
an increase in rhetoric calling for the need to return femininity to women and 
of the special role of mothers in children's upbringing and education.30 The 
number of divorces increased while abortion became widespread. The dissi
dent movement in Russia mainly overlooked problems of women's inequal
ity and subordination, while members of the only feminist dissident organi
sation had to leave the country after being arrested in 1979, even though the 
organisation had existed for only about one year.31 The level of women's 
education continued to increase, whilst large numbers of women continued 
to preserve very patriarchal views on the distribution of family roles.32 The 
standard of living in these years increased while shortages of consumer 
goods, housing and certain types of food persisted. The Western consumer 
society was becoming a highly desirable, though unreachable, ideal.33 

As it is possible to see that even from this brief overview of the Soviet 
history and due to its connection with the "reproduction of revolution" as I 
wrote before, the politics and institutions of motherhood had a very impor
tant place in Soviet history and attracted attention of many researchers. 
However research is distributed very unevenly between Russian and "West
ern" researches as well as between different periods and aspects of this area. 

The introduction (1920), ban (1936) and later reintroduction (1955) of le
gal abortion in the USSR were the centre of interest of many "Western" re

28 Engel, Women in Russia, 186-208. 
29 Catriona Kelly, Refining Russia. Advice Literature, Polite Culture and Gender from Cath
erine to Yeltsin (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001); Susan Reid, "Women in the Home," 
in Women in the Khrushchev Era, eds. Melanie Ilic, Susan Reid and Lynne Attwood (New 
York: Palgrave, 2004), 149-177; Göran Therborn, Between Sex and Power. Family in the 
world, 1900-2000 (London: Routledge, 2004). 
j0 Engel, Women in Russia, 239-240. 
jl Айвазова, Русские женщины, 94-95. 
32 Engel, Women in Russia, 240-241; Yulia Gradskova, "'Normative Femininity': A Review 
of Women's Self-descriptions in the Context of the Reforms in Russia," in Contemporary 
Change in Russia: in from the Margins ?, ed. Egle Rindzeviciute. (Södertörn Högskola: Baltic 
and East European Graduate school, 2004), 111-123. 
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searchers.34 According to Barbara Alpern Engel, the introduction of abortion 
was not connected merely to the idea of liberation, but rather the need to 
solve the immediate economic crises consequent on the First World and 
Civil war.35 Similarly, the ban on abortion was seen as both an obvious 
measure in the situation of a decline in the birth rate (of which one of the 
important contributions came as a consequence of collectivisation) and a 
general retreat from revolutionary values (abortion ban was part of the poli
tics of strengthening family). Reintroduction of legal abortion is presented as 
a concession to the silent resistance of women who during the whole 19 
years period of the abortion ban were widely using clandestine abortion that 
lead not unfrequently to the death of mother.36 In Russia the Soviet politics 
of abortion recently also becoming important topic of research.37 

The connection of the politics of motherhood with the Soviet kind of 
modernisation and welfare politics was another important direction of stud
ies. During 20th century Russia was evolving along a common direction of 
social change, for example, a diminishing number of children in the family38 

and a diminishing level of infant mortality.39 David Hoffman and David 
Ransel also showed that Soviet state was gradually introducing different 
elements of welfare for mothers.40 However, these measures were seen as 
still inadequate and modest compared against, for example, with some other 
countries of the Communist block.41 Particularly serious attention was paid 
by researchers to the legislation, institutions and obstacles on the way to the 
implementation of welfare for mothers42 in the first half of the Soviet history 
(1917-1944), when special governmental body for maternity care was cre
ated (1919), maternity leave and alimony in a case of divorce declared 
(1917-1918) and, finally, some child allowances for mothers of several chil-

34 Goldman, Women, the State; David L. Hoffman, "Mothers in the Motherland: Stalinist Pro-
natalism in its Pan-European Context," Journal of Social History, N 1, 2000, 35-54; Ransel, 
Village Mothers; Валентина Жиромская, Демографическая история России в 1930е гг.: 
взгляд в неизвестное (Москва: РОССПЭН, 2001). 
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Повседневная жизнь советского города: нормы и аномалии. 1920-1930-е гг. (Санкт-
Петербург: Нева, 1999), 281-292. 
38 In 1913 birth rate was 47, in 1930 - 39,2, in 1960 - 24,9 - И.А.Курганов, Женщины и 
коммунизм (Нью-Йорк, 1968), 201. 
39 In 1920 death rate for children below 1 year old was 206, while in 1960 it was 29 - Борис 
Миронов, Социальная история России периода империи (XYllI-начало XX века) : генезис 
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Т.2, (С-Петербург: Дмитрий Буланин, 1999), 352. 
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41 See Айвазова, Русские женщины, 88. 
42 Hoffman, "Mothers in the Motherland"; Ransel, Village Mothers. 



dren and single mothers were introduced (1936 and 1944 respectively).43 In 
contrast, the later period of state welfare politics with respect to maternity is 
less studied. Attention to maternity welfare is rather lacking in contemporary 
Russian gender research44 which could be easily explained by overemphasiz
ing "state care for mothers" in the socialist propaganda.45 Also, from the 
perspectives of the Russian transition to a market economy with an emphasis 
on effectiveness, welfare for parents does not seem to be a priority. 

As I wrote in the beginning of this chapter, motherhood is always an im
portant reference or even, a departing point, for most of the research dedi
cated to women's double burden in the Soviet Union and to the contract of a 
working mother.46 It was argued, however, that usually maternity as such is 
not analysed in all its complexity.47 

Maternity came to be addressed by researchers of both the Soviet sexual
ity and for knowledge about the reproductive capacities of the body,48 but it 
does not occupy an important place in this type of research usually. 

The medical side of motherhood is also under-researched. Important con
tributions, however, were made in a book by David Ransel and in an article 
by Elizabeth Waters49 who both showed the importance of Western medical 
model in Soviet maternity politics. 

Advice literature for mothers was studied by Catriona Kelly and Natal'ia 
Cherniaeva. Kelly highlighted the importance of these publications for So
viet politics of kul'turnost V° while Cherniaeva showed that the ideology of 
women's emancipation experienced particularly strong defeat in the sphere 
of motherhood.51 Cherniaeva also followed the change in discourses on ma

43 For more detailes see appendix 3. 
44Article by Olga Issoupova is an important exception - Olga Issoupova, "From Duty to Pleas
ure? Motherhood in Soviet and Post-Soviet Russia," in Gender, State and Society in Soviet 
and Post-Soviet Russia, ed. Sarah Ashwin (London and New York: Routledge, 2000), 30-55. 

45 In a pioneer article of Russian feminism written in the beginning of the Perestroika, one
sided politics of support of mothers were addressed negatively in order to defend woman's 
rights on the labour market - H. Захарова, А.Посадская и Н.Римашевская, "Как мы 
решаем женский вопрос, " Коммунист, N 4, 1989, 56-65. 
6 Елена Здравомыслова и Анна Темкина, 'Тендерное (gendered) гражданство и 

советский этакратический порядок," 27-62; Gail Warshofsky Lapidus, "Women in the 
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Working Mother," in On Living Through Soviet Russia, eds. Daniel Bertaux, Paul Thompson 
and Anna Rotkirch (London and New York: Routledge, 2004), 146-176. 
48 Igor Kon, The Sexual Revolution in Russia: From the Age of the Czars to Today (New 
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20th Century Russia (Helsinki: University of Helsinki, 2000). 
49 Ransel, Village Mothers, 124-164; Elizabeth Waters, "The Modernization of Russian Moth
erhood," Soviet Studies, vol. 44, N 1, 1992, 123-135. 
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ternity from 1917 to 1941 and came to a conclusion that the discourse on 
maternity as a productive activity specific for the 1920s, was substituted in 
1930s by a naturalization and médicalisation of maternity.52 In spite of the 
importance of the analysis of the main change in the politics of motherhood 
around the beginning of the 1930s and the contextualization of Soviet "ad
vice for mothers", the overview of discourses on maternity is, from my per
spective, still far from encompassing the whole process. The attitude of 
women to these discourses still needs further study as well. 

Neither is the role of the father in the Soviet family presented by a big 
bibliography. This problem started to draw attention only recently, particu
larly through a publication by Rebecca Kay.53 

The last under-researched problem that I want to mention is that of the 
mother's and family strategies around the organisation of childcare as well 
as state childcare institutions for small children (nurseries). 

An overview of research on maternity shows that in spite of a large num
ber of publications several areas and problems have still to be explored. The 
need for research on beauty is even bigger. Unlike maternity, which was 
brought directly into the public agenda by various political actors at the be
ginning of the 20th century,54 beauty was never included in more common 
political thinking. Beauty was not connected with issues like population 
growth or employment, but was viewed as a secondary issue that was con
sidered as belonging to the private sphere. Probably, this was a reason why 
beauty got less attention from researchers of the Soviet society and therefore, 
even more heterogeneous directions of research have to be taken into ac
count. 

The first of this direction is study of the proletarian aesthetics of Russian 
avant-guard (1920s)- artists, designers and the ideologists of the new "eve
ryday life" (byt).55 However, most of these publications56 are centred rather 
on intellectual life and do not pay much attention either to the gender impli
cations nor to the wider everyday implementation of these radical aesthetic 
ideas. 

52 Черняева, "Производство матерей," 125, 130. 
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(Burlington VT: Ashgate, 2006). 
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55 Svetlana Boym, Common Places, Mythologies of Everyday Life in Russia (Cambridge and 
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Studies of consumption (or rather under-consumption) showed obvious 
and persistent gap between the illusion of Soviet abundance and the every
day realities of economy of shortages.57 Probably, it was also another reason 
(together with the secondary nature of beauty for Soviet politics and ideol
ogy) why "Western" gender researchers were, for a long time, not very in
terested in going deeper into the problem of appearance. Finally, feminist 
studies in 1980s were mainly dealing with the consumption and mass culture 
images imposed on women.58 During the last 10 years connections between 
shortages of goods, models and fashion thinking on the one hand and low 
taste and nostalgia for "attractiveness and femininity" in women's appear
ance on the other was reflected on by many, including Russian, gender and 
consumption researchers.59 

The growing importance of consumption (and, as a part of it, an interest 
in both nice and fashionable looks) in late 1950s-early 1960s was studied in 
publications by Susan Reid, Olga Vainstein, Jukka Gronow, Natal'ia Lebina 
and Alexandr Chistikov. However, the most addressed piece of Soviet his
tory of beauty, presented both in research and analytic memories is distrib
uted in the big city sub-culture of so called style-mongers (stilyaga),60 who 
showed themselves interested in western fashion and music. However, the 
gender aspect of "stilyagian"sub-culture as well as the scale of its distribu
tion continues to be rather under-researched. 

Some publications on the consumption also pay attention to importance of 
re-use techniques and home crafts in the face of shortages of industrially 

57Елена Осокина, За фасадом 'сталинского изобилия Распределение и рынок в 
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Петербург: журнал "Нева", 2000), 218-244; Elena Zubkova, Russia after the War: Hopes, 
Illusions and Disappointments, 1945-1957 (New York: M.E. Sharp, Armonk, 1998). 
58 Naomi Wolf, The Beauty Myth: How Images of Beauty Are Used Against Women (New 
York: William Morrow and Company, 1991). 
59 Nadezhda Azhgikhina and Helena Goscilo, "Getting under their Skin: The Beauty Salon in 
Russian Women's Lives," in Russia - Women - Culture, eds. H. Goscilo and B. Holmgren 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1996), 94-124; Наталья Лебина и Александр 
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produced goods;61 but again, the gender aspect of these crafts and techniques 
is not fully explored. 

One of the relevant areas for the study of beauty is research on the ideals 
of appearance and culture. One of the sets of the normativity is presented as 
a part of the kul'turnost' campaign (1920-1930s). According to publications 
by Sheila Fitzpatrick, Catriona Kelly and Barbara Alpern Engel, Soviet poli
tics of kuVturnost ' were aimed at the modernisation of Russian everyday 
culture (including appearance), as well as for fulfilling a "civilizing mission" 
in the periphery (in non-Russian parts of the country).62 Another ideal was 
presented in research by Jukka Gronow where he showed that in the period 
of the Stalinist retreat ideals of look and consumption were oriented by pre-
revolutionary understanding of a good life, while kul 'turnost ' could be inter
preted as conformism more than cultural dynamism and innovation.63 In spite 
of the important and qualified research in this area, the gender as well as the 
civilizing aspects of the kul'turnost' campaign with respect to looks need 
further exploration. 

Researchers of the Soviet visual culture - posters, films and photographs 
- contributed to studies of beauty and appearance. Particularly Victoria Bon-
nell, who showed how part of early (1920s) poster's esthetics was centered 
on visual presentation of androgynous woman.64 Also Oksana Bulgakova, 
who showed the transformation of images of the Soviet film heroines from 
"anti-stars" (1920s), through "beauty of simplicity"(1930) to "the second 
farewell to beauty"(1950s),65 whilst studies of women's visual presentations 
in magazines made by Lynne Attwood and Tatiana Dashkova showed grow
ing interest to a "nice look" in 1930s (and late 1940-1950s in the case of 
Attwood publication) compared against the 1920s.66 
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Several other topics, connected with beauty and appearance, were brought 
up by several other directions of research - like on sport or sexuality,67 but 
sometimes these need to be studied more in connection to changes in con
sumption patterns and everyday life normativity. 

This short overview of the current state of the interpretations and periodi-
sation of the Soviet practices of maternity and beauty brings us back to a 
double contradiction stated in the title of this subchapter. In order to fulfill a 
more encompassing and gender-oriented research of practices in maternity 
and beauty it is particularly important to try to reflect on representations and 
meanings together with the actors' motivations and interpretations during the 
process of the analysis. 

Aim and structure of research 

The main aim of this research is to study how beauty and maternity practice 
enacted the production of Soviet femininity(ies). What were the normativi-
ties of these practices? How did they change during the studied period? How 
could the discursive construction of femininity be reconstructed on the basis 
of printed materials and what influence did this construction have on 
women's memories about the everyday practices of beauty and maternity? 
How were Soviet rhetoric, norms and institutions used (or misused) for the 
presentation of personal experiences of maternity and beauty? To which 
extent was the performance of maternity and beauty in 1930-1960s ena
bling/reflecting multiple social hierarchies inherent in Soviet society? 

The chosen period - mid 1930-1960s - could be defined as the middle pe
riod in the history of the Soviet state, a period which starts from a declara
tion of the "victory" of socialism and ends at a time when signs of the de
cline of the system were not yet visible. At the same time the chosen period 
could be seen as the period, when, according to Viktoria Semyonova, "the 
only real Soviet generation" was coming of age.68 

My main research interest considers the interdependence between Soviet 
constructions of "woman" and the normativities of beauty and maternity 
practices in the Soviet context. Thus, I focus on specific aspects of the enor
mous field of maternity and beauty (including the history of professional 
institutions, spheres of consumption, abortion, child care and the combina
tion of motherhood and wage labour) only if they contribute to my analysis 
of how femininity and everyday practices of beauty and maternity were in
terconnected. Another delimitation in my study regards the social and geo
graphical space - due to the great social, geographical and ethnic diversity of 
Soviet women, one study could not encompass all of its implications. Thus, 

67 Pat Simpson, "Parading Myths : Imagining New Soviet Woman on Fizkulturnik's Day, July 
1944," The Russian Review, 63 (April), 2004, 187-211; Rotkirch, The Man Question. 
68 Viktoria Semyonova, "Two Cultural World in One Family - the Historical Context in Rus
sian Society, " History of the Family, N 7, 2002, 259-280. 



in my inquiry of memory and consumption of discourses, I mostly focus on 
stories from three cities. A third limitation refers to my special interest in 
women whose life, at least to some extent could be seen as "ordinary", even 
if I agree with Steven Harris who deems this definition to be very problem
atic.69 Finally, I delimit my study basically to femininity thus, looking at 
masculinity constructions only when necessary for my analysis of feminin
ity. 

This study starts from an overview of theories, methods, source materials 
and the state of the research conducted in the chosen area. The three follow
ing chapters introduce the reader to beauty and maternity as discursive fields 
of Soviet order of discourse and are intended to show how different interpre
tations of normativity with respect to beauty and maternity were co-existing, 
competing and interacting in mass publications in the course of the 1930-
1960s. The fifth chapter introduces oral history and visual materials from 
private collections and analyses the possibilities of its use for studying the 
performance of femininity in Soviet everyday life. The sixth chapter is dedi
cated to everyday practices of beauty and maternity, as recalled by women 
who were young or middle aged during the studied period of the 1930s to the 
60s. Finally, the seventh chapter is centred around a comparative analysis of 
the presentation of beauty and maternity practices based on several inter
views. In the concluding chapter my findings; on the mechanisms of produc
tion, reproduction and transformation of femininity through the normalising 
practices of beauty and maternity are compared and summarised. 

Main concepts of research 

In this study the performance of beauty and maternity is seen as being real
ised through the normalising practices that are discussed in works by femi
nist researchers Susan Bordo, Sandra Lee Bartky and Kathy Davis.70 Build
ing on the works of Michel Foucault, feminist scholars showed that discur
sive practices shape normality and its opposite - abnormality. According to 
Foucault, this division is supported by a system of institutions that prescribe 
and reproduce them. Therefore construction of the normal is at least partially 
realised through a thread of violence.71 

69 Steven E.Harris, "In Search of 'Ordinary' Russia: Everyday Life in the NEP, the Thaw, 
and the Communal Apartment," Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History, N 6, 
vol.3, 2005, 583-614. 
70 Susan Bordo, Unbearable Weight: Feminism, Western Culture and The Body (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1993), 1-42; Sandra Lee Bartky, "Foucault, Femininity, and 
the Moderrnization of Patriarchal Power, " in The Politics of Women 's Bodies: Sexuality, 
Appearance and Behavior, ed. Rose Weitz (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1998), 25-45; Kathy Davis, "Embody-ing Theory: Beyond Modernist and Postmodernist 
Reading of the Body, " in Embodied Practices: Feminist Perspectives on the Body, ed. Kathy 
Davis (London, Thousand Oaks and New Delhi: Sage, 1997), 1-27. 
71 Michel Foucault, "The Discourse on Language, " in The Archaeology of Knowledge and the 
Discourse on Language (New York: Pantheon books, 1982), (originally in French, 1971), 
218. 



However, the history of Soviet Russia seems to be first of all a history of 
an open physical coercion and state violence that could lead to an assump
tion about the non-importance of a foucauldian paradigm on repression and 
discipline. But, in the process of research72 it became obvious that the con
centration of research only on open physical coercion and state violence 
would leave many aspects of gender relationships and gender discrimination 
in the Soviet context outside of the research focus. While the problem of a 
deeper understanding of the correlation between open and tacit violence falls 
outside the scope of this research, in my study of beauty and maternity prac
tice I will nevertheless pay attention to both open state coercion and the in
visible practice of normalisation. 

In the Soviet context, with violence being centralised and embedded in 
the system of state control, discourses could be understood as belonging to 
the sphere of state regulation of both the public and private spheres. In spite 
of the fact that the normalising practices of the Soviet state are frequently 
presented as an ideology,731 believe that for the purposes of my work it is 
particularly important to analyse internal contradictions and variations in 
Soviet normalising practices; making the use of the concept of "discourse" 
more fruitful than "ideology". 

On the other hand, following Foucault's line of thought, normality cannot 
be seen as merely imposed on women, but should also be studied as desir
able, attractive and useful. Thus, the inherent hierarchies between the norma-
tivities of beauty and maternity cannot be seen as being simply vertical, but 
rather more horizontal, since according to Sandra Lee Bartky, it is necessary 
to assume that "disciplinarians are everyone and, yet no one in particular."74 

In the Soviet context, where the alternative or openly oppositional voices on 
the discursive level were not tolerated, everyday life could still not be organ
ised exclusively by and around a rhetoric found in the Soviet printed sources. 
However, some of the family's daily routines continued to exist along with 
ethnic and religious rituals, most of them unspoken. Also, routines at hospi
tals, hairdresser salons, shops or maternity clinics, had their own unwritten 
rules, norms and logic that somehow co-existed with, adjusted to, and at the 
same time contradicted the dominance of the Soviet order of discourse. 
Thus, everyday practices of beauty and maternity can be studied on the level 
of the common sense knowledge, normativity and belief systems. In contrast 
to Pierre Bourdieu's interpretation of this logic as kind of a falsification of 

72 I am grateful to all the students of a course on the politics of the body in Russia at 
Södertörns Högskola (2005-2006). Our discussions helped me to make my understanding of 
this aspects more clear. 
73 Mary Buckley, however, states that even when the term "ideology" is used, it is necessary 
to take into account that "The Soviet ideology on women has been inspired by far more than 
the Marxist classics" - Mary Buckley, Women and Ideology in the Soviet Union (New York, 
London: Harvester Wbeatsheaf, 1989), 4. 
74 Bartky, "Foucault, Femininity," 22-45. 



reality,751 see this normativity as an important mechanism of the everyday 
practice of beauty and maternity that should be analysed in order to under
stand the production of "Soviet" femininity. 

Furthermore, it was cultural theorist Michel de Certeau who questioned 
the idea of everyday practices as being merely imposed on people and who 
focused on practices of "users" - "commonly assumed to be passive and 
guided by established rules."76 According to de Certeau, these users could be 
seen as engaged in the practices of resistance through the re-appropriation of 
space, discourses and their own bodies. Moreover, contemporary feminist 
theory does not see a body as just an object of domination practices, but also 
as a resource of subversion. Thus, Kathy Davis highlighted that individuals 
throughout history and in all walks of life have constantly negotiated the 
possibilities and limitations of their embodied experience. She also noted 
that sometimes practices like religious dress restrictions or veiling, which at 
first glance appear repressive and confirming, prove upon closer inspection 
to be "the site of women's attempts to actively give shape to their lives".77 

Furthermore, it is Judith Butler who was warning feminist researchers 
against "illusions of a true body beyond the law" and claimed that subver
sion is possible "from within the terms of the law, through the possibilities 
that emerge when the law turns against itself and spawns unexpected permu
tations of itself'.78 Thus, in this research I am following this understanding 
of subversion and am particularly interested in resistance to dominant Soviet 
discourses and normalizing normativities through everyday practices of 
beauty and maternity. 

Like feminist researcher Elizabeth Grosz, who introduced an understand
ing of the body as a "lived body"79,1 understand "body" not only as a surface 
for the subscription of meaning, but also as an active entity of everyday life. 
In my research I pay attention to women's interactions with the physicality 
of their own bodies in the course of being pregnant, growing into their adult 
sexuality, being sexually attractive, giving birth, nursing a baby or aging. 

My research questions for this thesis deal with an exploration of a "So
viet" production of a system of "femininities." Following Candace West and 
Don H. Zimmerman's interpretation of gender, "doing gender means creat
ing differences between girls and boys and women and men, differences that 
are not natural, essential, or biological",80 I see femininity as a category of 
differentiation enacted through beauty and maternity practice rather than a 

75 Pierre Bourdieu, The Logic of Practice (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1990), 36. 
76 Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1984), xl. 
77 Davies, "Embody-ing Theory," 12. 
78 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble (New York and London: Routledge, 1999), 119. 
79 Elizabeth Grosz, Volatile Bodies: Toward Corporeal Feminism (St. Leonards: Allen and 
Unwin, 1994). 
80 Candace West and Don H. Zimmerman, "Doing Gender," Gender & Society, vol. 1, N 2 
(June), 1987, 137. 



fixed entity. Furthermore, while West and Zimmerman approach femininity 
and masculinity more as a normalising and disciplining practice,81 my own 
research is also inspired by Judith Butler's understanding of gender as per
formance. Thus, I see femininity as an interplay of complex power relations 
that not only reproduce, but also subvert and resignify the dominant forms.82 

Consequently femininity could be understood as enacted at a crossroad of 
subjection and subjectification. 

In spite of Soviet declarations on the equality of all Soviet citizens - in
cluding social equality and the irrelevance of belonging to different national 
and ethnic groups - the everyday normativity of beauty and maternity in 
Soviet Russia can hardly be seen as being the same for all Soviet women 
during the studied period. Depending on their place of birth, religious belief, 
profession, success or failure in a Soviet style system of upward social mo
bility,83 migration, access to a Soviet system of privileged consumption 
alongside many other factors Soviet women employed different everyday 
tactics to negotiate the complex landscape of maternity and beauty. How
ever, a pre-established choice of a number of different social categories like 
profession, ethnic origin or geographical location has a very limited capacity 
for explaining some of the differences in the performance of beauty and ma
ternity, particularly when taking into account that the studied period was a 
time of mass migration, shifting social status, disregard of the significance 
of ethnicity, as well as a time of a ban on religious practices and of the crea
tion of a parallel system of social stratification based on privilege. Thus, 
taking inspiration from the feminist scholar Nina Lykke, I use the concept of 
intersectionality assuming that social categories are mutually constructing 
and transforming each other while interplaying.84 Being far from just a free 
interplay, however, it brings in the building and transformation of hierar
chies.85 I see interpretations of maternity and beauty practices as being an 
example of intersectionality, a co-enactment of hierarchical relationships 
between various fluctuant definitions of social belonging. Intersectionality 
is focused on asymmetry of power and, according to Dorthe Staunaes, is 
particularly helpful when there is a need "to grasp the lived life of subjects 

81 "Doing gender also renders the social arrangements based on sex category accountable as 
normal and natural, that is legitimate ways of organizing social life" - West and Zimmerman, 
op.cit., 146. 
8 See discussion on works of Judith Butler and Pierre Bourdieu in Lois McNay, Gender and 
Agency, Reconfiguring the Subject in Feminist and Social Theory (Cambridge: Polity Press, 
2000), 44-45. 
83 See, for example, Sheila Fitzpatrick, The Cultural Front, Power and Culture in Revolution
ary Russia (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1992), 149-183. 
84 Nina Lykke, "Intersektionalitet - ett användbart begrepp för genusforskning, " Kvinno
vetenskaplig tidskrift, 23(1), 2003, 52; Nina Lykke, "Nya perspektiv på intersektionalitet -
problem och möjlighet," Kvinnovetenskaplig tidskrift, N 2-3, 2005. 
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when they may draw upon and combine well-known categories of identifica
tion and differentiation."86 

In studying Soviet femininities, however, its Soviet specifics would be 
rather difficult to assume without contrasting Soviet discourses and everyday 
practices to discourses emanating from outside the Soviet borders. Thus, on 
the basis of available literature, I am trying at least on a very general level to 
inscribe Soviet practices in a broader context, without claiming to make a 
comparative study in a proper sense. In spite of a long lasting scholarly tra
dition of contrasting Russia with the rather ambiguous and not clearly de
fined "West,"871 am paying attention to both differences and similarities of 
everyday practices and discourses with respect to a more narrow object of 
comparison, usually to one or several countries.88 However, whilst having 
difficulties in escaping the concept of "Western" as such, I am still using it 
mainly in the situation where a general reference to a participatory and con
sumption-oriented society is needed. 

Finally, I understand beauty and maternity as general everyday practices 
that are important for the construction of femininity and woman's personal 
identity. Beauty assumes practices that are related to various aspects of ap
pearance, from ensuring proper status and gender through clothing and 
makeup, to physical exercise. As for maternity, I set it apart from mother
hood, where the former is seen as a component of the latter and concerns 
mainly the psychologically and pedagogically constructed "special period" 
of a woman's life that lasts from somewhere around conception or the first 
signs of pregnancy to the end of the period when the child has grown out of 
infancy. Thus, maternity practices include attitudes to pregnancy and the 
pregnant body, practices of giving birth, breastfeeding and childcare. 

86 Dorthe Staunaes, "From Culturally Avant-gard to Sexually Promiscuous: Troubling Subjec
tivities and Intersections in the Social Transition from Childhood into Youth," Feminism and 
Psychology, vol. 15 (2), 2005, 152. 
87 About East-West divide and its consequences for gender research see, for example, Ildiko 
Asztalos Moreli, Helene Carlbäck and others. "Introduction, " in GenderTtransitions in Rus
sia and Eastern Europe (Eslöv: Förlags ab Gondolin, 2005), 10-11; Marianne Liljeström, 
"Knowledge and Otherness: Russian Women as Doubled Others, " in Gender Transitions in 
Russia and Eastern Europe, 31-43. 
88 Due to the specifics of the period of my interest and geographical situation of Russia, it 
became particularly beneficial to compare different aspects of Soviet social reality with de
velopment of family legislation, welfare policy, fashion and consumption in two countries 
that had a lot of differences in their 20th century history - Germany and Sweden. However, I 
also make references to particular events or processes in other countries. 



1.2. Theories and methods 

Gender and everyday life 

There are several theoretical approaches to the problems of beauty and ma
ternity. The normativity of beauty can be studied as a component of research 
on consumption and its infrastructure, as well as an analysis of clothing hab
its. The normativity of maternity can be studied with the help of statistical 
data on birth frequency, abortion and infant mortality as well as the history 
of the medical and social structures of maternity and infant care. However, 
these approaches usually do not bestow any particular attention on social 
constructions of gender nor on the diversity of normativity behind the con
struction of "the average Soviet woman." That is why gender theory and 
theory of everyday life are particularly important for my research. 

Gender theory analyses social constructions of femininity and masculin
ity. The British historian Joan Wallach Scott was the first to propose the use 
of gender as an analytic category that "rests on an integral connection be
tween two propositions: gender is a constitutive element of social relation
ships based on perceived differences between the sexes, and gender is the 
primary way of signifying relationships of power."89 Criticizing the lack of 
theory in historical research, she urged historians "to scrutinize our methods 
of analysis", "to ask more often how things happened in order to find out 
why they happened" and "to deal with the individual subject as well as social 
organization and to articulate the nature of their interrelationships."90 Particu
larly important for this research are also the theories of gender developed in 
the paper of Candace West and Don Zimmerman. They emphasised perfor
mative and interactional dimensions of gender expressed by them in "doing 
gender" and stressed "a routine, methodical, and recurring accomplishment" 
of gender that can be seen "an outcome of and a rationale for various social 
arrangements and as a means of legitimating one of the most fundamental 
divisions of society."91 

In recent years, under the influence of post-colonial studies gender theory 
expanded its understanding of the constructed categories and accentuated 
their interdependence or intersectionality. The intersectionality approach 
puts special emphasis on the mutuality, interference and co-enactment of 
different social categories as well as power and social hierarchies. These 
categories include, but are not limited by, gender, ethnicity, social group and 
age.92 

89 Joan Wallach Scott, "Gender: A Useful Category of Historical analysis?," in Feminism and 
History (Oxford-New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 167. 
90 Joan Wallach Scott, op.cit., 166-167. 
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The other theoretical framework that proved important for the basis of my 
research was historical anthropology, drawing its fundamentals from the 
ethnomethodology and the phenomenological approach. Everyday life at
tracted attention of the medieval historians (the French Annals school and 
the German Alltagsgeschichte) and only later did everyday life become im
portant for studies of 20th century history. Historical anthropology was ap
plied to 20th century history in the late 1980s when the everyday life ap
proach began to be used by German historians like Lutz Niethammer, Hans 
Medick and Alf Liidke for analysis of Nazi Germany and the German De
mocratic Republic.93 Medick's justification of the use of ethnomethodology 
in historical research was particularly important for this thesis: the ethno
logical view "helps engender a fresh historical sensitivity for the uniqueness, 
difference, and otherness of historical phenomena, dimensions which tend to 
be obscured by the application of universalising 'passe-partout categories' 
(such as role, economic growth, bureaucracy)."94 

In addition I also draw upon another theoretical aspect of everyday life 
that looks at everyday practices through the interpretations of the French 
historian and philosopher, Michel de Certeau. Developing Foucault's ideas 
of discipline, he argued against the understanding of everyday life as merely 
determined by disciplinary practices and proposed to study "ways of opera
tion"; "the innumerable practices by means of which users re-appropriate the 
space organised by techniques of socio-cultural production" as well as the 
logic of these practices.95 Thus, following de Certeau, in my analysis of the 
oral history material I pay special attention to the ways of operation - every
day resistance to hegemonic discourses - in fields of maternity and beauty. 
This everyday resistance, that should not be confused with a political resis
tance96 to the Soviet regime, still could be seen as important for the under
standing of the Soviet society. 
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94 Hans Medick , "Missionaries in the Rowboat?' Ethnological Ways of Knowing as a Chal
lenge to Social History," in The History of Everyday life, 47. 
95 de Certeau, Practice of Everyday, X1V-XY. 
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Analysis of discourses of mass publications from the 1920s to the 

1960s 

I see beauty and maternity as first of all discursive practices where normativ-
ity was constructed through discourse or, with a reference to Foucault's 
definition of discourse, "rules and practices that produce meaningful state
ments."97 Foucault wrote that discourse creates our understanding of the 
world through prohibitions, systems of exclusion relying on institutional 
support and rules about condition of its use.98 

There are several questions that have to be answered about the analysis of 
discourses on beauty and maternity in Soviet Russia. Is it justified to speak 
about only one official Communist discourse? The totalitarian explanation of 
Soviet society, for example, assumes the existence of only this single dis
course or, ideology. However, this simplified presentation of Soviet society 
became problematic when the internal contradictions and changes had to be 
explained. Communism turned out to be an insufficient and inadequate ex
planation for the multiple changes in the social role of women, a phenome
non that has been thoroughly studied through analysis of family, labour and 
abortion legislation.99 Changes within the Soviet system force us to assume 
that, to a certain extent, "communist/Soviet" could be seen as a kind of meta-
order of discourse for a Soviet discursive practice - the configuration of all 
types of discourse. According to the theorist of discourse analysis, Norman 
Fairclough, various fields100 (education, medicine, trade, industry, science) 
had varying discursive organisational logic101 and, thus, a specific order of 
discourse. This organisational logic depended not only on an ideological 
meta-order of discourse, but also on the specifics of their respective fields; 
the discursive field of medicine differed from that of education, trade dif
fered from science, etc. 

Thus, an important part of my research is the study of the order of dis
course - "the configuration of all the discourse types which are used within 
the social institution or the social field"102 - corresponding to fields of beauty 
and maternity. Using the results of the previous research1031 approach these 

97 Quoted in Stuart Hall, Representation - Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices 
(London: SAGE, 1997), 44. 
98 Michel Foucault, "The Discourse on Language," in The Archaeology of Knowledge and the 
Discourse on Language (New York: Patheon books, 1982), (originally in French, 1971), 216, 
219, 224. 
99 Wendy Goldman, Women, the State; Engel, Women in Russia. 
100 Following Pierre Bourdieu, Fairclough sees a field as a relatively autonomous social do
main obeying a specific social logic, while the order of discourse is seen as a discursive aspect 
of a field - Louise Phillips and Marianne Jorgensen, Discourse Analysis: Theory and Method 
(London: SAGE publication Ltd., 2002), 72-73. 
101 See Lilie Chouliaraki and Norman Fairclough, Discourse in Late Modernity. Rethinking 
Critical Discourse Analysis (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1999), 114-115. 
102 Phillips and Jorgensen, Discourse Analysis, 67. 
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fields as complex and changing systems where struggle for meaning pro
duces several discourses and genres inside of the Soviet meta-order.104 

My study of beauty and maternity as disciplining practices is inspired by 
a theory of the critical discourse analysis developed in publications by Nor
man Fairclough, Lilie Chouliaraki and Teun Van Dijk as well as representa
tion analysis, developed by Stuart Hall and, for visual sources - by Michael 
Emisson and Philip Smith.105 Critical discourse analysis assumes several 
premises: a critical approach to knowledge that is taken for granted, attention 
to historical and cultural specificity, and a link between knowledge and so
cial process.106 It also assumes a distinction between texts and discursive and 
social practices which I have applied for this research following Fairclough. 
According to him, the analysis should focus on "1) the linguistic features of 
the text (text); 2) processes relating to the production and consumption of the 
text (discursive practice); and 3) the wider social practice to which the com
municative event belongs (social practice)."107 

In this thesis, I see beauty and maternity as fields where various dis
courses were competing and interacting on the level of the discursive prac
tice, while on the level of the social practice, discourses were not only ap
plied, but also varied, consumed and subverted. Various voices within the 
Soviet meta-order of discourse were connected to medical, educational, sport 
and several other institutions. Furthermore, I see beauty and maternity' or
ders of discourse as constructed through such disparate usages of language 
(genres) as commercial and political advertising, parental advice, fashion 
pages, letters from readers, photo stories and even short stories from periodi
cals. 

I started my study of beauty and maternity in Soviet Russia from identify
ing and reading different magazine articles and books that by one way or 
another referred to maternity and beauty. Then I moved to an analysis of the 
rhetorics of periodical publications that were somehow related to issues of 
beauty and maternity. After reviewing several issues from different maga
zine's titles and years, I came to a conclusion that certain ways of presenting 
"maternity" and "beauty" are rather stable and repeat themselves in a num
ber of publications at least during some years along the period of my inter
est. Analysis of a particular set of articles helped me to create an outline of 
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vocabulary important for discursive fields of maternity and beauty during the 
studied period. 

The next stage of my study was centred on an analysis of variations, ar
gumentations and historical changes, combined with the ways of articulation 
of different discourses (interdiscursivity).108 The analysis of discourses was 
realised on a variety of publications (including advice books, pamphlets, 
visual publications and, in a few cases, films). During this part of the analy
sis I paid attention to the context of instances where maternity and beauty 
vocabularies were used - changes in legislation, economic functions, con
sumption, political climate and demographic situation. The appearance of the 
publication (format, illustrations, quality) and, when possible, its circulation 
and distribution were also taken into account. When considering pictures, 
posters and illustration as visual text, I also included composition, colours, 
poses and dimensions of the models, as well as the implicitness of the visual 
materials. 

However, analysis of the published material can only be seen as a first 
stage of study of the practices of beauty and maternity. Following Teun Van 
Dijk, I was particularly interested in the reproduction of and resistance to 
dominance.109 Indeed, as it was said earlier, the performance of femininity 
could be seen as coming from both discursive and non-discursive practices 
of beauty and maternity. It is a result of complicated everyday interactions 
consisting of contradictory tactics of appropriation of one or several dis
courses, the blending of several discourses at one time, internalising them 
and at the same time contradicting them through particular actions, borrow
ing from several contradictory discourses at once or reinterpreting discourses 
according to one's own everyday context. 

Thus, analysis of the discourse of the printed materials was combined 
with methods of oral history, where the main focus was the actualisation of 
different discourses and genres in the process of remembering personal ex
periences of achieving motherhood and becoming beautiful. 

The oral history approach to collecting and analysing personal 
memories 

As soon as oral history appeared in the field of history in the 1970s it was 
criticised by its opponents for not being objective and truthful enough. Even
tually the claims of lack of objectivity were weakened by the development of 
the constructivist, hermeneutic and post-structuralist paradigms in historical 
research and the social sciences. Contemporary psychological research also 
stressed that memory, "a reflecting life", is the only real life of human be

108 Phillips and Jorgensen, Discourse Analysis, 73. 
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ings.110 However, doubts about the use of individual memory accounts as 
historical evidence still remain.111 Mostly they appeal to the fragility, subjec
tivity and fragmentation of personal memory that are seen as obstacles for a 
study of history. 

These criticisms seem even more relevant now that the oral history 
method is intended to be used for studies of societies usually defined as to
talitarian. The oral history method began to be widely used by the Western 
academia when the crises of the dominant history tradition became obvious 
and alternate histories, those of minorities, women or former colonial sub
jects, challenged the established views of scholarship.112 Thus, one of the 
main intentions behind its use was the activation of the subjective potential 
of individual actors in order to integrate feelings and intentions into history. 
However, when it comes to former socialist countries it is thought that the 
use of manipulative propaganda prevented the possibility of the appearance 
of any substantial alternate histories. Approaching this assumption as a kind 
of exaggeration,1131 am not going to delve deeper into the debate over alter
nate histories, but rather concentrate on the study of everyday normativity 
constructions, which can be considered officiai and alternative in equal 
measures. 

I agree with the German researcher, Carmen Scheide, who, following 
Gabriele Rosental, insists that an oral historian should not be bothered too 
much by differentiating between truth and fiction, but should rather, analyse 
accounts by paying attention to "turning points," discontinuities, identities, 
taboos, meta-narratives and objects of reference.114 In this case interview 
materials would not be used merely to recreate historical facts, but also for 
general analysis of the difficulties in describing these facts of personal ex
perience and history. In the case of this study, the act of individual remem
brance grants us the possibility to witness the production of historical norma
tivity along with the production of the self. Indeed, the very recognition of 

110 Вероника Нуркова,'Свершенное продолжается' - психология автобиографической 
памяти личности (Москва: УРАО, 2000), 9. 
111 John Tosh, The Pursuit of History: Aims, Methods and New Directions in the Study of 
Modern History (Harlow: Pearson Education limited, 1999), 193-211. 
112 John Tosh, op.cit., 199. 
113 Thus, Sofia Chuikina, for example, writes that the history of Leningrad's siege was pre
sented by a Baptist woman differently from the "official" version, while Irina Korovushkina 
Paert wrote about Old believers' specific construction of their memory during the Soviet time 
- София Чуйкина, "Биографические интервью и социология памяти, "Ab imperio, N2, 
2004, http://abimperio.net/scgi-bin/aishow.pl?state=showa&idart=91 O&idlang^&Code^, 
accessed 2006.06.27; Irina Korovushkina Paert, "Memory and Survival in Stalin's Russia: 
Old Believers in the Urals during the 1930s-50s, " in On Living Through Soviet Russia, 195-
214. 
114 Кармен Шайде (Carmen Scheide), "Коллективные и индивидуальные модели памяти 
о 'Великой Отечественной войне' (1941-1945)," Ab imperio, N 3, 2004, 
http://abimperio.net/scgi-bin/aishow.pl?state=showa&idart=1054&idlang=2&Code=, ac
cessed 2006.06.27. 

http://abimperio.net/scgi-bin/aishow.pl?state=showa&idart=1054&idlang=2&Code=


the importance of subjectivity in social and historical processes gave birth to 
oral history and the biographical method of the social sciences.115 

The recent book on Soviet history, On Living Through Soviet Russia ed
ited by Daniel Bertaux, Anna Rotkirch and Paul Thompson, gives us another 
argument for the need to study oral accounts of those who had experiences 
of belonging to Soviet society and culture. In spite of not being "proper" 
alternative memories (informants sometimes attempt to retell history "as it 
ought to be") their stories are still a source which organises and presents 
"reality" from a different perspective than archive documents, material arte
facts and mass publications. This perspective cannot be rejected "if we want 
to understand living through Soviet Russia."116 

In planning my research I saw oral historical evidence as a point of de
parture. That is why I decided to start not from a specific, clearly defined, 
period of Soviet political history, but from accounts of personal memory that 
could shed light and help to define the continuities or breaking points of 
history. My informants were expected to retell their experiences of life and 
not to comment on specific important events of the past, like the Second 
World War or the Thaw.117 In the case of such personal micro histories the 
problem of "truth" could be reduced to a "nomadic" self,118 expressed 
through a multitude of voices of irreconcilable identities119, such as the suc
cessful professional woman, the victim of the hard times, the happy mother 
and grandmother, part of the glorious Soviet people, defender of the op
pressed ethnic tradition, Orthodox Christian, Muslim, the non gendered and 
nonreligious cultural person, the natural object of state and male discrimina
tion or the representative of the generation of new opportunities. 

History constituted a context of remembrance for all of my informants. 
The process of remembering events, feelings and experiences in their lives 
presumes that it is not possible to reproduce them in full as a result of per
sonal traumas, amnesia and the conscious decisions with respect to a loca
tion of the self, as well as the distractions of collective memory. According 
to Morice Halbwachs, "society from time to time obligates people not just to 
reproduce in thoughts previous events of their lives, but also to touch them 
up, to shorten them, or to complete them so that, however convinced we are 

115 Martin Kohli, "Biography: Account, Text, Method, " in Biography and Society: the Life 
History Approach in the Social Sciences, ed. Daniel Bertaux (Beverly Hills California: Sage, 
1981), 63. 
116 Daniel Bertaux, Paul Thompson and Anna Rotkirch, "Introduction, " in On Living 
T h r o u g h  S o v i e t  R u s s i a ,  1 1 .  
117 The Thaw is usually referring to a period between 1956 and 1964 when Nikita Khru
shchev was the leader of the Communist party of the Soviet Union. This period is character
ised by mild criticism of Stalin's politics, liberalisation of society and social reforms. 
118 Rosi Braidotti, Nomadic Subjects (New York: Colombia University Press, 2004), 146-172. 
119 Светлана Бойм, "Как сделана советская субъективность," Ab imperio, 2002, N2, 
http://abimperio.net/scgi-bin/aishow.pl?state=showa&idart=109&idlang=2&Code=, accessed 
2006.08.10. 
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that our memories are exact, we give them a prestige that reality did not pos
sess."120 Hence, I assume that my informants live their lives now and I have 
to consider present day politics of remembrance when they are retelling their 
past. On the other hand, I see three important reasons for the particular use
fulness of their memories. Firstly, they have to mention some particular piv
otal events and their selections and interrelationships might contribute to 
new ways of interpreting the Soviet construction of femininity. Secondly, 
they use some appropriate ways of reporting these events where "appropri
ate" means not only presenting one or another event of the past according to 
the present day canon,121 but also presenting this past in its specific discursive 
form according to a specific situation of submersion in the past, such as ap
plying official rhetoric in recalling past events. Thirdly, memories of a per
sonal past could bring us closer to the bodily experiences, through conflicts 
and discontinuities, in the presentation of experiences as well as through 
some emotional metaphors (see Elena Meshcherkina).122 Analysis of indi
vidual strategies of remembering everyday practices and discursive interpre
tations of the events of one's own life story could help us to reconstruct eve
ryday practices as well as their interpretation and justification. 

One of the specific implications of Soviet traditions of collective memory 
relevant to this research corresponds to the form of reporting and involving 
either standard biography (modelled around education and work places)123 

or, multiple small stories in place of the personal story, a story that according 
to a phenomenological approach had to be characterised by self-reflexi-
vity.124 

To a lesser extent, Soviet culture of the studied period supported a devel
opment of the art of telling coherent and reflective stories about "becoming 
a mother" and "being beautiful" or "achieving beauty". Even after being 
asked direct questions about these topics, my informants were mostly just 
producing a web of events and feelings where stories about beauty and ma
ternity were introduced in-between other stories. In this aspect the methods 
of presenting female experience of one's own life during the Soviet era was 
characterised by a masculine character of language and the presence of the 
feminine in culture as unspoken and marginalised,125 and thus, was not much 

120 Maurice Halbwachs, On Collective Memory (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1992), 51. 
121"In every society in every historical period it is possible to find a written or oral canon for 
what you should remember (or not remember) and tell about your past and how you should 
understand your lot" - Нуркова, 'Свершенное продолжается 9. 
122 Мещеркина, "Устная история и биография," 36. 
123 Нина Цветаева, "Биографический дискурс советской эпохи", Социологический 
журнал, N 1/ 2, 1999, 126. 
12 Alfred Schutz, The Phenomenology of the Social World (London: Heineman, 1972); 
Виктория Семенова, Качественные методы в социологических исследованиях (Москва: 
Добросвет, 1998). 
125 Luce Irigaray, This Sex which is not One (Ithaca and New York: Cornell University Press, 
1985), 156. 



different from the pattern associated with women's history in the "West." 
Indeed, my informants' presentations of their experiences of beauty and 
maternity represented silencing, avoiding and escaping some topics and ex
periences more than retelling; a patchwork rather than a story. 

1.3. Sources 

The many types of sources used in this study can be divided in two big 
groups. One includes publications for women and about women: advice 
books, magazine articles, posters and pictures in magazines. The other group 
includes oral stories and personal belongings, primeraly photographs from 
family albums. 

Soviet publications for women 

This group of sources is very heterogeneous. I searched for articles, 
books, pamphlets and magazines concerned with beauty and maternity in 
order to analyse how different aspects of maternity and beauty were pre
sented in printed materials. First, I studied a group of sources that I have 
called advice literature. I have collected various publications under this 
heading that were aimed at a broad public on the topics of hygiene, child-
care, taste, fashion, etiquette, children's education and housekeeping. These 
books were mainly published in Moscow. For the last years of the period of 
my interest (from the end of the 1950s) I also used books edited in Saratov, 
Minsk and Tallinn, that were mostly intended for readership throughout the 
Soviet Union. Titles of advice literature were unevenly distributed in time 
and circulation, and the number of pages dedicated to my fields of interest is 
limited. Even though some of these publications were previously studied by 
Catriona Kelly,126 I think it is necessary to carry out a closer reading and 
analysis of these texts. 

Housekeeping books constituted the most established form of advice lit
erature, with a significant number of books on sewing, lace making and hy
giene published in the early 20th century. However, this tradition was broken 
after the Bolshevik revolution and was not fully rehabilitated until the 1950-
1960s. Multiple editions and re-editions of housekeeping books (in Moscow 
as well as in other cities)127 as a rule included sections on sewing techniques, 
patterns, hygiene, nursing, and occasionally child education and skin care, 
among other advice on cleaning, cooking and gardening. Some books in

126 Kelly, Refining Russia. 
127 "300 useful tips" was edited in 100,000 copies, "Book of useful tips" was edited in 1960 
in 100 000 copies and reprinted next year in 200,000 copies - 300 полезных советов 
(Ленинград: Лениздат, 1957); Книга полезных советов (Минск: Государственное 
издательство Белорусской ССР, 1961). 



tended for professionals like cosmetologists were published in a big number 
of copies and could be used by a wider public.128 

Books on child and maternity care were edited during the entire period of 
interest by the central medical institutions as well as by individual physi
cians. Many publications were edited by the Ministry of Health (Narkomz-
drav) at the Department for Maternal and Infant Care (Otdel okhrany mater-
instva i mladenchestva), and the intended readership of these publications 
was medical personnel working with mothers and pregnant women as well 
as the mothers of small children themselves.129 The majority of these publica
tions put an emphasis on hygiene and were accompanied by schematic pic
tures of the female reproduction system. Some publications also included 
extensive advice on infant clothing and, particularly in 1920-1930s, on 
communication between mother and child. One book published in late 1920s 
was, as an exception, dedicated to the relationship between father and 
child.130 

Books about health and sports were fewer in number and less comprehen
sive compared to those about housekeeping and advice for mothers.131 Still, 
some of them have been included in this analysis as they concern women's 
health issues by advocating hygienic clothing, skin care and physical exer
cise. 

Books on the education of youth and children were published during the 
entire period of study, and their intended readership consisted of parents, 
teachers and youth alike. Unlike publications of the 1930-1940s (primarily 
books by Anton Makarenko dedicated to self-improvement and collectiv
ism), books and articles published in the end of 1950s and 1960s included 
advice on the aesthetic manifestation related to ethics and morals.132 These 
publications were supposed to contribute to the creation of the identity of the 
Soviet citizen. 

128 "Care for face skin" was edited in 150,000 copies - Д.И JIacc и М.Г. Поликарпова, 
Уход за кожей лица (Москва: Издательство министерства коммунального хозяйства 
РСФСР, 1954). 
129 "Mother's ABC" by Speranskii was published in 100,000 copies, "Conversation with 
young women about maternity and infants" was published in 10,000 copies and even a small 
brochure about Bashkir traditions for employees of the Department of Maternal and Infant 
Care - Bashkir woman by Stina - was published in 7,000 copies - Г.Н. Сперанский, Азбука 
матери (Москва: Отдел охраны материнстсва и младенчества, 1924); Н.Ф. Альтгаузен, 
А.Ю. Лурье и Е.П. Мелентьева, Беседы с девушками о материнстве и младенчестве 
(Москва: Государственное медицинское издательство, 1929); И.А.Стина, Башкирка 
(Москва: Отдел охраны материнства и младенчества, 1928). 
130 "Father and child" by Altgauzen was published in 5,000 copies - Н.Ф.Альтгаузен, Отец 
и ребенок (Москва: Государственное медицинское издательство, 1928). 
13 H.A. Семашко, Пути советской физкультуры (Москва: Издательство советской 
физкультуры, 1926); A.A. Невский, Физическое воспитание школьника (Москва: 
Издательство ЦК ВЛКСМ Молодая Гвардия, 1940). 
132 Ийна Аасамаа, Как себя вести, (Таллин, 1971), (first published in Tallinn, in Estonian 
in 1965); Лев Кассиль, "Девушка со вкусом, " Работница, N 4, 1958, 27. 



The second group of sources consists of periodicals. Unfortunately, only 
one magazine aimed at city women that contained material on both beauty 
and maternity was edited throughout the entire period under analysis; the 
magazine Rabotnitsa ("Working woman"). Rabotnitsa was focused specifi
cally on the communist indoctrination of women, but also paid attention to 
various aspects of women's lives and from time to time published texts on 
health, housekeeping and fashion. The distribution of the materials of inter
est to me in this magazine was uneven. During the Second World War fash
ion pages and articles on healthcare and housekeeping appeared irregularly 
while the publications about female labour in the state economy dominated. 
In the 1950s-1960s every issue of Rabotnitsa was accompanied by a fashion 
page (from the beginning of the 1960s in colour) and articles about new con
sumer goods, style and etiquette became more frequent. Maternity topics 
were presented more or less regularly with the articles about state care of 
mothers and children and advice on hygiene. Psychological advice to moth
ers or discussions of woman's dual role as a mother and a wageworker was 
rare. The magazine has been systematically analysed by Lynne Attwood133 

and used as a source for several publications about Soviet women, including 
an article on Soviet fashion in the 1960s by Olga Vainstein.134 Use of this 
magazine was important for my research, particularly due to its continuity. 
While maintaining the focus on the task of scrutinising and placing the forms 
of presentation of the fields of beauty and maternity in the magazines, I went 
through about 4-10 issues per year135 every third to fourth year of the studied 
period. Particular attention was paid to changes around important events of 
"big" history, like the last few years preceding the War, the end of the war 
and the beginning of the Thaw. I also paid attention to the events specific to 
the studied topic: the ban on abortion, the new family legislation of 1944, 
and turning points in international fashion, for example. 

I also used several periodicals that, unfortunately, were not published dur
ing the entire period of interest. One of the most important of them was the 
popular magazine Zdorov'e ("Health"). It was edited by the Ministry of 
Health from 1955 and onwards for a wide audience136 and has so far not re
ceived attention from researchers of Soviet society. The magazine contained 
much information on illness and prophylactics, including information about 
maternity care, hygienic clothing and physical exercise. 

ьз Attwood, Women 's Magazines. 
134 Olga Vainshtein, "Female Fashion, Soviet Style: Bodies of Ideology, " in Russia - Women 
- Culture, eds. H.Goscilo and B.Holmgren (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1996), 
64-94. 
135 Rabotnitsa had different number of issues per year during the studied period: 36 issues per 
year in 1932-1941 and 12 in 1943-1986s. In 1957 it was issued in 1 700, 000 copies. 
136 Zdorov 'e was published by the ministry of health of the USSR, in 1955 it was printed in a 
circulation of 50, 000 copies. 



Several semi-professional magazines - Gigiena y zdorov'eul ("Hygiene 
and Health"; 1927, 1938-1939s), Okhrana materinstva y mladenchestva 
138("Maternal and infant care", 1926-1939), Modeli sezona ("Models of sea
son", 1939) and Zhurnal mod ("Journal of fashion", 1945-1954) were stud
ied as well The first two were intended for medical personnel and medical 
attendant, while the two latter were intended for professional dressmakers. 
These magazines contained many articles written with the aim of educating 
the general public about hygiene, maternity care, taste and fashion and could 
be used by the readership in everyday life. However, Zhurnal mod was con
sidered by some of my informants to be expensive and difficult to find,139 but 
had good fashion illustrations and was used by home dressmakers as orienta
tion and fashion album for clients, according to some of my interviews. 

Together with the above mentioned magazines, T analysed particular years 
or issues of some other magazines that, due to their short period of publica
tion or sporadic publication of materials relevant to the studied topic could 
not be used as systematic sources. These magazines include several publica
tions that were discontinued after the end of the NEP period (New Economic 
Politics): Delegatka ("Female delegate", 1923-26), Zhenskii Zhurnal 
("Women's magazine", 1927), Iskusstvo odevat'sia ("The art of clothing", 
1928). I also used magazine for housewives edited in the mid 1930s Ob-
shchestvennintsa ("Woman-social activist", 1936) as well as weekly periodi
cal Ogonyok ("Little flame").140 

While analysing material from periodicals, I focused on contexts where 
topics relevant to beauty and maternity appear. I then selected several arti
cles and pictures for closer scrutiny. I also paid particular attention to the 
period in time when the important changes in addressing these topics were 
happening. 

The third group consists of visual materials that were mostly taken from 
magazines and books. I paid particular attention to fashion pages from 

137 Gigiena i zdorov'e (1923-1940) was published in Leningrad first under the name Hygiene 
and health of the workers' family, then it changed its name several times. From 1936 it was 
edited by the State Biomedical Publishing House (Moscow-Leningrad), in 1938 this maga
zine was published in 50, 300 copies. 
138 This magazine was edited in 1926-1941 by the Ministry of Health (.Narkomzdrav) , but 
changed its name and aim several times. In the first period it was edited by a scientific divi
sion of the Department for Maternal and Infant Care that was relatively independent part of 
the Ministry of Health. This department was mainly oriented to popularisation of the medical 
and hygiene knowledge among women and published a large amount of advice literature. 
See, for example, the brochure about Bashkiri traditions for officers of the department who 
were working among Bashkiri women previously mentioned. In the period of mass cam
paign for creation of state nurseries (1933-1934) the title of the magazine was changed to 
Iasly („Nursery"), from second half of the 1934 it was called Voprosy materinstva i 
mladenchestva ("Problems of maternity and infants"). In the 1930s the magazine became 
more and more professional, in 1939 it was published in 8, 000 copies. 
139 In 1949 Zhurnal mod was published in 20,000 copies. 
140 In 1939 Ogonyok was published in 300,000 copies. 



magazines, advertisements, photographs and cover pages. Central magazines 
in Russian were complemented by a few issues of a women's magazine in 
Bashkir (Bashkortostan Kyzy "The daughter of Bashkortostan"); 1968), in 
Tatar (Azat Khatyn "Liberated woman"; 1936, 1958) and pictures from the 
most important Soviet Russian language newspaper in Bashkortostan, Kras
nala Bashkiria ("Red Bashkiria," 1947). In addition I have also used some 
widely accessible Soviet posters (including some available on the Internet). 

In addition to these three groups of published materials, Soviet documents 
on family politics, abortion and women's (wage) work were used as secon
dary sources due to their early translation into English and the substantial 
research based on these publications already in existence.141 

Individual testimonies about "becoming mothers" and "becoming 
beautiful" 

An important part of the source material for this research is a result of my 
communication with women who were in their 20s to 50s at the end of the 
relevant period. Due to an interest in diversity and in urban life (practices of 
maternity and beauty in the countryside are not the main focus of this paper) 
I have chosen three cities in European Russia: Moscow, Saratov and Ufa. All 
three cities are major multicultural industrial cities and regional capitals, 
each with its own specifics. Moscow, the capital of the Soviet Union, is the 
most dynamic city in the studied period. Saratov is the provincial centre of 
an important agricultural region. And finally Ufa, the capital of Bashkor
tostan, in the 1930s a small city in an agricultural province, had the status as 
the centre of the Bashkir Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic since 1919. 

My initial plan was to interview women who lived in these cities most of 
their lives. Due to my interest in diversity, I tried to interview mainly women 
from two major non-Russian ethnic groups in Ufa, Bashkirs and Tatars. 
However, I soon understood that these plans were not altogether realistic. I 
found that most of the women of the age group I was interested in had ex
perienced multiple migrations that lead to my final acceptance of informants 
that were at least city dwellers (though not necessarily one of these three 
cities) during a part of the studied period or gave birth to at least one of their 
children in the city. Thus, all but one of my informants were living in a city 
for at least 10 years of the studied period. Also, my method of searching for 
suitable informants mainly through friends and acquaintances of colleagues' 
older relatives, influenced the ethnic composition of my informant group. 
Thus, all women interviewed in Saratov were ethnic Russians, women inter

141 Rudolf Schlesinger, The Family in the USSR. Documents and Readings, Edited with an 
Introduction by Rudolf Schlesinger (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul Limited, 1949); K. 
Geiger, The Family in Soviet Russia (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1968); Gold
man, Women, the State. 



viewed in Ufa were mainly Bashkir,142 while the group of women inter
viewed in Moscow was more diverse and included women of (sometimes 
partly) Jewish, Tatar and Belorussian origin. 

The interviews were collected during spring and summer, 2003, and the 
spring and winter of 2004. In total there were 23 interviews (10 in Moscow, 
9 in Ufa and 4 in Saratov) 21 of which I have used in this study (see table in 
"Literature and Sources"). 

The formal tape-recorded interviews were supplemented by some com
plimentary materials. They were less formal, not tape-recorded and con
ducted with other women belonging to the same age group, or in a few cases 
with younger relatives of my informants in order to clarify some specific 
details (2003-2005). I also made two formal interviews with two women 
from the Russian Federation, one Russian and one Bashkir, who at the time 
of interview were living in Stockholm and belonged almost to the same age 
group (one woman was five years younger than my youngest informant in 
Russia). Though I don't directly refer to material from these interviews, they 
were useful in order to confirm a general similarity of stories from the stud
ied period. Finally, I made two interviews in English with Swedish women 
belonging to the same age group that were intended to help find the most 
important differences in the presentation of the practices of maternity and 
beauty. These interviews are not used in the text directly, but were used 
mainly as general information for the author (showing non-Soviet ways of 
telling about maternity and beauty). 

A particular group of sources are visual materials from my main infor
mants consisting mostly of photographs that were copied from family al
bums, and collections of photographs from the three cities of my main inter
est that I was allowed to copy with permission from friends, relatives and 
friends of relatives. 

Thus, my primary 21 informants were born between 1919 and 1947. Al
most all of them, as it was said above, according to a classification made by 
Russian sociologist Viktoria Semyonova, could belong to the "the only real 
Soviet generation" - people who came of age from the 1930s to the 1950s.143 

Unlike Semyonova, whose aim was to find distinctions between the genera
tions of grandparents (pre-revolutionary socialisation), parents (Soviet so
cialisation) and children (who came of age during Perestroika), I was inter
ested mainly in the Soviet generation itself and differences within this group. 
That is why I divided my informants into three age groups: older (born be
fore 1924), middle (born between 1927-1937) and younger (born after 

142 As it was said in the first part of this chapter, ethnic division between Tatars and Bashkirs 
in present day Bashkortostan is a particularly sensitive and complicated issue, that is why it is 
very difficult to classify several cases (for example, when Bashkiri self-identification coincide 
with the Tatar language as a mother-tongue). 
143 Viktoria Semyonova, "Two Cultural Worlds in One Family - the Historical Context in 
Russian Society," History of the Family. N 7, 2002, 259-280. 



1938). The majority of my informants were retired city dwellers at the time 
of the interview. However, their educational, social and occupational back
ground varied in many ways. 

The first important difference was associated with their migrational situa
tion. The main direction of migration in the studied period went from the 
countryside to the city. It was particularly important for me whether a 
woman was born in the city or in the countryside and, in the last case, when 
and why she moved to the city. About half of my informants are mainly city 
dwellers. 10 were born in an urban family or were living in a city by the start 
of school at the latest. The other 11 moved to the city for various reasons, 
mainly to work or study. All but one of those who moved to the city from the 
countryside did so before the age of 30; only one woman moved to the city 
at the age of 38. On the other hand, the city-to-countryside mobility is also 
represented: two of my informants spent 10 and 18 years respectively in the 
countryside working as teachers. Most of the informants from the younger 
age group were born in cities, while the older group had a larger proportion 
of people that were born in rural areas. 

Beside the city-to-countryside migration several of my informants experi
enced very high rates of temporary or permanent migration within the Soviet 
Union during the years of interest. The temporary migration was due to 
evacuation144 and flight from the German army during the war. For example, 
from Tula and the surrounding area to the Samara and Nizhniy Novgorod 
regions, from Moscow to Kirov and Central Asia, from Dnipropetrovsk to 
Moscow. Another reason for migratrion were studies - from Tula and North 
Kazakhstan to Moscow, from Moscow to Kazan, from Kurgan to Tashkent. 
Work-related migration occurred due to the mandatory three years of work 
after obtaining an academic degree and the move was in all cases merely 
temporary. The routes of migration went between Moscow and Riazan and 
between Perm and Kirov. When related to the work of a spouse, migration 
was between Moscow and Ekaterinburg and between Ufa and minor cities in 
Bashkortostan. In all but one case none of the interviewees made any jour
neys abroad before the 1980s; that one participated in the Second World War 
as a medical nurse and did not just move westwards with the advancing Red 
Army, but also spent several months in northern China in 1945. 

The second important aspect of diversity was that of social status. The 
system of social stratification in the Soviet Union was especially compli
cated because of the declared equality that made social stratification more 
subtle, almost invisible and fluctuating throughout the entire Soviet era. For 
example, in the 1930-1950s the cultural intelligentsia, party functionaries of 
regional cities and districts, workers who were consistently over fulfilling 

144 Evacuation was organised by the Soviet State and partly forced migration of economically 
important industrial and agricultural enterprises from the regions under the threat of Nazi 
occupation from the Western to the Eastern part of the country and back in 1941-1945. 



production quotas ("shock workers" and Stakhanovites) were supposed to 
enjoy higher living standards and special privileges that set them apart from 
many ordinary city workers, civil servants and, in particular, the large group 
of professional maids that still existed (.domorabotnitsy). On the other hand, 
certain privileges could also be obtained through a system of corruption 
known as blat145 that was flourishing in cities. Yet another source of privi
leges and social stratification was connected to major industrial cities that 
were considered particularly important for the economic progress of social
ism, primarily Moscow and Leningrad. It is necessary to also take into ac
count that one of the important effects of the Bolshevik politics of forced 
industrialization and collectivisation was the destruction of the countryside 
economy and life style, including violence against the so called kulaks, the 
famine of 1932-1933 and the armed expropriation of agricultural production 
from rural to urban areas. City dwellers of this period could therefore be 
considered to live in a more secure position. However, the class politics of 
the Stalinist years led to a serious deterioration of the status of many city 
dwellers, primarily so-called "members of former privileged classes" who 
were deprived of civil rights (lishentsy) as well as victims of political repres
sion against "enemies of people" and their relatives. 

The war added significant changes to this system of social stratification 
that I will not describe here due to their mostly temporary effect on the area 
of study. In post-Stalinist Russia, social stratification became more stable. It 
was characterised by a higher standard of living for party and state function
aries, intellectuals, qualified workers of large (mostly military) industrial 
enterprises, inhabitants of prioritised cities and for those who benefited from 
corruption and semi-private business, like fartsovka, the smuggling of West
ern clothes.146 Unqualified workers, state employees on the bottom work 
levels in medicine, education, municipal economy (like accountants) to
gether with recent migrants from the countryside had a much lower standard 
of living. 

As for women, their social status in Soviet Russia in 1930-1960s can be 
seen as even more complicated. Due to their everyday economic situation, 
social status and the level of consumption they could depend on their family 
background, their own position as workers, party members, professionals, 
intellectuals, and also (regardless if they worked outside the home or not) on 
their husbands' social status, especially if it was higher than their own. 

145 Alena Ledeneva wrote a book about blat presenting this system as "grounded in both 
personal relationships and in access to public life" - Alena Ledeneva, Russia 's Economy of 
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1998), 3. 
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советского общества потребления," Неприкосновенный запас, N 43 (5), 2005, 
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Thus, a majority of my informants cannot easily be placed in any particu
lar social group, but rather in several groups simultaneously. Several women 
who were born in the countryside experienced the horrors of collectivisation 
and the misery of kolkhoz life and came to the city in order to find a better 
life. One, J, lost her father and two brothers during the escape from the fam
ine in the Volga region in 1932-1933. After finishing her 7th year in school 
she moved to Saratov in 1943 to study at a medical school and then switched 
to accountancy. Two made the move from kolkhoz at a very young age (14-
15 years old) and worked as nannies for a few years. N moved to Moscow in 
1938 and К to Saratov in 1945. Others, however, came to the city during the 
war and the post-war years in order to get higher education and find better 
opportunities to a kolkhoz and countryside life as well. G moved to Ufa to 
study at a secondary boarding school in 1948. A and P came to Ufa to enrol 
at Ufa teachers* college in 1949 and 1957. One informant moved to the city 
with her family in 1959 at the age of 27 - E arrived in Ufa with her husband 
and one child and started to take up unskilled work in order to the escape 
poverty of kolkhoz life. 

Many were considered to belong to groups that were privileged or well 
off during at least some period of time. However, their social status, level of 
consumption and possibilities to influence their own life and those of others 
differed enormously (some examples are given in appendix 6). 

Even if I did not interview women who were Gulag prisoners or dissident 
women leading their lives underground, everyday life of several of my in
formants was by one or another way affected by state terror and repression: 
from the starvation during the period of active collectivisation to the impris
onment of the fathers of two of my informants. The first of them was M, 
born in 1933 in Belarus. Her father, a physician, was arrested in Minsk in the 
repressive campaign against Esperantists in 1937. The second was F, who 
was born in 1937 and was brought up in Kurgan. Her father was an active 
party member, an organizer of kolkhozes and a union leader and was ar
rested in 1947. Both families were seriously affected not only by the arrest 
itself, but also by being deprived legal rights and the resulting social stigma
tisation. M's mother lost her job and family apartment and her family had to 
move to another city. F's mother, a housewife with four children, had to 
move from city to countryside and start working at a kolkhoz in order to 
survive and to feed her children. On the other hand, M and F presented their 
adult lives rather as "normal" or "average". This is most likely because both 
fathers survived the Gulag. M's father was released in 1940, F's father in 
1956, but both of my informants made "unproblematic" Soviet careers. M 
graduated from Perm teacher's college, worked as a teacher in the Urals and 
then in Moscow and got a multitude of honourable nominations as a teacher 
while F enrolled at Tashkent university, became a Komsomol leader in the 
university there, worked as school inspector in Bashkortostan in mid-1960s 
and then became an employee at the Bashkir Ministry of Education in 1968. 



The level of education, that was one of the basic components of the So
viet distinction between "cultured" and "backward" people, was an impor
tant Soviet marker of social status. Approximately two thirds of my infor
mants (13 in total) have a college degree while four had only primary educa
tion (4-7 years) and four have vocational education. Education and "culture" 
were promoted as methods of upward social mobility and definitely meant 
higher social status. However, higher education in Soviet Russia did not 
automatically lead to similar standard of living and privileges for all gradu
ates. Thus, G and A, who graduated from Ufa teacher's college in 1956 and 
1954 respectively, had different statuses by the early 1960s. While A was 
working as a teacher in a village school in Cheliabinsk region 1954-1964, 
where her level of consumption of goods and services corresponded rather to 
the scarcity of the kolkhoz, G was working in Ufa as a school inspector 
1959-1964, with a higher salary and access to more prestigious consumer 
goods. 

The group of informants characterized by lower levels of education or 
culture, weren't homogeneous either. For example, J (born in 1924) worked 
in Saratov as an accountant in a housing system from the mid 40s to the 60s 
and had a relatively flexible work schedule and could easily combine work 
with being a mother. К (born in 1932) on the other hand, worked in a sewing 
factory in Saratov at this time and had to quit work for a few years after the 
birth of her second child in 1960 due to shortages of state nurseries and the 
difficulties of combining wage-work and motherhood. 

At the time of the interview, more than half of my informants described 
themselves as religious people. Based on confessional background, the two 
main groups of my informants were Orthodox Christian (Russians) and Mus
lim (Bashkirs and Tatar). However, the religious involvement of my infor
mants varied throughout the course of their lives and would require a sepa
rate analysis, one which I will leave out of the framework of this study. 

Nevertheless, I want to highlight that I used religious denomination, eth
nic group and social status only as a starting point for analysis, when these 
declared categories were needed in order to preserve certain diversity among 
those people whom I planned to interview. Indeed, in the process of my 
analysis I was more interested in the changing power potentials connected 
with one or another category and following an intersectional approach that 
looked at ethnicity, social status and culture as fluctuant categories which in 
turn influence the creation and change of hierarchies in a particular geo
graphic, historical and interactional context. 

The practical method of realisation of the interviews could be described 
as a form of "kitchen conversations" - relatively free discussions reminis
cent of everyday talk,147 woman to woman's discussions of everyday life 

147 Nancy Ries, Russian Talk: Culture and Conversation during Perestroika (Ithaca and Lon
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where stories about oneself are interspersed by stories about others, where 
topics are changed intuitively and emotions and body language are candid. 
The conversations lasted from 2 to 4,5 hours and were concentrated on the 
informants' life experiences before the end of the 1960s. I was interested in 
my informants' family background and childhood experiences, clothing and 
fashion of their youth, reasons for career choices, short career biographies, 
accounts of marriages and divorces, family relationships, experiences of 
motherhood, how leisure time and holidays were spent, the use of cosmetics 
and sewing and shopping experiences. All but one of the interviews were 
conducted and tape-recorded in informants' homes (that one instance being 
conducted in a park), transcribed, and about half of the interviews included 
complementary presentations of family photos. 

The women I interviewed were, for the most part actively involved in 
their roles as grandmothers and sometimes their grandchildren, were some
times present at least during parts of the conversation, but usually silent. 
However, there were four cases when other members of the family were 
present in part of the conversation, sometimes actively remembering and 
participating in a restoration of the past. For the most part, though, inter
viewees spoke only with me in private. 

As mentioned in the subchapter about methodology, the oral history ap
proach is based on the idea of the personal narrative. The primary goal of 
this approach is to make sense of this phenomenon by proposing interpreta
tions. This approach assumes that "taking interviewees as informants about 
the various contexts, which shaped their life: thus they are used as sources to 
reveal what happened to the interviewee, how and why it happened, what 
she/he felt about it, and how she/he reacted to it or "acted" to realise her/his 
projects."148 This approach aspires to collect both factual and interpretative 
information.149 Alternatively, the oral history method, to a greater extent than 
any other method, might be viewed as connecting the past with the present. 
In spite of certain other benefits, among them the possibility to use it as an 
instrument for change;150 oral history can easily be accused of manipulating 
the reality of the past to improve the reality of the present. For example, 
according to John Tosh, story telling usually has an element of performance; 
"the performer is alert to the atmosphere among his audience and his [her] 
sense of what is acceptable to them."151 

In the case of my research, I am sure that without the influence of the last 
few years this research would be hardly possible at all. Just 12-15 years ago, 
the Soviet culture of fear would make my informants silent about most of the 
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topics they are now willing to discuss in a patchwork way, not only because 
of the particular topic (some topics didn't become open for discussion until 
after the Perestroika) but due to a general insecurity about sharing personal 
information with a stranger. During period of time when interviews were 
collected the situation in Russia was characterized by liberalisation of opin
ions and especially the absence of a fully established consensus152 about the 
Soviet past as a whole, but rather a diversity of views in the public discourse, 
especially, with respect to the normative gender construction. This situation 
presented an opportunity to discuss the models and experiences of the past in 
a sometimes anxious, sometimes joyful and adventurous atmosphere of 
searching for the interpretation of normativities. On the other hand, forget
ting the Soviet past does not become an imperative for present day success. 
The situation in today's Russia, where a serious discussion about Stalinism 
is still in its infancy, is different from that of post-war Germany with its 
strong condemnation of the Nazi era.153 The possibility of more free discus
sions about the past is especially true for my informants, who are mostly 
retired people. 

Continuing to discuss Tosh's warnings against interviews, it is possible to 
say that performative character of the information obtained in the process of 
interview could be a separate subject of analysis including exploration of 
ways of remembering, possible expectations and interview situation. This 
analysis follows in chapter 5. 

All 21 interviews were transcribed and analysed as text. The analysis was 
helped by reviewing complementary material: notes from conversations, 
observations and pictures. These materials were then studied on two differ
ent levels. 

The first level of analysis is expanded on in chapter 6 and focuses on the 
general scope of maternity and beauty practices where places, technologies 
and women's bodies as objects and subjects of these practices are of particu
lar interest. The place of birth-giving, available contraception methods and 
beauty services mentioned by the informants, as well as fashion styles are 
analysed along with data on social and family status (education, migration, 
family situation, household composition, place of work, etc) conveyed by 
informants. The study was completed by attention to common sense explana
tions and justifications made by the informants. In particular, I paid attention 
to distinctions between normality and abnormality, being characteristic for 
"our generation and our time" or belonging to "other" generations or periods 
of time. On this level of analysis the general practical normativity of beauty 
and maternity was reconstructed. The concluding step of this level of analy

152 See, for example, the introduction to On Living through Soviet Russia - Bertaux, Thomp
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sis consisted of examination of contradictions in the presented practices and 
discursive norms as well as the disagreement between expressed views and 
biographical data. 

The second level analysis is expanded on in chapter 7 and takes on a 
deeper analysis of some individual cases. Therefore, some of the 21 inter
views were analysed with respect to relationships between presentation of 
the self and discursive practices, paying particular attention to choices and 
opportunities in life as well as the ways of explaining the context and justifi
cation of these choices. Special attention was also paid to those parts of the 
transcripts that could shed light on the bodily aspects of everyday normativ-
ity and on individual practices of adjustment and resistance to discourses and 
common sense practical normativity. 

1.4. Previous research on the topic 

Feminist research on body, beauty and maternity 

Body and body politics 

Beauty, maternity, body and normativity have been a focus of feminist 
scholarship for a long time and now the academic corpus on these topics 
includes thousands of publications. According to Susan Suleiman, the body 
"has occupied a central place in the Western cultural imagination."154 

However, "body" can be seen as a rather difficult and contradictory topic. 
Second wave feminist scholars have been particularly concerned with the 
fact that the female body has been used as a justification for women's depri
vation of their social and political rights. By necessity, they had to address 
the dilemma of the body, but rather in a negative sense trying to draw atten
tion to social and political constructions of gender differences. From the 
1980s, "thinking through the body"155 became one of the important meta
phors of feminist social research. 

The concept of body politics, beginning with its interpretation by Michel 
Foucault, became an important point of reference for feminist scholarship. 
According to Foucault, modernisation politics were accompanied by new 
techniques of body regulation, paying more attention to mastering individual 
self-control than to corporal punishment.156 Sandra Lee Bartky and Susan 
Bordo drew attention to the disciplinary body politics for shaping gender 
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differences.157 Bartky, particularly, criticized the "normalising discourse of 
modern medicine" and claimed that the hegemony of institutionalised het-
erosexuality inscribed an inferior status on the female body.158 Both re
searchers attempted to bring "body" back to feminist social research, 
reminding us that personality, value systems and individuality do not exist 
separately from the bodies of their bearers. 

The importance of the body was particularly highlighted in the works of 
the phenomenological paradigm of feminist studies and by representatives of 
French feminists. Lucy Irigaray, Helene Cixous and Catherine Clement 
based their theory of sexuality on differences in "the embodied desire."159 

According to Elizabeth Grosz, the "lived body", deserves recognition as a 
source for the life of the personality of its owner.160 

Body politics are connected to the production and understanding of dif
ferences among women and as such were studied by many post-colonial 
writers,161 particularly by Avtar Brah in her study of intersections between 
gender and race among women of Southeastern Asian origin in Britain. 
Brah's work contributed to a problematisation of the binary opposition of 
female/male or black/white and shaped a new way of thinking on "multiple 
entities of differentiation."162 Nira Yuval-Davis introduced another topic 
concerning body - its importance for nationalist discourses,163 while Robert 
Connell drew attention to the global dimension of contemporary politics of 
the body. According to him these are connected to the economies of the 
world and include food consumption, health care, environmental and safety 
standards, organized state violence as well as politics of ethnic inclusion and 
exclusion and of "implantation of'western' fashion and images of beauty."164 

Kathy Davis recently made a review of contemporary feminist views on 
body politics and has analysed changes that happened in the late modernity. 
According to her, the development of 20th century history led to a situation 
where bodies ceased being mere objects of disciplinary politics: "bodies no 
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longer represent bow we fit into the social order, but are the means for self-
expression, for becoming who we would most like to be."165 Therefore, Da-
vies claims that in the modern world the body becomes just one more feature 
in a person's "identity project"; "it is a site of women's subversive practices 
and struggles for self-determination and empowerment."166 

The feminist "thinking through body" is particularly important for my re
search. Firstly, following Bordo, Bartky, Connell and Yuval-Davies, I am 
paying attention to politics of the body, particularly, to normalising practices 
of medicine, taste, modesty, fashion, culture and modernisation. Secondly, 
drawing on Grosz, I pay special attention to the "lived bodies" of the Soviet 
women through analysing memories about their experiences of being preg
nant, giving birth, looking good and caring for their appearance. Finally, 
brought up by Davies are the connections of body to a person's "identity 
project" which illuminated my analysis of the Soviet specifics of the prac
tices of beauty and maternity. 

Maternity, pregnancy and childbirth 

Adrienne Rich's pioneering book showed a connection between the idealisa
tion of women's capacity to give birth and her exploitation.167 She also pro
posed to differentiate between the reality of motherhood on the one hand and 
the social and cultural institution of motherhood on the other. According to 
Rich, in possessing a pregnant body a woman immediately becomes a part of 
the institution of motherhood that assumed a set of representations, stories 
and facilities that allow her to have only certain views and certain expecta
tions.168 

A particularly important object of feminist critique was the psychoana
lytical concept of maternal roles that essentialised woman in her biological 
predestination. American psychoanalysts and feminist researchers Jane 
Flax169 and Wendy Hollway claimed "autonomous subjectivity for moth
ers,"170 while French feminists questioned existing cultural representations of 
motherhood as relevant to women. Thus, Julia Kristeva in her work Stabat 
Mater came to the conclusion that representations of the mother eluded de
scription, while a woman-mother became a strange "fold" which trans-
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formed nature into culture, and the "speaking subject" into biology."171 Con
temporary feminist publications give even bigger attention to autonomy and 
subjectivity of the mother. According to Diana Meyers, it is difficult to es
cape the pro-natalist discourse connected to images of the selfless mother 
and the mother-child fusion even today when options are much more open 
to women.172 Susan Bordo developed an analysis of a similar problem in the 
chapter "Is mother a person?" of her provocative work Unbearable Weight: 
Feminism, Western Culture and The Body. After analysing the situation of 
human rights of pregnant women in contemporary America she came to the 
conclusion that the modern discourse on the rights of the unborn frequently 
violate the rights of the pregnant woman as an autonomous person. 

Historical research about connections between legal restriction, welfare 
politics and maternity practices of Western European countries was made in 
publications by Gisela Bock, Pat Thane, Elisabeth Elgan, Cornelia Usborne 
and Barbara Brooks.173 They showed how maternity practices have slowly 
converted to an important aspect of political life in the modern state. Yet 
more interesting research was made by American feminist historians Barbara 
Ehrenreich and Deirdre English, which, based on the analysis of American 
advice literature for women174 during the 20th century, showed how and why 
innovations in childcare and child upbringing were brought into everyday 
practices of motherhood. 

Other feminist scholars have concentrated more on the parental roles 
within the family, communication between mother and child and women's 
own self-evaluation as mothers. The two most important works here are 
those by Carol Gilligan175 and Sharon Hays.176 The Reproduction of mother
ing by Gilligan is centred around the ethics of care that is inspired and re
produced by the practices of maternity that became an important part of the 
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construction of femininity. Hays' book also pays attention to the mother's 
role in child rearing that forms a particular feminine responsibility for the 
child and makes the mother role more exceptional than that of the father, 
even in today's situation, where both women and men work outside of the 
home. Hays pays particular attention to problems of incompatibility between 
work and motherhood in the situation of a discursively constructed child-
centred motherhood. According to her, this discourse has created unreasona
bly high expectations on mothers, reinforcing women's inequality at the 
work place as well as in the parental role. 

The persistence of hidden inequalities between men and women, even in 
the recent climate of state-promoted gender equality, plays an important role 
in Swedish research by Ylva Elvin-Nowak on the welfare state and gender 
roles.177 

Important scholarship is dedicated to the problems of the médicalisation 
of pregnancy, childbirth and childcare. After the publication of the pioneer
ing work in this field, Our Bodies, Ourselves in 1984,178 that expressed politi
cal protest against excessive médicalisation of pregnancy and childbirth and 
claimed back the introduction of women's authority over their bodies, femi
nist researchers published a lot on childbirth facilities and discourses around 
help in childbirth. The most important publications on this topic are books 
by American, British and German researchers: Ann Oakley, Emily Martin, 
Barbara Duden and Delia Pollok.179 In her book The captured womb Oakley 
made an analysis of the development of antenatal care, as a result of which 
pregnancy has become separated from social behaviour and started to consti
tute a technical subject of medical expert authority.180 Using Foucault under
standing of body-politics, she claimed the main aim of the médicalisation of 
pregnancy was a control over women's reproductive biology.181 

Feminist research on mother's identities, rights and medical care for 
motherhood was important for my awareness about tacit conflicts and prob
lems connected with maternity. It helped me to pay attention to omissions 
and silences during my conversations with women and in published materi
als as well as contributed to attempts of having a maternal body and its sen
sations in the centre of my analysis. 
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Beauty, fashion and consumption 
The problem of beauty was viewed as important from the very beginning of 
gender and feminist studies. Feminist writers saw beauty along with sexual
ity as some methods for the oppression of women.182 Later these views were 
partly supported by American feminist researcher Naomi Wolf, who gave 
her book the quite explicit subtitle How the Images of Beauty Are Used 
Against Women.1*3 Wolf claimed that the development of the women's rights 
movement brought liberation to women, but in practice women then fell into 
the trap of the beauty myth which is even more dangerous than overt struc
tures of male domination. In studying American society Wolf concluded that 
beauty requires a third shift besides wage and house work and that a success
ful career woman in modern US needs a separate degree - a professional 
beauty qualification. 

Critique of these views on the problem of beauty was developed by sev
eral authors, primarily by Susan Bordo and Elisabeth Wilson. In Unbearable 
Weight Bordo présents an "old feminism" as an instigator of the "dualistic 
over-pessimistic, if not paranoid, picture of body politics as simply oppres
sive"184 while Wilson claimed that fashion was a form of self-expression: "I 
believe that... fashion is one among many forms of aesthetic creativity 
which makes possible the exploration of alternatives."185 Using historical 
material, Wilson also proved that such components of beauty practices like 
diets and the use of trousers by women are complicated cultural phenomena 
and can not be evaluated merely through a dichotomy of oppression and 
liberation.186 The multi-levelled interdependence of appearance and identity 
also got the attention of Diana Crane, Madeleine Hurd and Tom Olsson to 
mention just a few.187 

In the 1990s and 2000s, the topic of beauty has become a popular subject 
of historical, sociological and anthropological research. The most thoroughly 
studied aspects are the historical and present day meanings and functions of 
fashion.188 Connections drawn between attire, body and power and the ways 
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Historiska studier av kropp och kläder, red. Madeleine Hurd, Tom Olsson och Lisa Öberg 
(Stockholm: Carlsson Bokförlag, 2005), 9-30. 
188 See for example, Wendy Parkins, Fashioning the Body Politics: Dress, Gender, Citizen
ship (New York: Berg, 2002); Daniel Roche, The Culture of Clothing (Cambridge: Cam



of dress as "a situated bodily practice" are particularly important to my 
work.189 

Area studies 

Research on Russian history in the 20th century includes thousands of vol
umes. However, the aspects of beauty and maternity normativity have rarely 
been the centre of attention, but rather just touched upon in connection to 
broader and more politicised topics. 

Soviet popular culture and everyday life 

During many years it was politics and not everyday life that interested most 
of the researchers of the Soviet state. Consequently social and gender history 
was not in the centre of interest for the historians. Interest in Soviet society 
during the Stalinist era began to be developed mainly by historians of the so-
called revisionist perspective190, primarily by Sheila Fitzpatrick.191 Important 
contributions were made by many researchers, first and foremost Stephen 
Kotkin and David Hoffman.192 The historians subscribing to this perspective 
have been particularly interested in everyday survival; strategies of the So
viet citizen in coping with the abolition of the market, shortages of food, 
clothing and housing, as well as with terror. Their research uncovered the 
complexity of the Soviet social structure, particularly the drawn out preser
vation of a semi-agrarian way of life among urban workers. It also drew 
attention to those factors of the Soviet regime that could be considered at
tractive by at least parts of the population; primarily rapid upward social 
mobility in the 1930-1940s and the creation of Soviet forms of welfare. 

After Perestroika and the opening of the archives, everyday life in Russia 
during the Soviet period became a popular topic of research among Western 
and the Russian scholars. Several volumes on documents of ordinary people 
from the Russian national archives were published with substantial com
ments by researchers from Russian Academy of Science and English transla
tions of select archive materials were made.193 The everyday life approach 

bridge University Press, 1994); Crane, Fashion and its Social Agendas; Jennifer Craik, Cul
tural Studies in Fashion (London and New York: Routledge, 1993). 
189 Parkins, Fashioning the Body Politics, 5. 
190 As contrasted against a school of totalitarianism interested in "high politics" and viewing 
all the society as controlled and fully manipulated, the revisionists paid special attention to the 
social history of Soviet Russia. 
191 Sheila Fitzpatrick, Cultural Revolution in Russia,1928-1931 (Bloomington: Indiana Uni
versity Press, 1978); Sheila Fitzpatrick, Everyday Stalinism: Ordinary Life in Extraordinary 
Times: Soviet Russia in the 1930s (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999). 
192 Stephen Kotkin, Magnetic Mountain: Stalinism as a Civilisation (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1995); David L. Hoffmann, Peasant Metropolis. Social Identities in Mos
cow, 1929-1941 (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1994). 
193 Советская повседневность и массовое сознание. 1939-1945, сост. А .Я. Лившин, И.Б. 
Орлов (Москва: РОССПЭН, 2003); Письма во власть. 1928-1939: Заявления, жалобы, 
доносы, письма в государственные структуры и советским вождям, сост. А.Я. 



was developed in the works of Natal'ia Kozlova194 who was the first to apply 
it to studies of the diaries and memories of ordinary Soviet people who lived 
under Stalinism as did Elena Zubkova,195 who studied social attitudes in the 
post-war years and Elena Osokina, who wrote about specifics of the market 
and consumption in 1930s.196 Several books on the normativity of everyday 
life have been published by Natal'ia Lebina,197 who presents a lot of interest
ing material about ordinary people from the late 1920s and 1960s. The eve
ryday life of the provincial city was studied by Elena Vishlenkova, Svetlana 
Malysheva and Alia Salnikova who dedicated a large part of their book 
about Kazan to everyday life under socialism.198 Recently published book by 
Alexei Yurchak explores everyday use of Soviet discourses in the late social
ism.199 In spite of the many interesting findings, most of the mentioned au
thors did not pay particular attention to gender as a category of analysis. 

Particularly important contributions to studies on Soviet everyday life are 
presented in works by Catriona Kelly and through oral history research. 
Kelly has written extensively about advice literature aimed at various seg
ments of the Russian and Soviet population of the last 200 years. She has 
paid attention not only to the uniqueness of the Soviet publications, but also 
coincidences with or similarities between Soviet and "Western" publications 
of certain periods.200 Furthermore, Kelly has demonstrated increasing social 
and gender-related distinctions within Soviet society from the 1930s on
wards and showed the importance of the logic of consumption for the func
tioning of Soviet society, particularly from 1960s and onwards.201 Important 
for my research was Kelly's problematisation of the status of the everyday 
(quotidian) in studies of Soviet history and her appeal to make an emphasis 
on the "oblique political resonance of small actions."202 

Лившин, И.Б. Орлов, O.B. Хлевнюк (Москва: РОССПЭН, 2002); Stalinism as a Way of 
Life. A Narrative in Documents, eds. Lewis Siegelbaum and Andrei Sokolov (New Haven 
and London: Yale University Press, 2000). 
194 Наталья Козлова, Социально-историческая антропология (Москва: Ключ, 1999); 
Наталья Козлова, Советские люди: сцены из истории (Москва: Европа, 2005). 
195 Elena Zubkova, Russia after the War: Hopes, Illusions and Disappointments, 1945-1957 
(New York : M.E. Sharp, Armonk, 1998). 
196 Елена Осокина, За фасадом 'сталинского изобилия '. Распределение и рынок в 
снабжении населения в годы индустриализации, 1927-1941 (Москва: РОССПЭН, 1997). 
197 Наталья Лебина, Повседневная жизнь советского города: нормы и аномалии, 1920-
1930-е гг. (С-Петербург: Нева - ИД 'Летний сад', 1999); Наталья Лебина и Александр 
Чистиков, Обыватель и реформы: картины повседневной жизни горожан в годы 
НЭПа и хрущевского десятилетия (С-Петербург: Дмитрий Буланин, 2003). 
198 Е. Вишленкова, С.Малышева, А. Сальникова, Казанское житье и Эдвард 
Турнерелли Казань и ее жители (Казань: ООО ДОМО Глобус, 2005). 
199 Alexei Yurchak, Everything Was Forever, until it Was no More: the Last Soviet Genera
tion (Princeton, Princeton University Press, 2006). 
200 Kelly, Refining Russia; Kelly and Shepherd, Constructing Russian. 
201 Kelly, Refining Russia, 291-292. 
202 Catriona Kelly, "Ordinary Life in Extraordinary Times: Chronicles of the Quotidian in 
Russia and the Soviet Union", Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History, 3(4), 
Fall 2002, 638. 



The research based on oral history, as it was said in a subchapter on 
methods, drew atlention to experiences of people who were "living through 
Soviet Russia", to social, religious and ethnic differences in the Soviet Un
ion, as well as to the growing importance of consumption and privacy in the 
everyday life of the Soviet citizen of the post-Stalinist years.203 

In spite of all the mentioned publications, many aspects of Soviet every
day life as well as concepts for its study continue to be debated. From this 
view point, important contributions to studies of the history of Soviet every
day life have recently been made by Stephen Harris, who in a polemical 
article stresses the need to discuss the appropriateness of constructing ordi
nary people in a Soviet context as people who were set apart from those in
volved in politics, and thus distinguishing the "ordinary" from those who 
could bear some kind of historical responsibility. Thus, I take his suggestion 
as well as an application of the Alltagsgeschichte to be relevant in approach
ing a Soviet everyday life. In particularly I took an assumption that "one and 
the same person could shift or "meander" among acts of resistance, passive 
compliance and even support for the regime," 204 as an inspiration for my 
research. 

Regional and ethnic history 

Due to my initial intentions of including regional and ethnic variation in my 
analysis, I will briefly present the state of the research in this area. However, 
the intention and focus of the publications that could be considered as be
longing to regional and ethnic historiography are so diverse that it is difficult 
to make any coherent summary of this research. Instead, this section consists 
of two parts. In the first part I evaluate the state of research on Soviet na
tional politics as a whole (these publications are usually very generalised and 
do not heed specific attention to any ethnic group or autonomous republic) 
and in the second part, I focus on studies of the regions and ethnic groups 
related to my interest. 

The legacy of Soviet national and regional politics as a whole has been 
the centre of interest for scholars for a long time. One way or the other, all of 
them have been forced to answer the questions about the aims and results of 
the Soviet policies intended for the periphery. The majority of the publica
tions claim that the early post-revolutionary period (until the end of 1920s) 
to be mostly emancipatory. However, later politics are seen as more contra
dictory; from a reestablishment of the Russian civilising mission from the 

203 Bertaux, Thompson and Rotkirch eds., On Living Through Soviet Russia. 
204 Steven E. Harris, "In Search of 'Ordinary' Russia: Everyday Life in the NEP, the Thaw, 
and the Communal Apartment, " Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History, N 6, 
2005, 592-593. 



1930s onward, similar to that of the imperial time,205 to a conclusion that the 
Soviet national policy as a whole cannot be fully identified with the colonial 
politics of other empires due to its peculiarities. Among those sharing the 
last view point I would mention Terry Martin who sees the politics of ko-
renizatsiia (rooting)206 as an important counterpoise to overcentralised pres
sure.207 

One of the most influential theories comes from Ronald Grigor Suny, 
who sees early Soviet national politics until the beginning of the 1930s as 
policies of development,208 whilst the strengthening of authoritarian rule, 
forced collectivisation and the resistance to it in ethnic regions was, accord
ing to him, among the factors that influenced changes in the national poli
cies from the early 1930s (Russian culture and language begun to acquire a 
favoured position, even if local languages and "friendship among people" 
continued to be promoted).209 Suny reached the conclusion that "by the late 
1930s an 'empire of republics', many of them little empires in their own 
right, had been created in the USSR."210 

As for the research on my three cities of interest and the two main ethnic 
groups that are analysed in this thesis, the information about them is very 
unevenly presented. Moscow, being the national capital, enjoyed special 
attention from historians, due to its position as both the most accessible and 
the most interesting focal point for scholars.211 Historians have been writing 
extensively about rapid industrialization, population growth, welfare, ine
quality, long time preservation of peasant lifestyle and an Orthodox Chris
tian style of everyday practices amongst the industrial workers.212 

205 Jörg Baberowski, "Auf der Suche nach Eindeutigkeit: Kolonialismus und zivilisatorische 
Mission in Zarenreich und in der Sowjetunion, " Jahrbücher für Geschichte Osteuropas 
(München: Osteuropa Institut, 1999), Band 47, Heft 4, 500-502. 
206 "Rooting" (коренизация) set priorities for development of local elite, culture and lan
guage. The root ethnic group {коренной) in most of the cases coincided with ethnic group 
whose name was titular in the particular region (for example, Bashkirs for Bashkortostan). 
Indeed, ethnicity was understood as an outcome of kinship and was fixed in passport. 
207 Terry Martin, "Modernization or Neo-traditionalism? Ascribed Nationality and Soviet 
Primordialism," in Russian Modernity. Politics, Knowledge, Practices, eds. David L.Hoffman 
and Yanni Kotsonis (Basingstok: Macmillan Press LTD, 2000), 176. 
208 Ronald Grigor Suny, The Soviet experiment. Russia, the USSR, and the Successor States 
(New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 199), 284. 
209 Suny, The Soviet experiment, 287-288. 
210 Suny, The Soviet experiment, 290. 
211 In the 1930s Moscow became the biggest industrial and cultural centre of Russia, its popu
lation was about 3,8 million in 1937 (190% more than in 1926) - В.Б.Жиромская, 
И.Н.Киселев и Ю.А.Поляков, Полвека под грифом секретно: Всесоюзная перепись 1937 
года (Москва: Наука, 1996), 56-58. 
212 David L. Hoffmann, Peasant Metropolis. Social Identities in Moscow, 1929-1941 (Ithaca 
and London: Cornell University Press, 1994); Сергей Журавлев и Михаил Мухин, 
'Крепость социализма Повседневность и мотивация труда на советском 
предприятии, 1928-1938 гг. (Москва: РОССПЭН, 2004); A.M. Маркевич и А.К. 
Соколов, 'Магнитка близ Садового кольца ' - Стимулы к работе на Московском заводе 
'Серп и молот'. 1883-2001 (Москва: РОССПЭН, 2005). 



The number of publications on social and gender related history of Sara
tov and the Saratov region during the Soviet era is small. Saratov, founded in 
the 16th century, was historically a multi-ethnic centre of the rich agricultural 
Volga region.213 Saratov has a university that was established in 1909, plac
ing it among a handful of cities (Moscow, Petersburg, Kazan) that had an 
institution of higher education built before 1917. The region suffered seri
ously from collectivisation and famine during the years 1932-1933 and be
came an important centre of evacuation from the western regions of the 
country during the Second World War.214 In 1941 more than 400,000 ethnic 
Germans who had been living in the Volga region for several centuries were 
violently deported to Kazakhstan and Central Asia after the liquidation of the 
Volga German Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic.215 After the war Sara
tov became a centre for aviation and military industry, classified as a 
"closed"216 city and continued to be so until Perestroika. 

The publications on the social history of Ufa are also few in number, but 
its history is partly reflected in publications dedicated to the history of the 
Volga-Ural region and its people.217 The city was founded in the 16th century 
as a Russian outpost in the Urals and a base for further colonisation of the 
region.218 During the imperial period, Ufa was the multi-ethnic centre of the 
Ufa region where the dominant ethnic group were Russians, with large Mus-

2b In 1910s Saratov had a middle sized industrial infrastructure, a university and several 
cinemas. In 1926 the population of the city was about 220 000, in 1937 - about 351 000 (it 
grew 165%) - Жиромская, Киселев и Поляков, Полвека под грифом секретно, 58. 
^14 Elena Iarskaia-Smirnova and Pavel Romanov, "At the Margins of Memory: Provincial 
Identity and Soviet Power in Oral Histories, 1940-53," in Provincial Landscapes: Local 
Dimensions of Soviet Power, 1917-1953, ed. Donald Railegh (Pittsburgh: University of Pitts
burgh Press, 2001), 299-231. 
215 15 districts of the former German autonomic region became part of the Saratov region and 
7 other - of the Stalingrad (now Volgograd) region - "Постановление бюро Саратовского 
обкома ВКП(б) об организационно-партийных и хозяйственных мероприятиях в 
районах бывшей АССР немцев Поволжья (22 сентября 1941)" в Саратовская область в 
годы Великой Отечественной войны (1941-1945 гг.) Архивные документы, ред. В.Н. 
Данилов (Саратов: Издательство губернской торгово-промышленной палаты, 2005), 26-
31. 
216 Закрытый (город) - a territory with a special regime in order of protection of the Soviet 
military and para-military industry. Depending from the status, this territory could not be 
visited by foreigners (like Saratov), or even by Soviet citizens without a special permission. 
217 P.P. Галлямов, Многонациональный город: этносоциологические очерки (Уфа, 
1996); Мурат Д. Киекбаев, Башкиры в городах Башкортостана: опыт историко-
этнографического и этносоциологического исследования (Уфа: Нур-Полиграфиздат, 
1998); Рашида Краснова и Анатолий Черкалихин, Родословная Уфы (Уфа: Белая река, 
2004); М.М.Кулыпарипов, История Башкортостана. XX век. Учебник для 9-го класса 
общеобразовательных школ республики Башкортостан (Уфа: Китап, 2001). 
218 A chapter about Bashkir ASSR in one of the last volumes of Granat encyclopedia (last 
volumes were dedicated to all the subjects of the USSR), quoted early Lenin's evaluation of 
Russian colonial pol tics in Ural region: "It is such a piece of colonial politics that might be 
comparable with almost everything that was made by Germans somewhere in Africa" - В.И. 
Ленин, Развитие капитализма в России, (полн. собр. соч., т. 3. 253) quoted in Гранат, 
Москва, 1939, т.57, 622. 



lim minority groups.219 In the end of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th 

century Ufa, along with Kazan and Orenburg, was an important place for the 
development of jadidism, a Muslim cultural and educational renovation 
movement, centred around the religious school Galiia in Ufa.220 The jadidist 
movement was a powerful factor in the anti-colonial struggle against Rus
sian domination.221 

After the revolutions of 1917 the territory of modern Bashkortostan be
came an arena for another anti-colonial movement led by the highly contro
versial Akhmet-Zaki Validi (Validov) which eventually resulted in the decla
ration of the autonomous Bashkir Republic in 1919. With time the territory 
of the republic became much bigger than the territory of the original Ufa 
region. 

The process of sovietisation of Bashkortostan included forced collectivi
sation and the onset of accelerated industrial development (in the beginning 
of 1930s the first oil-field was discovered).222 It also included a replacement 
of Arabic-based writing systems of the Bashkir and Tatar populations by 
Latin script in 1928 and in 1939 by a Cyrillic script. Destruction of religious 
institutions, Orthodox as well as Muslim, took place in 1920-1930s. By the 
end of the Second World War only 12 registered mosques out of an original 
total of 2,500 were left.223 Still, Ufa continued to be the location for the offi
cial residence of the Central Muslim Religious Board for Inner Russia since 
the 18th century (from 1948 also for European Russia and Siberia). 

Increased industrialisation of the city of Ufa was specifically associated 
with the Second World War when Ufa became one of the evacuation centres, 
and with the development of a oil-refining industry in 1950-1960s.224 Today 

219 According to Salavat Iskhakov, about 5 million Muslim people were living in European 
Russia (not counting 2 million Muslims living in the Caucasus) - Салават Исхаков, 
Российские мусульмане и революция 1917-1918 гг. (Москва: Социально-политическая 
мысль, 2004), 100. 
220Д.М.Исхаков, Феномен татарского джадидизма: введение к социокультурному 
осмыслению (Казань: Имам, 1997). 
221 A jadidist movement was started by a Crimean Tatar reformer Ismail Bey Gasprali 
(Gasprinskii) in the late 19th century and became important for the whole Muslim population 
of the Volga region. Among other changes, educational reforms implied advancement of 
women's education and possibility of gender-mixed education at schools. See more in Bar
bara Alpern Engel, Women in Russia 1700-2000, 191-192; Марсиль Фахршатов, 
Самодержавие и традиционные школы башкир и татар в начале XX века (1900-1917) 
(Уфа: Гилем, 2000). 
222 The population of Ufa grew in 1930s more significantly than that of Moscow - 221%. It 
was about 98 000 inhabitants in 1926 and 216 000 - in 1937 - Жиромская, Киселев и 
Поляков, Полвека под грифом секретно, 56-58. 
223 То the end of the Second World War there were only 12 registered mosques in place of 
2500 (in 1927) - А.В.Юнусова, Ислам в Башкирии 1917-1954 (Уфа: ВЭГУ, 1994), 65. 
224 According to Gul'dar Akhmetova, mass industrial transformation of the Eastern part of 
Bashkortostan started only in 1970s. - Гульдар Ахметова, Башкирская женщина и 
современный город: конфликт или гармония? (Уфа: РИО РУНМЦ ГКН РБ, 2001). 



Ufa is the dynamic, developing capital of the Republic of Bashkortostan,225 

which, along with Tatarstan for a long time was particularly disobedient to 
Moscow.226 

The number of publications about the two largest Volga Muslim people, 
the Tatars and the Bashkirs, has been growing in the last few years, though 
the majority of the material has been on the Tatars. Several publications 
discuss the early 20th century urban Muslim culture in the Volga region, the 
role of Islam in the political, educational and charitable activities and the 
coexistence of Islamic traditions with the sovietisation of Muslim society.227 

Along with many publications about the harsh repression of Muslim reli
gious authorities, several authors, particularly A.V. Yunusova, claim that 
Islam in post-Soviet Bashkortostan "coexists with traditional living ar
rangements and realities - pre-Soviet, Soviet and post-Soviet - that usually 
do not have anything to do with orthodox Islam."228 

On the other hand, several historical works published in Bashkortostan 
and Tatarstan are criticised from the federal centre for being plagued by 
excessive ethnocentrism where the history of Bashkirs and Tatars is pre
sented as the most ancient and significant.229 This tendency of ethnocentrism 
and the difficulties of historical construction of Bashkir and Tatar ethnic 
identities has been critically addressed by Igor Kuchumov in an overview of 
contemporary Bashkir historiography230 and by Dmitrii Gorenburg in an arti-

225 In 1989 42,3% of the population of Bashkortostan lived in cities - Киекбаев, Башкиры в 
городах, 9. 
22 At the same time, however, Bashkortostan's political regime during the 1990s 
was defined by Ger nan researcher Jörn Grävingholt as authoritarian. Jörn Gräving-
holt, Regionale Autonomie und postsowjetische Autoritär is mus: Die Republik Bashkortostan. 
Köln, 1999. (in Russian translation) Иорн Гревингхольт, Республика Башкортостан: 
через государственный суверенитет к авторитарному режиму, ред. Игоря Кучумова, 
2003, http://www.die-
gdi.de/DIE_Homepage.nsf/0/8e9d84edfl7279a3cl256dd6003809ac/$FILE/Gr%C3%A4ving 
holt,%20Respublika%20Baskortostan.pdf, accessed 2006.11.24. 
227Р.Салихов, "Мусульманская благотворительность и проблемы формирования 
общинного самоуправления," в Ислам и мусульманская культура в Среднем Поволжье: 
история и современность, ред. Р. М. My хаме д шин (Казань: Мастер Лайн, 2001, 295-
318); Д.И. Исхаков, "Джадидизм," в Ислам и мусульманская, 128-135, 
http://www.tataroved.ru/publicat/islambook.pdf, accessed 2006.06.27; А.Б.Юнусова, 
"Ислам и мусульмане в современном Башкортостане, " в Мусульмане изменяющейся 
России, ред. А.М.Кобищанов (Москва: РОССПЭНН, 200), 175-180; Christian Noack, 
"Russische Politik und muslimische Identität. Die Wolga-Ural-Gebiet im 19. Jahrhundert," in 
Jahrbücher für Geschichte Osteuropas (München: Osteuropa Institut, 1999), Band 47, Heft 
4, 482-504, 525-537; Татары, ред. Р.К.Уразманова и С.В.Чешко (Москва: Наука, 2001). 
228 А.Б.Юнусова, "Ислам и мусульмане в современном Башкортостане," в Мусульмане 
изменяющейся России, 175-180. 
229 See more in Yulia Gradskova, "From 'Backwardness' to 'Modern' Culture? 'Beauty' and 
'Femininity' during Soviet Cultural Modernisation, 1930-1960s," Collection of papers of the 
conference "From Orientalism to Postcoloniality, " Södertörns University College, 27-30 
April, 2006 (forthcoming). 
2j Игорь Кучумов, Крючья под ребро истории 
http://dk.ufanet.ru/nomads/kuchumovO 1 .htm, accessed 2004.10.15. 
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cle on ethnic history of the region during the Soviet period. Gorenburg 
claims the existence of a conflict between the official Soviet system of eth
nic denomination of Muslim people of the region such as either Tatars or 
Bashkirs and a far more complicated historical system of ethnic and social 
stratification in this region.231 

Gender, beauty and maternity in a Soviet context 

Multiple publications that dealt with the problems of gender, maternity and 
beauty in Soviet Russia were mentioned in the beginning of the introductory 
chapter, I would like here to return to four of them, which are particularly 
close to my study and were used as important sources for inspiration and 
discussions. 

First, is Laura Engelstein's study on body politics and sexuality in the be
ginning of the 20th century to the 1920s.232 The author's attention to the 
growing awareness of various social and political actors (the Bolsheviks 
were one of them) and the connections between the promotion of social se
curity, sexual education and the legal inequality of men and women in the 
family, with the possibility of sexually transmitted diseases declining, illegal 
abortions and mother and infant mortality helped me to look at the Soviet 
politics of health promotion, hygiene and kul'turnost' from a broader per
spective. 

The second most important research belongs to David Ransel, whose 
book Village mothers is dedicated to the attitudes towards childbearing prac
tices of three generations of Russian and Tatar women in the countryside.233 

Ransel analyses and comments generational change in the practices of con
traception, abortion and childbirth, connecting changing attitudes of women 
to these practices with industrial development, political changes and avail
ability of medical services in the countryside. Because of the emphasis on 
generational change, RansePs publication, however, did not pay much atten
tion to the differences in attitudes towards maternity due to social and educa
tional variations and leaves city women out of the framework of the study. In 
my study I will try to complete this research. 

231 Important elements of stratification of the beginning of 20th century were also estate, 
occupation, place of living and language (there were many Bashkiris speaking Tatar language 
in the Western part of the contemporary Republic of Bashkortostan). According to Dmitrii 
Gorenburg, in 1939 54,3% of Bashkirs considered Bashkir as their native language, while 
45,4% of Bashkirs considered their native language to be Tatar, in 1979 there were 64,4% and 
32,9%» respectively. Gorenburg supposes that together with russification (about 5% of former 
Bashkirs named themselves Russians in 1989), many Bashkirs started to consider themselves 
Tatars during the Soviet period - Dmitrii Gorenburg, "Identity Change in Bashkortostan: 
Tatars into Bashkirs and back," Ethnic and Racial Studies, vol.22, N 3, 1999, 554-580. 
232 Engelstein, The Keys to happiness. 
233 Ransel, Village Mothers. 



Thirdly Catriona Kelly's study of advice literature and publications about 
fashion, beauty and childcare play an important role.234 With respect to her 
work on advice literature, I was still interested, however, in a more detailed 
study of the gendered implications of advice on maternity and beauty as well 
as the connections between publications and remembered everyday prac
tices. 

As I wrote in the beginning of this chapter, most of the publications of 
gender historians do not discuss connections between regions, ethnicity and 
Soviet gender politics. A recent book by Barbara Alpern Engel is particu
larly important for my research as she pays attention to the implications that 
ethnic and regional differences among women235 had for Soviet gender poli
tics. 

In spite of the importance of the above mentioned research on women's 
everyday life, as well as on fashion, consumption and maternity politics dur
ing the Soviet years, I see a particular need to continue to explore problems 
related to everyday practices of beauty and maternity, such as diversity, bod
ily aspects and the complicated connections between discursive and non-
discursive elements of these practices. 

2j4 Kelly, Refining Russia. 
235 Engel, Women in Russia, 3. 



Soviet publications about maternity and 
beauty 

2. An outline of Soviet standard rhetorics of 
womanhood (introduction to part two) 

This introduction aims to make the reader acquainted with the normalising 
language of beauty and maternity gained through the close reading236 of a 
selection of articles from Soviet magazines. Although it could look unusual 
for publications in history, I decided to start with this close reading as an 
opportunity to examine the vocabulary that is repeatedly used in printed and 
oral materials. I began with short articles because their format gave me the 
possibility for repeatedly readings their content and attention to the vocabu
lary without any quantitative instruments. A vocabulary list in Russian was 
thus obtained. For a full list of articles used for this selection see appendix 7. 
In this first stage of my analysis of printed material, I was less interested in 
defining or following particular discourses of historical change in "order of 
discourse." My interest was rather connected to a close reading of small texts 
(mostly one page long) in order to get a certain orientation between the dif
ferent kinds of text and rhetorical devices, such as figures of speech, textual 
strategies and nominations237 that are connected with the topics of maternity 
and beauty as these appear in periodical publications and I have to admit, 
that to some extent my choice of the articles for analysis and my attention to 
their rhetorical qualities (in the aspect of socialisation) was defined by my 

236 1 want to recall here Andrew DuBois's point: "reading for meaning is a process of consid
erable relativity, and that reaching an understanding of what one reads is a highly contingent 
affair" - Andrew DuBois, "A Close Reading: An Introduction," in Close Reading, the Reader, 
eds. Frank Lentricchia and Andrew DuBois (Durham and London, Duke University Press, 
2003), 29. 
2j7 For an analysis of rhetoric see, for example, Thomas McLaughlin, "Figurative Language," 
in Critical Terms for Literary Study, eds. Frank Lentricchia and Thomas McLaughlin (Chi
cago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1995), 87-88. Importance of application 
of the theory of literary criticism to studies of history was stressed by Hayden White - Hay-
den White, Metahistory. The Historical Imagination in 19th century Europe (Baltimore: John 
Hopkins University Press, 1979). 



own position, as a female subject socialised in the Soviet Union of the 
1980s, vis a vis Soviet dominant discourses. 

As a result I will outline a basic vocabulary though which maternity and 
beauty topics were approached in the articles.238 This vocabulary will hope
fully be very helpful for obtaining a picture of the "linguistic realisation" of 
different discourses.239 In particularly, I will be paying attention to the repeti
tions of several concepts, their contra-parts and order of subordination. I 
will also attempt to explore certain mentalities and normativities that they 
were implying. The outline of the rhetorics of maternity and beauty that I 
am suggesting here is necessarily fragmentary and requires a much more 
detailed study which I am leaving for another occasion. 

Towards a rhetoric of maternity 

Among the articles on maternity in magazines that were accessible in the 
State Russian Library in Moscow, I have chosen 28 articles from 6 maga
zines for a closer examination. These articles were published between 
1926240 and 1966, thus covering a considerable part of the Soviet period. 
Most of the articles (16) were published in Rabotnitsa241 and Zdorov'e. The 
latter was dedicated specifically to the issues of health and to the best of my 
knowledge has not been analysed by historians. In my study I also include 
several articles from the precursor of Zdorov'e, a more professionally ori
ented publication from the 20s and 30s called Gigiena y Zdorov'e. Also, I 
included a few articles from the first year of publication in 1926 of Okhrana 
materinstva y mladenchestva, that could be considered to have accumulated 
a number of interpretations of maternity used by the politics of maternal 
welfare of the early Soviet period. Another magazine that still has not at
tracted much scholarly interest, Zhenskii Zhurnal, could be seen as a fairly 
liberal and "independent" publication from the 1920s and was terminated 
when the NEP period ended and an increasingly authoritarian political rule 
commenced. I have also included one article from Obshchestvennitsa, a 
magazine that appeared in the mid-1930s and was aimed at voicing the new 
"housewives' movement."242 The intended readership of these magazines 
was the general public. The practices associated with reading during the 
period of my interest included readers' discussions in clubs, the reproduction 

2,8 In cases when particular vocabulary definitely reffered only to a certain years from the 
period of my interest, I marked it in the parenthesis. 
39 Phillips and Jorgensen, Discourse Analysis, 69. 

240 In order to pay attention to possible changes in maternity vocabulary that happened just in 
the beginning of the period of my interest I also included 7 texts from the mid-1920s. 
241 Continuing its ideological mission of a construction of identity of city women (as de
scribed by Lynne Attwood for the period before 1953), in a later period of time Rabotnitsa 
was publishing materials about all spheres of woman's life that were considered to be impor
tant for Soviet disciplining. 
242 See Robert Maier, "Die Hausfrau als Kulturträger im Sozialismus," in Kultur im Sozialis
mus, Hrg. G. Gorzka (Bremen: Edition Temmen, 1994), 39-46. 



of material from central publications in wall newspapers (locally handmade 
posters) and a widespread practice of sharing issues of magazines with col
leagues and neighbours. This suggests that the number of readers was much 
bigger than the number of printed copies, and that the socialising value of 
the standard language of femininity can be believed to have been quite con
siderable. 

Who had the right to write in these publications? Almost half of the se
lected articles were written by medical doctors. These articles were edited 
with the intention of explaining scientific and medical facts to women. 
Enlightenment of semi-trained employees and volunteers was also an objec
tive, especially those dealing with the matters of gynaecology, hygiene, 
pregnancy, childbirth and childcare. In the 1920s this meant midwives, 
women-activists and nurses from maternity clinics, and later on also social 
workers, medical attendants, hygienists and doctors. In many cases the arti
cles were signed not only with names but also supplied the authors' profes
sional titles, like medical doctor, Dr. of medical sciences or Professor. One 
of the articles was signed by the well-known medical doctor Vera Lebedeva, 
the Head of the Department for Maternal and Infant Care. The articles in my 
sample were signed equally often by male and female doctors. Almost all 
medical advice was given in a highly authoritarian style, stressing what a 
woman "must do". Sometimes the articles were illustrated with anatomical 
schemes of female reproductive organs. 

Apart from a well defined sample of writing devoted to professional 
medical advice, there were other articles with different content that also var
ied more from each other. Some gave advice to mothers on how to deal with 
welfare benefits (e.g., how to get compensation for a maternity leave), ex
plained the importance of maternity in a woman's life, warned against the 
dangers of abortion and explained the state policy for the protection of 
mothers and children. Some of the articles of this kind were written in the 
form of a discussion with the reader, with the author trying to argue and 
defend her or his position thereby addressing the woman-reader directly. 
This genre was more often used by female authors rather than male. Many of 
the articles were illustrated with pictures presenting doctors, mothers, babies, 
interiors of maternity hospitals, clinics and milk kitchens. Using the corpus 
of articles thus selected, I will attempt to reconstruct a "standard vocabulary" 
that accompanies the construction of maternity as it appears in mass publica
tions. 243 

An important part of the vocabulary deals with biology and nature. In
deed, women are described as having a special w oman 's nature and organic 
need. This specificity is with the natural instinct of procreation and special 
physiological functions. The woman is represented as if she were constitut-

24j Below, English equivalents to Russian words and word combinations in question are given 
in italics. 



ing a natural species, a living being like other animals, as indicated by the 
use of the preposition "in" pregnancy in woman. This particularity of the 
female organism makes a woman part of a natural mystery, an experience 
that eventually cannot be accessed and explained by anybody except a 
mother. This experience and capacity can be summed up as, maternal feel
ings, the sense of motherhood and the talent for motherhood. Such a speci
ficity of woman 's nature makes her see the birth of the child not only as a 
miracle or an event, but also as something with highly positive feelings 
attached to it: like being full of ecstasy with an experience a great joy. 

Due to the specificity of female organic needs and the dependence of her 
ecstasy from her abilities to deliver a child, every woman could be defined 
with respect to her maternity status: a woman-mother, or, in case when she 
still did not reach this status, as going to be a mother in the future. Any 
breakdown in this interpretation of femininity was leading to some kind of 
problem or deviation. Thus, childlessness was interpreted as a misfortune, 
while lack of maternal love to a child - as abnormality. 

In publications from the 1920s it is possible to find some words that im
ply the possibility of interpreting maternity from the opposite perspective -
as a kind of burden, as, for instance, an accidental pregnancy when the 
mother can find herself burdened by an excess of children. In this context 
social hygiene and eugenics are also mentioned as allowing the possibility of 
contraception as protection against pregnancy and expressing the desirability 
of selected offspring (Russ. otbornoe potomstvo, note the connotations of 
artificial selection). Enlightened by the doctor, a reasonable woman should 
make the correct choice and become a conscious mother. However, this part 
of vocabulary never reappears in publications from 1930-1960s. In the 
1960s, some traces of the presence of the mentality of choice among the 
women could be discovered, hovewer, in the publications. The authors often 
pointed their criticism at an alleged opponent, an imaginary bearer of the 
attitudes of living for oneself, without children chirping (as in a rhetorical 
question: "Is it not possible, after all, to live one's life without the farina 
porridge and the children chirping?!"). Such publications respond negatively 
to the alleged statements that a child can tie one up and that in having a 
child one would no longer be the kind of worker that one should be. The 
fact that the authors of the publications construct, mainly rhetorically, such 
opponent visions - to be immediately criticised - indicates that mentalities 
of choice did exist and circulate in the society. 

Other important words that can be found through the whole period of my 
research interest are care, protection and help. These are given, and the main 
agent of care - the one who administers and controls it - are institutions 
such as Maternity and Infant Care Office, the state, the party, the govern
ment, the Soviet power, the Motherland, the factory administration and the 
(trade) union committee, or even dear Iosif Vissarionovich Stalin. Care and 
attention are shown to be given - through the protection of rights, through 



privileges as well as through some material support like money (allowances 
or payments). Help is also given through specialised institutions like a nurs
ery, (maternity) ward or maternity clinic. The implementation of the par
ticular care role is played by a doctor, a midwife (only in the 1920s) and a 
medical specialist. Women-activists and organized women - women them
selves - are shown as having certain agency in the care for maternity, but as 
distinct from the main power agents above, their participation is expected 
rather than practiced. At the same time, this total help-and-care activity 
around maternity in the Soviet country is presented as being in sharp contrast 
with the situation in capitalists countries where the mother suffers and the 
child becomes the mother 's curse. 

Help and с are, however considerable, are never disinterested or "free of 
charge". The authoritative agents of care demand (from a woman), limit (the 
mother's rights) and are opposed to seeing maternity as a personal matter of 
an individual mother. Thus Soviet practices of maternity appear as public or 
social functions, and the duty of the mother. A child, from the moment of its 
birth is seen as a little citizen and the future of the country. 

Duties of the mother (in the context of my interest 'becoming a mother' 
and 'mothering infants') are first of all connected with the way the mother 
deals with her own organism. In order to be a deserving recipient of care 
during her pregnancy the woman must deal with her body in a certain way. 
She has to limit consumption of certain products, to regularly bathe or wash 
specific parts of her body, to wear special garments. The pregnant woman 
also has to maintain efficient communication with her doctors: she deserves 
care under the condition that she remains under medical control, is able to 
clearly account for condition of her body and to remember what she was told 
to do. The mother of a small child has to take care of her baby, breastfeed 
it, and be careful not to damage it. 

In the publications from the 1950-1960s it is possible to find some new 
vocabulary with respect to the role of the mother. It presupposes that the 
mother dedicates herself to the education of the baby from the first day of 
her/his life. Such a mother appears to need some new qualities: she learns 
how to overcome problems in child's development and she learns how to be 
an educator, how to pay attention to a child's emotional development. The 
concern for survival of the early Soviet period seems to give way to a new 
concern, that of (scientific) development. 

The important position of medical professionals is connected to their ac
cess to scientific knowledge and is expressed in their special role in the 
enlightenment of women. Doctors directly interact with women's bodies, 
control how women's duties are fulfilled, teach women and allow a woman 
to have specific identities connected to maternity by assigning them termi
nological categories like a woman in labour (Russ. rodilnitsa), a breastfeed
ing mother. This control and care are realised in a specific environment of 
hygiene and cleanness, where many objects are defined as hygienic, clean 



and sterile. Medical control promises a woman a normal delivery, a healthy 
child and, from mid 1955, also a painless delivery. 

Towards a rhetoric of beauty 

My analysis of the standard language of beauty uses a selection of articles 
from 7 magazines published between 1927 and 1970. Beauty topics in 
magazines were studied less than problems of maternity and it was only pub
lications from Rabotnitsa that were studied before.244 Here, I will pay atten
tion to the rhetorics through which standard approaches to the interpretation 
of beauty are conveyed. Rabotnitsa and Zdorov 'e were my main sources for 
this analysis (20 articles). Next, a different type of publication included in 
my study discussed and presented dress models and appeared in Iskusstvo 
odevat'sia (1928),245 Modeli sezona (1939) and Zhurnal mod (1946, 1954). 
The Ministry of Light Industry was responsible for the publication and edit
ing of the two latter magazines. While fashion plates occupied the main 
space in these magazines, they also published, particularly Zhurnal mod, 
some articles that discussed taste and fashion. I also used one article from 
the aforementioned "independent" women's magazine Zhenskii Zhurnal 
from the NEP period. Finally, I included in my selection an advertisement 
list of fashion publications from the cover page of the women's magazine 
Rabotnitsa y Krest'ianka (1939) published in Leningrad and one article from 
the popular magazine Ogonyok (1939). 

The articles selected belong to different genres. More than 10 articles 
give advice on how to dress as well as skin and hair care and gymnastics. In 
a few cases I used very short commentaries on models of clothing and, in 
one case, just a list of advertisements of the forthcoming publications on 
fashion. In several cases the texts I used were presented in the magazines as 
"readers' letters" or even, in 1928, as a collection of short interviews with 
the prospective readers of a new magazine {Iskusstvo odevat'sia). 

As for the articles from Rabotnitsa, apart from those just mentioned, they 
gave direct advice on dress, taste, sewing and body care and constitute more 
than a half of the material collected from the Rabotnitsa publications. Other 
articles are devoted to diverse issues. They include, among other things, 
criticism of the low quality of hats and a shortage of working uniforms for 
women, they present a newly open Central Institute for Cosmetics and Hy
giene in Moscow and describe the everyday life of workers from a Moscow 
factory and a dormitory for women-workers in Moscow. The articles from 
Zhurnal mod, the most professional among all the publications, are well 

244 Lynne Attwood mostly studied beauty and fashion discussions in 1920s, while Olga Vain-
sten - fashion publication from 1960s - Attwood, Women's Magazines, 66-72; Vainshtein, 
"Female Fashion," 64-94. 
245 It was published in Leningrad for only one year. 



structured and tend to argue about taste and design using a scientific style of 
presentation. 

One third of the articles selected are signed by the authors who are di
rectly indicated as professionals. In a few cases the "expert" position of the 
author could be easily deduced from the place the article receives in the 
magazine, for instance, an introduction to an issue of a fashion magazine. 
Otherwise, the general authoritative tone of the article indicates the position 
of the expert. In the cases when the author's position is indicated, the profes
sion and the titles of the author are given, as professor of the Institute of 
Sanitary Education, Doctor-cosmetologist, PhD in Art Studies or Designer. 
In one case the author of the article from Rabotnitsa is a well-known Soviet 
writer Lev Kassil.246 One of the selected articles from Rabotnitsa (1966) is a 
reproduction of the clothing models and patterns with side by side commen
taries from a Polish women's magazine Kobieta y życie. 

An important part of the "standard" vocabulary of beauty deals with taste. 
To possess good taste or a great artistic skill of sartorial elegance presup
poses that people are dressed well (Huss. khorosho). Soviet people, men and 
women, have high aesthetic or cultural demands and even a thirst for 
beauty. A good taste is the result of education: everyone interested in looking 
nice should know the laws of harmony, make a correct choice of fabric or 
fashion and choose matching garments. The important work of teaching 
good taste is performed by our designers and Soviet artists as well as by 
shop assistants, dressmakers and cultured and experienced sales-women. 
The agents of taste are interacting with women-workers, as well as with 
women-buyers and women-customers and their (male) companions. In the 
1950-1960s Soviet artists were also expected to be involved in the studies of 
people 's demands and tastes as well as to supervise the correct development 
of popular traditions. 

A lack of taste, or a vulgar, and petit bourgeois taste appears to stand in 
opposition to what is described as good or artistic taste. Bad taste could be 
visible through the lack of attention to one's appearance or, for example, 
through a fake character of accessories. In the 1950-1960s the powerful 
agents of education in taste were also concerned with fighting ethno-
graphism and the errant way of pseudo popularity in dress style. 

The aesthetic norms of taste prescribe certain rules concerning what a 
woman's body should look like. The law of taste produces classification of 
female types depending on the benefits and shortcomings of appearance of 
their bodies. Feminine forms and a good slender figure is contrasted to a 
figure with "deviations. " Every woman's figure demands a choice of a par
ticular style of clothes and shoes. Therefore, a woman should pay attention 
to wearing matching clothes and observing her own style. 

246 The article is part of the book - Лев Кассиль, Дело вкуса (Москва: Искусство, 1964). 



As distinct from taste, which is a kind of absolute positive value, fashion 
needs additional explanations in order to be evaluated. New Soviet fashions 
together with our domestic clothes are juxtaposed to rotten fashion from the 
West, cheap chic and gaudiness, and fashion as a capricious, changing and 
unstable phenomenon. In the 1950-1960s Soviet fashion is also juxtaposed to 
the cosmopolitan tendencies of bourgeois fashion. At the same time, Soviet 
fashion needs to use advancedforeign experience in the field of dress design. 
An important institution for fashion is the All-Soviet House of Fashion. The 
main authoritative agents in the sphere offashion are the same designers and 
Soviet artists, who in creative collaboration with industry are able to choose 
the best that could be borrowed from Europe and America and produce 
clothes not according to the fashions from Paris, which would still be more 
elegant than any foreign examples. They also teach Soviet people how to 
follow fashion, but in a reasonable way (Russ. s umomi). The designers and 
artists show how to avoid the danger of gaudiness and pornographicity 
frequently connected to fashionable clothes and how to take an independent 
position in fashion. Smart women of fashion (Russ. shchegolikhi) are happy 
with the Soviet production of new clothes and models of dresses and fash
ionable novelties. In the 1960s even backpackers should be concerned with 
fashion - there is a special fashion for tourists. Help from the readers is 
important for the creation offashionable clothes, too. 

Soviet fashion is expected to be elegant, simple, nice and cheap. It is im
portant to have durable, comfortable, nice and practical clothes that corre
spond to the standards of hygiene. The use of clothes is to be characterised 
by rationalisation, expediency and suitability. The woman should know 
when to put on a Sunday best (a dress for going out, Russ. vykhodnaia 
veshch) or, from the late 1930-s, an elegant and a parade evening dress. She 
should also know when to wear a day dress or a modest home dress. 

A beautiful appearance includes a nice carriage, a fresh look and a nor
mal fatness of the skin. A nice appearance demands that a woman take care 
of her hair, keep a diet (after 1945) and develop a culture of skin care. A 
nice look is also connected to health, a woman should do physical exercise 
and take care of the temperance of the organism. On the other hand, for the 
use of chemicals and apparatuses for skin and hair care is fraught with dan
ger of damaging the look and the body; therefore careful use of chemicals 
for hair dying or hot curling is advocated. Doctors and medical specialists 
like dermatologist, cosmetologist or masseuses help Soviet women who are 
engaged in socially important work to look good. Doctors also prescribe 
washing of body parts regularly and to have clothing with a good access of 
air. A woman who would like to look good should observe cleanness, fol
low the regime, prevent disease, and consult her doctor in time. 

Beautification requires special skills. Women and girls are supposed to at
tend sewing and modelling courses, to be able to sew clothes for the family, 
to be proud of being able of making clothes for the husband, the daughter 



and herself. They are also expected to know how to remodel old clothes and 
to be interested in needlework and manual embroidery. The great art of 
sewing that a woman should be eager to master could be so impressive that; 
for example, a garment trimmed with flannelette would look so good that it 
could be mistaken for a piece of foreign production. Those who have these 
skills are, for instance, a girl, a house lady, a wife, a daughter, a sister. A 
"normal" woman thus obtained fast and adroit movements (whilst ironing^ 
and careful woman 's hands. She is presented in contrast to a slovenly per
son. 

Eroticism has no proper names in this vocabulary, but the euphemistic 
substitutes like feminine and femininity are used to imply sexual attraction. 
A woman with feminine attraction is described as feminine and a little co
quettish. Soviet woman's dress should stress femininity. Thus femininity is 
contrasted to the Western alien and inappropriate ways for a woman to deal 
with her sexuality: publications disapprove of the too dry and businesslike 
manner (of foreign women's dress) as well as of fashionable American 
women in shorts. The male figure controls the judgment about the attractive
ness of the look: I like you more in this hat, my wife is looking better in your 
hats (as said by a male customer to a sales woman in a shop). Some indirect 
reference to appropriate and inappropriate expressions of sexuality can be 
found in occasional critical remarks, that it is unpleasant if the brassiere clip 
shows in the cut of the back of the dress, or, on the contrary, that there 
might be nothing wrong about wearing open summer shoes without stock
ings or it is not bad if women doing sports are wearing short trousers. 

Finally, there is rhetorical evidence about the connection between the 
look and the internal qualities of a human being, no matter whether male or 
female, when dress is prescribed to express the internal world and vulgar 
taste is proclaimed it leads to a bad style of living. 

After this short introduction into Soviet maternity and beauty vocabulary 
based on a close reading of a selected number of magazines' articles, I 
move towards an analysis of a broader published material in order to study 
contextual and changing aspects of the discursive fields of maternity and 
beauty. At the same time, not only analysis of the printed materials, but also 
of the oral, would frequently make us to consider Soviet rhetorics of wo
manhood. 

3. "There is no greater joy for a woman than the joy of 
motherhood" 
In this chapter I aim to analyse the discursive field of maternity between the 
1930 and the 1960s. How were pregnancy, childbirth and childcare con
structed in Soviet mass publications? How were pregnant and delivering 



bodies dealt with? How was the role of mother, father, family, state and 
community with respect to childbirth and childcare depicted? What role did 
medical science play in the performance of maternity? What were the main 
changes in the discursive construction of motherhood during the studied 
period? In order to answer these questions I will analyse advice books and 
journals of mass publication as well as selected professional magazines and 
books dealing with maternity and mothering. 

As it was said in the introduction, maternity, in one way or another, has 
been in the centre of interest of many researchers of the Soviet past and the 
Soviet gender contract. Therefore, the aim of this chapter is not in the main 
to define the discourses of maternity as such, since on the base of previous 
research we can easily suppose that naturalisation and médicalisation of ma
ternity would be in the centre.247 Neither has this chapter an ambition to give 
a full and detailed description of all the discourses in the maternity field. 
Instead, the focus of this chapter lies rather on a further exploration of the 
maternity field in order to understand how femininity was constructed 
through a combination of different discourses that could be found in printed 
publications. 

3.1. Woman as defined by maternity 

This subchapter is dedicated to an analysis of the variations, changes and 
interdiscursivity around Soviet discourse on maternity as a natural predesti
nation. Particularly, I am interested in the 1920s partial revision of this dis
course through discussions of a woman's right and duty to choose the num
ber of children she wants to have (I refer to it as to discourse on conscious 
motherhood) and the post-1920s relative stability/fixation of direct connec
tions between woman, female body, procreation and desire. In order to ex
plore the stability of the Soviet "natural predestination" discourse I will start 
with a brief introduction into state of the maternity field during the period 
that precedes the period of my interest. 

In contrast to present day psychological, philosophical and feminist dis
cussions about various aspects of maternity, fatherhood and parenthood, in 
the publications written in the first half of the 20th century, maternity is seen 
first and foremost as a social, not as an existential or phenomenological 
problem. The social problems of poor mothers or single mothers, insurance 
for pregnant working women and adequate infant medical care were widely 
discussed by such different actors as politicians, intellectuals, doctors, priests 
and women's activists. Women's organisations' influence on the elaboration 
of welfare politics for protection of maternity is well studied in many Euro-

247 Kelly, Refining Russia, 280-282; Черняева, "Производство матерей," 120-138. 



pean countries.248 Indeed, from the extensive literature on the history of the 
women's movement and the European welfare state it is possible to under
stand that in the first part of the 20th century maternity was praised and val
ued not only from the view of the patriarchal tradition — woman's duty to 
bear children — but also was defined as a female experience and a female 
contribution to society by most representatives of women's movements in 
Europe and America.249 

Russian women's magazines before the revolution as well as some of the 
post-revolutionary pamphlets on women's emancipation treated the female 
reproductive capacity as an object that should receive state support. Aware
ness about welfare projects for mothers and children in "developed" Euro
pean countries among Bolshevik leaders, contributed to the formation of a 
"revolutionary" discourse centred around the state's attention to problems of 
mothers and children, mainly those of poverty, and high mortality rates, but 
also the value of children to the nation . The idea of social protection of ma
ternity can be found in the book by the prominent Bolshevik feminist Alex
andra Kollontai. In her book Society and motherhood (1916) she analyses 
welfare politics (politics of social insurance of maternity) in Western capital
ist countries like France, Germany and Austria and came to the conclusion 
that maternity's insurance positively effects not only the situation of mater
nal and infant mortality, but also, contributes to a lightening of the burden of 
maternity for working class women.250 However, she considers that social 
insurances of maternity could be fully effective only after victory of the 
revolution and destruction of a "capitalist family". At the same time Kollon
tai claimed that welfare for mothers and children should be viewed as an 

248 Bock and Thane eds., Maternity and Gender Policies; Sabine Hering and Berteke 
Waaldijk, Guardians of the Poor, Custodians of the Public, Welfare History in Eastern 
Europe (Opladen: Barbara Budrich Publishers, 2006), 69-75; Elgan, Genus och politik, 60-69, 
179-183; Christoph Sachsse, "Social Mothers: the Bourgeois Women's Movement and Ger
man Welfare-State Formation, 1890-1929," in Mothers of a New World - Maternalist Politics 
and the Origins of Welfare States, eds. Seth Koven and Sonya Michel (New York and Lon
don: Routledge, 1993 ), 136-158. 
249 Many activists of the Western European feminist movement also used motherhood rhetoric 
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important measure; one of the primary foci of social politics and proposed to 
transfer care for offspring to a social collective.251 

In spite of a wide European discussion on motherhood where it was ad
dressed in terms of "help" and "control", at the same time in the beginning 
of 20th century, maternity was also viewed, frequently by the same actors, as 
a natural and physiological process.252 At the same time, the articulation of 
women's desire to control their pregnancies and to use contraceptives or 
abortion against unwanted pregnancies could be traced in many countries, 
including Russia.253 Taking into account publications by some Russian 
women-activists, like medical doctor and writer, Maria Pokrovskaia, it is 
possible to see certain continuity between early Bolshevik politics on abor
tion (a decree on abortion was issued by the Bolshevik government in 1920) 
and "choice" advocated by some doctors and activists. Some of Kollontai's 
ideas could be easily connected to the "conscious choice" of a woman, rather 
than to "social control". State support of motherhood, according to Kollon-
tai, would not only make society more prosperous, but would also liberate 
mothers from a "burden of motherhood" that prevented them from being 
more socially active.254 Further I refer to the presentation of motherhood as 
socially important and in a need of a support/care from the state as a dis
course on social motherhood.255 

However, the extent of the means of liberating women from the burden of 
motherhood, according to different voices in post-revolutionary Russia was 
rather unclear. The ideas varied from the fully Utopian vision of collective 
upbringing of children in orphanages, nurseries and boarding schools (limit
ing the function of mothers to pregnancy, birth and breastfeeding) to a very 

251 Two pages further, Kollontai directly attributed "social collective" to the state -
Коллонтай, Общество и материнство, 5-7, 17-20. 
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moderate type of state intervention in family life.256 These concepts, how
ever, never questioned the desire of women to have children. Even in the 
case of an article by medical doctor, A.N. Rakhmanov, on the topic of 
"conscious motherhood" in one of the first issues of the Okhrana materin-
stva y mladenchestva he failed to suggest the possibility of a woman not 
having children at all and dedicating her life to something else. Instead the 
article is elaborated around an "excess of children" and the issues of "too 
frequent birth"257 together with giving detailed advice on the use of condoms, 
caps and mentioning that contraception is good "when it does not interrupt 
sensuality from intercourse, that is obviously necessary, particularly for 
women."258 

Furthermore, the Soviet social motherhood discourse was based on an as
sumption of childbearing as an inherent characteristic of the female sex. This 
view was apparently justified by a relatively high birth rate in Russia. After 
declining sharply during the First World War and the Civil War it soon 
bounced back almost to pre-war levels.259 As a result children made up more 
than a third of the population.260 Also, because of the high level of illiteracy 
and religiosity in the female peasant population, the wide distribution of 
contraceptives and general availability of abortion facilities could be seen as 
a bigger utopia than the idea of any collective parenting. 

The beginning of the 1930s, known as a period of accelerating industriali
sation and the establishment of a centralised dictatorship,261 brought many 
changes in maternity discourses. Interdiscursivity between conscious and 
social motherhood that was rather dominant in the mid-1920s magazine pub
lications262 had to make way for new ideals of socialist abundance and pros
perity that highlighted "state care" for mothers together with "maternity 
pleasures". At the same time, the Soviet state had to abandon all the Utopian 
ideas about unlimited social welfare and a state that would bring children up 
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instead of families, and had to move to more pragmatic aims and stricter 
control over it welfare recipients.263 

These changes in discursive practices contributed to a reinforcement of 
the discourse on woman's natural predestination to maternity, which was 
never absent from the discursive field of maternity in Soviet society. On the 
one hand, women's desire to have children was presented as almost equal to 
their physical ability to produce them. The physical capacity of the female 
body to bear and deliver a child allowed a drawing of connections between 
motherhood and women regardless of their social status.264 

Reading articles in popular magazines and books gives the impression 
that being a mother is inseparably associated with being a woman. Child-
mother relationships are dominated by the concept of a "maternal instinct" 
which by itself guaranteed all the love and emotional support a child needed. 
According to widely distributed speeches of and articles by Nadezhda Krup-
skaia, one of the key-figure in the Soviet Ministry of Education (Narkom-
pros), "Woman is now, or will in the future, be a mother. She has strong 
maternal instincts. These maternal instincts are also a powerful force, and 
bring great joy to a mother. The mother is a natural educator."265 

The discourse of the natural predestination towards maternity was rein
forced by the growing awareness about declining birth rates resulting from 
the complex influence of forced collectivisation coupled with industrialisa
tion and urbanisation. When some women's organisations from many other 
European countries were advocating more careful reproduction choices due 
to developmental and industrial logic,266 the capacity of the female body to 
reproduce acquired the status of a state resource in the Soviet Union and 
started to be seriously manipulated. According to a post abortion ban (1936) 
presentation of the maternal duty, women were displayed mostly as objects 
equipped with the ability to reproduce. A woman's body was interesting for 
the state as possessing special functions, not as containing a personality ca
pable to make conscious choices.267 

It was a discourse on a natural predestination to maternity that was em
ployed for justifying the abortion ban of 1936. For example, in 1938 the 
magazine Gigiena y zdorov'e ("Hygiene and health") wrote: "In our country 
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we may observe a drastic decrease in abortions and corresponding growth of 
birth rates. It definitely contributes to the improvement of women's health 
because normal pregnancy and birth lead to a flourishing of the whole organ
ism."268 The hazards of pregnancy were barely mentioned and the use of 
contraceptives could only be obtained through a doctor's prescription and 
were moreover limited to those with specific health problems or women who 
had recently given birth when another pregnancy was "not desirable." The 
desirability however did not correspond to the woman's desires or choices, 
but again to an "objective" reality that was usually defined by a doctor. The 
negative consequences of refusing maternity were usually continuously pre
sented as being negative for other aspects of woman's life. The rejection of 
maternity was shown as one of the main reasons for divorce and ruined mar
riages.269 Even postponed motherhood was usually presented as a kind of a 
moral deviation. The example of the heroine of the story The sisters who 
says that it would be too hard on her and her husband to have children now 
due to the husband's added responsibility as a newly appointed associate 
professor, was clearly shown as a negative moral example.270 

Because maternity was seen as a bodily characteristic of women, the 
changes associated with industrialization could not influence the initiation of 
any particular concern of maternity in the situation of women's industrial 
work. Children were considered to be a natural part of women's lives and 
that they brought them extreme happiness through a perceived realization of 
natural female instincts. The state promised to assist women in the fulfilment 
of their instincts: it would not divert too much time and effort from a 
women's duty as a wage-working socialist citizen. The dissolution of inde
pendent women's organizations271 and a backlash in legislation with respect 
to abortion placed in the context of instincts and naturalness contributed to 
eliminate any discussions about the contradictions of women's conflicting 
roles as mothers and workers that were so central in designing maternity 
welfare policies in many Western countries in the later period. The number 
of women involved in waged work became important for decision-makers 
only in late 1950s.272 

While women's involvement in industrial waged work after 1928 in
creased immensely - according to Gail Lapidus, in 1939 41,6% of the state 
industry workers were women, a rate which was higher than those of either 
the US, Britain or Germany273 - women in the more conservative agricultural 
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sector still made up the majority of the work force. The agrarian population 
comprised mostly of kolkhoz workers who received full status of waged 
work and rights only in the second half of the 50s. City inhabitants repre
sented around 18% of the whole population in 1926 and around 33% in 
1939 274 Thus? thg practice of double occupation was facilitated by a situation 
where most of the workingwomen, even in cities, were former peasants who 
had moved to the city and did not have the opportunity to re-evaluate their 
new position in their family and/or society.275 

The fears of the risks of maternity short of outright death in the 1920s 
and the right of abortion were converted into health benefits for woman and 
unconditional rights for motherhood through a modification of the discourse 
on maternity. Indeed, according to the text outlawing abortion, legalisation 
of abortion in 1920 was explained as a temporal impossibility for women "at 
once to make full use of the rights."276 The social motherhood discourse that 
began to place more emphasis on the idea of continuous state assistance now 
in place of a distant Communist future, started to occupy the dominant posi
tion. In addition the publications on maternity started to have some hedonis
tic statements emphasising "the delight of being parents"277 almost replacing 
the "burden" from the discourse of conscious motherhood. 

In the war and post-war period, when almost all women born after 1930 
were employed and the number of children below 14 dropped to 53 million 
(14 million fewer than before the war),278 the discourse on women's natural 
predestination emphasising instinctual maternity began to be slowly modi
fied. It started from a way of writing where "the mother" is presented as a 
bastion of stability, generosity and almost divine love and strength during 
the 1940s.279 The presentation of the mother acquired features akin to that of 
a fairytale heroine aimed to show her importance to the community. She was 
not merely an instinctive mother, but also a heroine, a responsible person 
making rational choices.280 She was responsible not only for giving birth and 
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raising a child, but also for waiting for her sons to return from war and heal
ing their wounds.281 

Thus, the mother became an actor separate from social life, something 
that was stressed by the introduction of the medal of the "Heroine Mother" 
in 1944. It was given to any woman who gave live births to 10 children. The 
seriousness of her task, the responsibility for survival of her children, makes 
her representation different from the representations of the pre-war mother, 
frequently ignorant and fearful in her natural predestination.282 Images of 
strong mothers were shown in many publications, became central for films 
and books.283 An example of such a serious mother can be found in the 
Rabotnitsa article Sons. The heroine, a widow with three children, is pre
sented as a strong and responsible person, who after becoming a widow, 
brought up three sons and made them students of the military academy with
out anyone of them ever seeing her cry. However, the context of the article 
let us see some of the additional circumstances making it possible - the rela
tives of the woman's husband in Moscow invited her and her sons to live 
with them and thereby helped her to escape from the kolkhoz and to provide 
education for her children.284 

On the other hand, "women's liberation" in the post-war time continued 
to be presented as one of the main achievements of socialism and usually 
had to be referred to as successful: "Life has disproved the false notions of 
some scientists who insist that woman is able to accomplish only household 
and family tasks due to her biology and psychological constitution. These 
'theories' were necessary only to justify the enslavement of women which is 
typical for a capitalist world based on the private property."285 For the sake of 
the coexistence of the ideas of women's liberation and women's duty to 
work, maternity had to be presented as almost instinctual, while the desire of 
men and women to work in the socialist economy was shown as an individ
ual choice. 

One of the examples of the presentation of woman's double occupation as 
being fully logical and unproblematic is in the article Two houses, published 
in Rabotnitsa in 1949. The article is dedicated to a captain of a whaling ship, 
the mother of an 8-year-old son. The heroine is portrayed as a very loving 
and responsible mother. She gives her son hugs when he is sleeping and 
misses him while she out to sea. Her son obviously brings her much joy be
cause he has nothing but top grades in school and always beats his friends 
when playing chess. On the other hand, she is very fond of her job and a 
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responsible captain. She has high professional qualifications that allow her to 
travel to foreign countries and worries about work while at home. In this 
case the practical means for the almost uncanny abilities of a woman to excel 
in two such disparate and difficult tasks can be seen from the context of the 
article - most of the maternal duties at home are handled by the grand
mother.286 

The overworking of women is shadowed by the repetition of the phrase 
"there were difficult times" which is common in both printed publications287 

and women's stories. In spite of the presence of all the superficial elements 
of the emancipatory discourse the intent of difficult times was to indicate a 
reason for a special importance of the gender specific ways of life: men were 
defenders who gave their life for the Motherland and women had to deliver 
and bring up children, and in a certain way coming to represent the mother
land. 

It was showed that some publications on motherhood from the 1940s and 
50s, however, seemed to ignore the new situation of women as working 
mothers and continued to publish articles presenting maternity and house
keeping as the most important women's occupations as if women continued 
to be mostly housewives as in the cities of the 1920s.288 In 1949 Rabotnitsa 
published an article stating that it was the duty of parents to care for their 
child by insisting on a clean-kept handkerchief and good handwriting.289 The 
intended recipient of the text was obviously a mother. Thus, it is possible to 
assume that the messages she was getting were very confusing: it is obvi
ously very difficult to care for a clean handkerchief in a case when a mother 
was a whaling boat captain. A similar article was published in Rabotnitsa nr. 
3 of the same year. The intended recipient of this article is a housewife with 
several children. This housewife is advised "to create comfortable everyday 
conditions for the family" and is compared with a bad housewife who does 
not allow children to play in the room, to sit on the sofa (to avoid getting 
them dirty) and makes the entire family eat with spoons from the bowls.290 It 
may be implied that the recipient of the article should not work because 
when working outside of the home, even if she is not a whaling boat captain, 
she is absent from the house for most of the day and is not able to keep ac
counts on what food the children receive or keep a watchful eye when they 
play. 

The physiological side of maternity (pregnancy, childbirth) in late 1950-
1960s was no longer presented as mostly instinctive. Maternity required 
certain preparation and assumed a (figurative) kind of exam that a woman 
had to pass for this, she had to be well prepared, both physically and emo
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tionally, to pass. The book To the young housewife291 for example, advises 
women to train their stomach muscles, because these play an important role 
in delivering a baby, allowing childbirth to proceed with little effort292 The 
presentation of maternity also has an emotional dimension, and the abstract 
happiness of being a mother is by now not the only type of sensation. It is 
supplemented by different, often negative emotions like fear and anxiety: 
"The closer to the sacred day, the bigger is the fear of delivery."293 The de
livery itself is portrayed as an important and difficult task, where the woman 
bears the biggest burden: "Only the unknown is fearful. When the young 
first-time, soon-to-be mother receives information about her possibility to 
influence the delivery process - she should just manage her breathing and 
remember several easy methods to influence her body - the fears that have 
clouded her state of mind will go away."294 

Some articles from post-war publications went even further; the natural 
predestination or female physical capacity for procreation was presented as 
defying a woman's psychology. These kinds of material were clearly influ
enced by the idea of "eternal womanhood" and could be seen as if almost 
quoting Rousseau's understanding of gender differences.295 In the article A 
word about woman from Zdorov'e it is possible to read such patriarchal 
statements as the following: "A woman! This word is connected with care 
and tenderness, love to work and passion, self-sacrifice and loyalty. Woman 
is a mother, educator of future generations, truthful friend and an aid to 
man."296 In spite of the apparent continuation of the presentation of woman 
as "liberated" from gender inequality by the communist revolution, it also 
describes motherhood as the most important female occupation: "Maternity. 
That is what defines not only the physiology of the female organism, but 
also all the specific features and particularities of the physical nature of 
women. Woman's ultimate destination is motherhood. Rafael's "Madonna" is 
looking on us as its symbol."297 This types of publications could appear in 
Zdorov'e, but should be contrasted with Rabotnitsa from which nothing 
short of ideological correctness was expected. 

Finally, towards the beginning of the 1960s, the presentation of maternity 
could be seen as approaching the idea of "intensive motherhood", described 
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by American sociologist Sharon Hays298 in her book about the conflict be
tween work and motherhood in contemporary American society. In 1966 an 
article in Rabotnitsa dedicated to the choice of profession, where the author 
answers letters from young female readers, who present themselves as very 
unsatisfied by the refusals to accept them to the sea academy because of their 
gender. The author of the article, presented as a former female captain, an
swers: "Yes, we have equality. This equality is in the equal payment for the 
same job, in the equal opportunities to have a job, to study, to have holidays. 
But, the Soviet Union has a legislation that prohibits the hard work of 
women to protection her health. Every one of you could have different pro
fessions - you can become geologists or teachers, cooks or seamstresses, but 
in the long run all of you will become wives and mothers. It is strange 
enough that we did not use to explain it to our schoolgirls. Is it not possible, 
after all, to live one's life without the farina porridge and the children chirp
ing?! Maternity brings great joy to a woman; you will understand it for sure! 
But maternity requires a lot of work. Thus, women left their job as naviga
tors just after they had a child. Believe me, I had a lot of these difficulties in 
my life, but the problem of leaving your children when they are very young 
and need you so much is not the smallest one."299 

Thus, during the entire period the press and popular literature presented 
maternity as deeply associated with a woman's body, while a "passionate 
aspiration of motherhood"300 had to define woman's life options from the 
beginning. This discourse was only slightly disturbed by the industrialisation 
policies and was reinforced by such administrative measures as the abortion 
ban and awards for mothers of many children. The lack of freedom to dis
cuss and criticise prevented the possibility to subvert this presentation of 
maternity through a public debate on women's rights of their bodies even in 
1960s, the period of a relative liberalisation of the Soviet system. Indeed, it 
is possible to say that Soviet discourse on maternity as women's natural pre
destination was rather in accordance with (as described by Judith Butler) 
"compulsory cultural construction of female body as a maternal body."301 

3.2. The state as a mother's mother 

This subchapter gives a short overview of Soviet maternity welfare politics 
and discusses some of the most important changes in the representations of 
motherhood support. Due to the tendency of Soviet studies to focus on the 

298 "The cultural model of intensive mothering, after all, suggests that all the troubles of the 
world can be solved by the individual efforts of superhuman women" - Sharon Hays, The 
Cultural Contradictions of Motherhood (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 
1996), 177. 
299 Работница, 1966, N 5, 23-24. 
300 Работница, 1937, N 17, 3-4. 
301 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble (New York and London: Routledge, 1999), 115. 



state's repression of its citizens, rather than its care of the same (I am going 
to show how one was frequently connected with another) I decided to pre
sent the state as the "mother", rather than the "father." 

State's care versus woman's cross: maternity from revolution to 
abortion ban 

Firstly, I will present a brief introduction into the situation of pre-
revolutionary Russia and the European discourse on maternity care. As was 
written in the previous subchapter, maternity and thus, the "woman-mother" 
appeared as a new possible target for social policy at the end of the 19th 
century. The process of introduction of special welfare for mothers in Russia 
as in many other European countries was closely connected to the social 
transformation of society as a result of industrialisation and urbanisation as 
well as the activities of the women's movement, charity foundations and 
leftist groups. In 1878 Germany introduced three weeks of mandatory (non-
paid) vacation after giving birth for working women, which was changed for 
paid maternity leave in 1919. At the same time it was Germany, where Alice 
Salomon, a pioneer of German social work, claimed that the capability of 
giving birth to children was the main cause of poverty for women.302 French 
political leaders preoccupied by the low birth rate from the end of 19th cen
tury were among the first to introduce medical supervision of pregnancy 
(after the First World war) and child allowances (1939).303 In Sweden, where 
medical supervision of pregnancy got support from municipalities after the 
First World war,304 in the late 1920s, and the beginning of the 1930s day care 
centres started to be developed.305 In 1946 Norway was among the first coun
tries to adopt a law according to which all the families that had more than 
one child became subject to a state child allowance, in 1947 Sweden intro
duced universal child allowances.306 

The maternity care discourse in West European countries in the first half 
of the 20th century (as well as in Russia before 1917) stressed the impor
tance of the social role of mothers and respected family privacy. The devel
opment of state support of mother and child was going hand in hand with the 

302 Carola Kuhlmann, "Gender and Theory in the History of German Social Work - Alice 
Salomon, Herman Nohl and Christian Klumker" in History of Social Work in Europe 1900-
1960, eds. S.Hering and B.Waaldijk (Opladen: Leske-Budrich, 2003), 101. 
303 Karen Offen, "Body Politics: Women, Work and the Politics of Motherhood in France, 
1920-1950," in Maternity and Gender Policies, 149-150. 
304 Lisa Öberg, Barnmorskan och läkaren, kompetens och konflikt i svensk förlosningsvård 
(Stockholm: Ordfront, 1996). 
305 Ann-Katrin Hatje, Från treklang till treangeldrama: Barnträdgården som ett kvinnligt 
samhällsprojekt under 1880-1940 (Lund: Historiska Media, 1999), 216. 
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allowances," in Maternity and Gender Policies, 40; Ann-Sofie Ohlander, "The Invisible 
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increase of rhetoric of a child-centred motherhood, supported by very di
verse social actors - from German social democrats to Victorian moralists. 

A general understanding of the models of motherhood that prevailed in 
Russia by the time of the October revolution and social discussions about 
them have been studied (in the works of Laura Engelstein and David 
Ransel).307 The urban middle class relied on a private system of care for 
mother and child, a system not very different from one that existed in West
ern Europe. It was characterised either by supervision of pregnancies by a 
doctor or a professional midwife in hospital, or a home birth with the help of 
a doctor or a midwife and care for the children by the mother with the help 
of a nanny or other female domestic servants. 

As for peasant women, the maternity practices usually included initial in
formation about pregnancy and childbirth from an older female, a traditional 
midwife, in Bashkortostan also from the sister-in-law. Home birth was also 
common with the assistance of an older woman in the village, traditional 
midwife and, in Russia, childcare from the older females in household, by a 
woman's mother-in-law, mother and, in the case of Bashkortostan, her sis
ters). 

Russia had high rates of infant mortality, in regions of Russia it varied be
tween 17% to 30% (of children dying during their first year of life) on the 
eve of the October revolution.308 The main reasons were presented as a lack 
of hygiene, the absence of professionally trained midwives, poverty, the 
mother working too soon after giving birth and backward practices of child-
rearing,309 too frequent births during woman's reproductive age, and lack of 
medical help for children in the countryside.310 The most intense period of 
Russian social preoccupation with infant mortality and hygiene corre
sponded to the first half of the 20th century. In the beginning of the century 
Russian medical professionals engaged in widespread discussions of this 
problem and the most radical of them saw the contemporary political regime 
as one of the obstacles to realise substantial changes in care for both mother 
and child.311 

Together with medical discussions about infant mortality, some women's 
organisations and liberal politicians in pre-revolutionary Russia discussed 

307 Engelstein, The Keys to Happiness, 334-358; Ransel, Village Mothers, 20-43. 
308 Давид Рэнсел, "Культура деторождения у белорусских, еврейских и татарских 
женщин на территории Беларуси конца Х!Х- начала XX века", в Женщины на краю 
Европы, ред. Елена Гапова (Минск: ЕГУ, 2003), 74-75. 
309 The two most characteristic targets of the medical critique in Russian villages were soska, 
cloth with softened bread which was sometimes given to babies sometimes younger than one 
month as a pacifier while the mother was out working in the fields, and zibka, a type of crib 
tied to the ceiling that often broke and injured the child when it fell to the ground - Ransel, 
Village Mothers, 37-38. 
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the possibility and the need for "conscious motherhood" - women's right 
and duty to use contraceptives or abortion to acquire the number of children 
she wanted and to have enough time between each birth.312 Another approach 
to maternity, which was mainly presented by leftist political parties and po
litical groups, was centred on the idea of the responsibility of state and soci
ety for protection of mothers and the state's general involvement in raising 
children.313 

The problems of motherhood were addressed on a broad front during the 
first years after the Bolshevik revolution and were justified mostly through 
the declaration of ideas that could be summarised under the name of "social 
motherhood" - the reproduction of Soviet citizens was presented as one of 
the main preoccupations of state and society. In 1918a special department of 
the Ministry of Health dedicated to infant and maternal care was organised. 
The special aim of the department was the distribution of scientific knowl
edge about pregnancy and childbirth as well as hygienic habits among the 
wider Russian population, primarily in rural areas, which made up about 
80% of the total population at that time. 

What was the main specific of practicing social motherhood in the 1920s? 
According to Natal'ia Cherniaeva, maternity (producing children) was seen 
similarly to industrial activity (producing goods).314 At the same time, Cher
niaeva as well as David Ransel and Olga Issoupova write about the impor
tance of the distribution of knowledge about childcare and hygienic habits 
amongst the wider population.315 However, I would like to pay attention to a 
broader context of use of the social motherhood discourse. 

New institutions for maternity were presented as an important achieve
ment of the "new" society of the Soviet style. According to Delegatka from 
1923, these institutions included nurseries, maternity clinics, infant houses 
(for orphans), houses for mother and child (an institution where expectant 
mothers could spend one month before and two months after delivery in 
hygienic conditions) and maternity hospitals. All these institutions gave ad
vice to the mother to be and helped her in general before and after the birth 
(watch over her children whilst she is working, give additional milk, care for 
her when she is still weak after the delivery). At the same time, mothers are 
supposed to contribute to the activities of the institutions: to be on duty one 
day a month in a nursery, to clean The House of Mother and Child, and to 

j12 Мария Покровская, "Вопрос расовой гигиены, " в Айвазова, Русские женщины, 386-
389. 
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even breastfeed a few orphans below two months that were placed in the 
House of Mother and Child.316 

The list of institutions for maternity appears much widened in the publica
tion by the Institute of Maternal and Infant Care, written by Esfir' Konius 
(1928).317 In this publication, together with the above institutions of mater
nity are mentioned working dormitories for homeless mothers and rest 
homes for mothers with children. In the centre of the book is a section on the 
"social" work of medical personnel. From this book it is possible to under
stand that giving advice and showing the correct ways of baby care was only 
a small part of the cultural enlightment and socialisation of maternity, the 
most important task was making mothers and the wider population involved 
in "self organised work for care of mothers and children."318 Furthermore, 
the book referred to the connection between ideas on social hygiene and 
Soviet "social education" and proposed different ways for their practical 
application in the everyday work of midwives, visiting nurses, delegate 
meetings, Komsomol organisations, cooperatives, newspapers and nurseries. 
This publication also explicitly showed how the discourse on social mother
hood was implemented and spread through a bringing together of a 
"mother's personal interests"319 in her child and declarations of care for both 
the mother and the child as those to be the most important social interests. 

Even more clearly, the cultural role of maternity institutions and their im
portance for social transformation could be seen in a publication coming 
from a paedological school in psychology,320 rather than just from a govern
mental institution for maternity care. In the book of Asia Faivusiovich Me
thods and content of work with children of nursery 's age ideas about the role 
of nurseries in consolidating ideas around the social education of children 
are developed.321 As in the article from Delegatka in 1923, she insists on 
mothers being on duty in nurseries, however, she highlights that this could 
be helpfull to parents, particularly to parents "with a low level of culture" to 

316 Делегатка, 1923, N 3, 27-28. Similarly for a presentation of institutions for maternal and 
infant care made by A. Shevchenko in an album of the Exhibition about maternity and infants 
care in Moscow in 1926 - А. Шевченко, "Учреждения по охране материнства и 
младенчества," в Книга матери: Как вырастить здорового и крепкого ребенка и 
сохранить свое здоровье (Москва: Издание отдела охраны материнства и младенчества 
наркомздрава, 1926), 103-107. 
317 Э.М. Конюс, Общественная и культурно-просветительная работа медицинского 
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learn to "respect a child's personality" and know her/his "needs."322 She also 
states that nurseries play an important role in "women's liberation."323 In
deed, nurseries are constructed here as a way to progress and culture, but at 
the same time as teaching, guiding, organising and controlling institution -
the visiting nurse, for example, should "imperceptibly check up facts that 
were told by the mother (in the maternity clinic)."324 Thus, nurseries should 
not "take responsibility away from parents," but help parents to become re
sponsible parents.325 

Together with insisting on greater achievements for the Soviet politics of 
care, publications of this period, however, include multiple references to 
hard economic and social conditions that a majority of mothers and infants 
lived. Together with frequently mentioned maternal and infant mortality, 
difficult living and working conditions could be seen as a context of the So
viet care: "wet, semi-dark rooms", "poor families", "illiterate" mothers, "12 
years old nannies" and a lack of toys.326 

When analysing discourse on social motherhood in the 1920s it is impor
tant to take into consideration, as mentioned before the discourse on con
scious motherhood. In 1920 abortion was legalised in hope that the state 
will soon overcome temporary lack of ability to support all the children.327 

From the start abortion was presented as a temporary solution for social 
problems in Soviet Russia.328 However, the acceptance of this solution from 
early on was combined with the assumption that every normal woman 
should have the desire to have children.329 

Another of the important elements of the new policy for the care for 
mothers was a mandatory support for the child when it was cared for by a 
single parent. Indeed, the mother's ties to children were considered to be 
natural unlike that of the father and custody was usually given to the mother 
in the case of the official divorce, while the father had to pay child support, 
including the instances when he never lived with the mother, but was recog

j22 Файвусиович, Методы и содержание работы, 281-282 
323 Файвусиович, Методы и содержание работы, 289. 
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them: Usborne, The Politics of the Body, 156-201; Elgan, Genus och politik; Brooks, Abor
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329 Лебина, Повседневная жизнь, 282-287. 



nised as the father by a court.330 New welfare policies introduced special 
holidays for women before and after giving birth (see appendix 3) and took 
the first steps in organising public day care and a system of state nurseries.331 

As mentioned previously, the discourse on social motherhood was under 
change in the beginning of the 1930s. At that time more women were in
volved in work outside of the home, while forced industrialisation and col
lectivisation and famine332 led to a decline in the birth rate and has led some 
demographers to call this period "a demographic catastrophe."333 In this 
situation Stalin's regime opted for repressive measures instead of welfare 
stimuli - state control over women's reproductive capacities was realised in 
the form of an abortion ban in 1936. 

Care for mothers from state and society, however, continued to be at the 
centre of the representation of maternity, though the main components of 
this representation shifted from Utopian ideas about a decrease of the role of 
the family in child rearing to a state guarantee of parents' employment, de
velopment of medical care facilities for women and children and a network 
of day care centres and nurseries. However, an "industrialisation by mobili
sation"334 initiated by Stalin led to a situation where women became more 
involved in industrial work while welfare benefits were downsized. For ex
ample, according to a government's resolution from 1938, maternity leave 
for working women was reduced to 35 days before birth and 28 days after 
birth. 

The outbreak of war with Finland in 1939 and the direct involvement of 
the Soviet Union in the Second World War from 1941 led to a further dete
rioration of welfare politics, as in many other countries participating in the 
war. The deaths of soldiers and civilians, long-time separation of families, 
impoverishment of a large percentage of the Russian population and the 
ongoing repressions all added to a decline in welfare standards. 

Only a few positive changes in state maternity policies were introduced in 
the mid 1940s, but their positive effects were distorted by imposing more 
limitations on women's rights. According to the decree adopted in 1944 ma
ternity leave was extended from 63 to 77 days - 35 before birth and 42 af
ter.335 The legislation stated that only children resulting from registered mar
riages had the right to a support in the case of divorce, and at the same time 
small state allowances for single mothers and mothers of more than three 
children were introduced. In spite of these allowances being almost identical 

330 About the problems of defining who should pay for child support in some of these cases 
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to "Western" state family allowances, their symbolic sum and the discrimi
nating nature of their distribution could be seen as a continuation of prohibi
tive practice in welfare policy. Hence, the notion of illegitimate children was 
reintroduced; divorce was made more difficult and led to a situation where 
many women were staying in marriages that they saw as dysfunctional.336 

How were the state relationships to maternity presented in publications 
during the Stalin era? What kinds of images of the mother were accessible to 
the public? What kind of mutual duties did mothers share with the state ac
cording to Soviet morals? 

In spite of the dramatic changes in maternity politics from the 1920-40s 
the main elements of representations of the state as a source of help and pro
tection for mother and child were not changed. The Soviet state institutions -
maternity hospitals, maternity clinics, nursery schools and special rest 
houses for pregnant women were presented as corresponding to the needs of 
women and being helpful with all natural or social problems.337 

Connection between state help for the mother and the general progress of 
the country and society also continued to be in focus. For example, an article 
from the magazine Gigiena y zdorov'e from 1938 described the function of 
maternity clinics in Leningrad. The article compares a clinic with a major 
industrial enterprise and mentions multiple services that the clinic performs 
for women and children: 40 doctors of various specialties attend the chil
dren, nurses advise mothers on infant care, nurses qualified in nutrition pre
pare 17 different kinds of baby-food, home nurses visit newborn babies at 
home and can even substitute for the mother for several hours if she desper
ately needs to go on an errand.338 Similar connections between discourses on 
state care and progress can be seen in an article from the magazine Ob-
shchestvennitsa ("Woman-social activist"), dedicated to the functions of a 
special room for breastfeeding mothers in a Moscow electrical power plant. 
The article describes a comfortable room with sofas and toys where every 
mother first gets her hands and breasts washed, then eats a good breakfast, 
feeds her baby and finally receives advice about infant care.339 

The mother had never been a hero of these publications centred on care 
institutions. It is not possible to learn of the needs and wishes of mothers, 
nor their feelings towards children from these kinds of publications. When
ever the figure of the mother appears it has a purely symbolic function - she 
has to approve the good quality of the presented institution of care.340 These 
publications do not even pretend to describe the everyday situation, but 
mainly to point out the near future and the triumph of the Soviet utopia. 

336 Engel, Women in Russia, 225. 
j37 Работница, 1937, N 6-7, 35; Работница, 1938, N 3, 19; Работница, 1943, N 6-7, 10; 
Работница, 1946, N1,4; Работница, 1949, N 5, 7-8; Советы врача, 3-20. 
j38 Борис Рейн, "Забота о маленьком человек q "Гигиена и здоровье, 1938, N 4, 8-9. 
339 С. Вильнер, "Комната кормящей матери, " Общественница, 1936, N 3, 11. 
340 Работница, 1937, N 6-7, 35; Работница, 1946, N1,4; Здоровье, 1958, N 3, 29. 



As earlier, the state was presented as being preoccupied not only with the 
economic conditions and legal protection of mothers, but also with her edu
cation, teaching her the correct methods of childcare and children's educa
tion. The state sponsored childcare institutions were presented in the 1930s 
as an agent of culture and civilisation341 that was able to change the personal
ity of a mother or any other person who gained a close contact with them. 
For example, in an issue of Obshchestvennitsa from 1936 it is possible to 
read about the day care centre's atmosphere as being culturally advanced. 
Thus, a young woman who comes from the countryside and starts working 
as a nursery cleaner recognises that her place of work contributed to an im
provement of her "cultural level": "When I started to work there as a cleaner 
it was first very difficult for me, because I came from the countryside and 
had not seen or known anything before. In particular, I did not know how to 
care for children, how to dress them, how to set a table for lunch."342 

Discourse on "social motherhood" and "care" for mothers, in spite of its 
apparent stability, nevertheless experienced certain changes in the presenta
tion of mother and state role comparing to the previous period. First change 
refers to a disappearance of the connection between "care" and women's 
self-organized actions that were discussed above with respect to the 1920s. 
Medical personnel representing state power had to take initiative, design and 
control all forms of care.343 

The second change brings us to discuss the abortion ban and the further 
shortening of paid maternity leave as presented in the press, as forms of so
cialist state protection of women - a possibility to receive help as an alterna
tive to serious health risks due to induced abortion as well as a sign of sub
stantial rise in the quality of life, all guaranteed by the state.344 The long title 
of the legal statute of the abortion ban includes "improvement of material 

j41 The idea of kul'turnost' (Soviet propaganda of raising the level of culture of the popula
tion) was very wide. "In practice, we can distinguish several levels of the culture that people 
throughout the Soviet Union were busy mastering. The first was the culture of basic hygiene -
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ing such things as table manners, behavior in public places, treatment of women and basic 
knowledge of Communist ideology, was the level of culture required of any town-dweller. 
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aid", "establishment of state assistance to parents", "extension of the net
work" of birth and childcare facilities.345 Even more impressive are the state 
promises in numbers: 130 milk kitchens had to be opened in USSR in 
1936346, places in nurseries had to double (increase from 400 000 to 800 000) 
in cities to the end of 1938,347 15 200 beds in maternity hospitals had to be 
established in 1936-1937.348 It is important to notice, that these numbers 
were included in law text, not in other documents about the law's application 
and, thus, looked particularly "secure" in their realisation in practice. 

In spite of some of the recently published archive materials - the letters of 
"ordinary people" to Soviet authorities - give us a possibility to find even a 
form of critical opposition to the presentation of the anti-abortion legislation, 
however, the level of women's resistance should not be overestimated. The 
presentations of abortion as a danger to women's health and a betrayal of 
women's natural predestination appeared to be very influential. The col
lected interviews produced no examples of a highly critical attitude toward 
the abortion ban.349 

Similarly to the "positive" association of the abortion ban, the shortened 
maternity leave, for instance, had to indicate that the working conditions had 
improved significantly and the Soviet administration apparatus had to make 
sure that all pregnant or breastfeeding mothers were performing less de
manding tasks within their work organisations. This image of protection was 
supplemented by the possibility to put children in a well-kept and cultured 
state day-care centre rather than staying at home. The Soviet arguments of 
health benefits and a heightened quality of life used to justify the abortion 
ban were different from the arguments that motivated abortion bans in the 
"West," which were based on religious concerns and protection of unborn 
child.350 

It is possible to say that the Soviet presentation of the restrictive measures 
was based on the duplication of lies. The press was stressing not only the 
progress of the restrictive laws, but also claimed there was public support for 
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them. In the June 4 issue of 1936, the newspaper Izvestiia wrote on the dis
cussion of the abortion ban: "The discussion of the work on the new law 
demonstrates before the entire world the people's great love for and confi
dence in the government and shows how sure the Soviet citizen is of the 
future - his own and that of his country."351 The public response to shortened 
maternity leave (according to a resolution from 1938) was constructed simi
larly: "The preceding to a resolution wide discussions of this problem in the 
press has showed that women, representatives of various professions of intel
lectual and manual labour unanimously decided for a shortening of the pre
natal and post-delivery maternity leaves."352 

Opinions of specialists and ordinary people who disagreed with the new 
resolutions were published only if they were expressed in a very equivocal 
way. In the magazine Voprosy materinstva y mladenchestva ("Issues of ma
ternity and infancy", a continuation of magazine Okhrana materinstva y 
mladenchestva started by the department for mothers and infant's care in 
1926) described a situation in an ordinary nursery school after the 1938 reso
lution: "We are now expecting thousands of children who will be placed in 
our nurseries after 29th day after birth. We do not have any experience of 
caring for children of such earlier age in nurseries. Everybody understands 
what a major responsibility the nursery staff is taking on themselves in pre
paring to receive these children."353 

Even more substantially, the Utopian presentation of state care for mothers 
in the 1930s-40s is in stark contrast to the picture of an extremely difficult 
life of the ordinary mother experienced by my interviewees. The collected 
narratives show that women had to rely primarily on themselves, close rela
tives and friends for advice, practical help and childcare. None of my infor
mants could remember any breastfeeding rooms in plants and factories 
where they or their relatives worked, but many told about the difficulties of 
acquiring such basic things as milk for their babies and the various ways of 
arranging babysitting when they needed to work or be absent - everything 
from leaving the child along with relatives or neighbours to simply leaving 
the child alone at home and locking the door. 

Furthermore, the archive materials show that abortions were widespread 
as a practice of emergency family planning even during the abortion ban.354 

One a 24-year-old woman from Tashkent in her letter to Soviet authorities 
explained her need for abortion by applying a social need-argumentation -
she was married to a student, working as a technical assistant and had to care 
for her 70-year-old mother. However, she connects "state interests" and 

j51 Quoted in Schlesinger, The Family in, 262. 
352 See, for example, P.M. Уманская, "Работа женских консультаций в новых условиях, " 
Вопросы материнства и младенчества, 1939, N 2-3, 9. 
353 Н.В. Мананникова, "О подготовке к обслуживанию в яслях детей первых недель 
жизни, " Вопросы материнства и младенчества, 1939, N 2-3, 7-8. 
354 Жиромская, Деоаграфическая история, 29-30. 



"mother's duty" rhetoric to the ideas on the "women's emancipation": "It is 
not emancipation, this is slavery. Finally we have been converted to birth-
giving machines since we should give birth every year. I think that the gov
ernment should take into account that a woman who is drinking various 
things [i.e. homemade abortion-inducing concoctions] to get rid of the child 
cannot make us355 healthy and therefore we are going to have a decrepit gen
eration." At the end of her letter she suggested that the medical professionals 
"invent some real prophylactic means with which to help fight abortion."356 

The second example refers to the results of the control of the work of ma
ternity clinics, that showed that the rate of requests for abortions on social 
grounds was very high whilst the expectations that pregnant women would 
perform illegal abortions were widespread.357 It resulted in visits from more 
stringent members of the maternity clinics' personnel to pregnant women in 
their homes in order to intimidate them and discourage them from perform
ing a clandestine abortion.358 Statistics from 1950 give information about 
reasons for illegal abortions among which (according to an anonymous poll) 
bad living conditions and hard work were stated by 29% and 15 % respec
tively.359 

On the other hand, it is crucial to keep in mind that the majority of state 
employees working as nurses, nursery-school educators and about half of the 
medical doctors were women. Many of them had to make efforts in order to 
combine the interests of the state with that of mothers.360 

Of course, the interests of mothers and children were equated with that of 
the state not only in the Soviet Union, but in other countries as well. Unlike 
Western Europe, however, mothers' interests could not be discussed openly 
in Soviet Russia and publications on scientific progress, Soviet morals and 
state interests converged in limiting the role of the mother as an individual. 

Finally, it is important to mention a change of discursive context just pre
sented in the previous subchapter: as opposed to the 1920s, women consti

355 "Us" shows that the author of the letter is thinking in terms of "good for Soviet country." 
356"Письма H. Браун М.И. Калинину," в Письма во власть, 346-347. 
357 Т.С. Соболева, "Организация работы в детских и женских консультациях 
Ленинграда," Вопросы материнства и младенчества, 1939, N1,18. 
358 State Archive of the Russian Federation, found 482, register 29, file 60, p.28. 
359 "Стенограмма заседания министерства юстиции СССР, 10 мая 1950," в Советская 
жизнь, 1945-1953, ред. Е.Ю. Зубкова, Л.П. Кошелева, Г.А. Кузнецова (Москва: 
РОССПЭН, 2003), 681. 
^60 Thus, one of my interviewees, L who in her young age (1938-1940) was working in a 
nursery school, said: I was working in a nursery school and some children there were very 
small. I was feeding them, some of them were eating milk-substitutes, and some were breast 
fed by their mothers coming in. [YG]- And then mother went back to work? [L] -Yes. We 
changed their diapers there. You look at them, if they are wet and [pause] so there were 6 
month old, 7 month old children. The life was hard, not every woman could stay at home with 
the child. [YG] - Were they officially allowed to stay home with a baby? [L] - At that time 
you might not go to work if you had some possibility. If you belonged to some well to do 
family, for example. If her husband was working, she could stay home. And if they could not 
stay at home they were brought their children to us. We accepted them even that young. 



tuted about 40% of the working force in the late 30s. Thus, the discourse on 
"care" - the discourse of social motherhood - in the 20s and 30s functioned 
in changed conditions of everyday life and, reasonably, should have certain 
differences in constructing relationships between "mother" and "society". 

More state care - more responsible mothering: post-war maternity 

After the period of war when the discourse on social motherhood was shad
owed by appeals to women to defend the Motherland and to work for vic
tory,361 post-war publications dedicated to maternity again repeated: "No one 
state in the world did as much as did ours for women."362 Other publications 
from the late 1940s showed pictures of the new maternity hospitals and day 
care centres or stated that over 1.1 million children were attending363 day 
care centres in 1946.364 A book dedicated to maternity edited in 1953 started 
by mentioning new benefits for mothers according to the law of 1944 and 
displayed pictures of different mother's medals. The book also listed the 
main entities that were aimed at helping mothers: maternity clinics, nurser
ies, milk kitchens and locations where those who had problems with breast 
milk could collect it, special rooms for mothers with infants in big industries 
where mothers could breastfeed their children and have some food.365 

However, the consequences of the war, in particular the huge number of 
orphans and an increase in homelessness and delinquency among adoles
cents366 led to a further shift in the focus of care from mother to child that led 
to increased demands on mothers' duties. If we look on the previously pre
sented materials, it is possible to assume, that the social motherhood dis
course not only promised state support for mothers according to the dis
courses developed in 1920s, but also gave some excuse for the low level of 
involvement of mothers in children's education. It may seem like a paradox, 
but even though the notion of the duty of motherhood was part of this dis
course, the understanding of "duty" in the 20s to the early 40s was very lim
ited and centred mostly around women's primary duty to state and society -
the duty to give birth. On the other hand, state and society were presented as 
mother's partners who shared with her parental duties. That fact that all 
women were expected to work for the socialist economy provided another 
excuse for not paying enough attention to children that had to be brought up 
with the help of the state. When the state's inability to care for and educate 

361 Работница, 1943, N 1, 6. 
362 Работница, 1949, N5, 7. 
363 The collected interviews show that the number of parents who wanted to place their chil
dren into day care centres was much larger than the existing capacity. 
364 Работница, 1946, N 2, 19. 
365Б.А. Архангельский и Г.Н Сперанский, Мать и дитя: школа молодой матери 
(Москва: Государственное издательство медицинской литературы, 1953), 9-13. Similar 
introduction is possible to find in Н.Е.Гранат, Гигиена беременной женщины (Москва: 
Министерство здравоохранения СССР, 1949). 
366 Zubkova, Russia after the War, 21. 



all children was revealed through the bad behaviour or low grades of the 
children it was schools, pioneer organisations, nursery schools, kindergartens 
and the parents themselves that were considered to be at fault.367 

The limited understanding of "duty" was especially true for women 
whose economic and living conditions proved to be very poor. However, 
poor living conditions were common at that time and almost every woman 
could be considered by authorities as having an excuse (legally to the state, 
but usually to her surroundings) to hand her children to state institutions for 
extended periods of time or to neglect her role as a mother.368 Thus, women 
were not allowed to have an abortion nor were they supposed to have a kind 
of existential responsibility (along with the children's father) for their chil
dren's well being. Even in the beginning of the 1960s when discourses about 
maternity experienced further changes toward intensive motherhood, prom
ises that "all the workers of our factory will help you", "the factory will re
serve a room for you and your child"369 were presented as convincing argu
ments to become a mother even for unmarried women. 

At the same time, in a period dominated by a lack of resources and a need 
for a fast reconstruction of the country, which according to Barbara Engel 
"had to begin at home,"370 mothers were presented as more and more respon
sible for their children's upbringing. In 1946 Rabotnitsa published an article 
with the title Are you sure you know everything about your children? where 
it was stated that mothers usually did not have the time to follow what their 
children were doing and with whom they were spending their spare time. 
Showing sympathy for the plight of ordinary women after work and house 
chores, the author of the article, insisted that mothers speak with their chil
dren, ask them about their day at school and help children to find their way 
to corresponding state institutions - like playgrounds, summer camps and 
study circles.371 

The idea of the mother's moral responsibility for her children started to 
slowly and gradually replace the previous understandings of a mother's duty 
to give birth, observe hygiene regulations and guaranteeing children's basic 
material needs. It was associated with the beginning of a new discourse on 
the responsibility of mothers for their children that unlike the pre-Stalinist 
discourse on conscious motherhood put more stress on the importance of 
child-mother relationships rather than spacing among children. This new 
discourse of responsible motherhood insisted that the mother as an individ

367 See Н.Ф. Альтгаузен, А.Ю. Лурье и Е.П. Мелентьева, Беседы с девушками о 
материнстве и младенчестве (Москва: Государственное медицинское издательство, 
1929); Файвусиович, Методы и содержание работы. 
368 Работница, 1941, N16, 18; Работница, 1941, N 15, 11, Работница, 1943, N 6-7, 10; 
Работница, 1949, N 2, 8-9. 
369 (film) "Женщины" (Мосфильм, реж. П.Любимов, 1965). 
370 Engel, Women in Russia, 225. 
371 Работница, 1946, N 6-7, 13. 



ual consciously took interest in the educational and moral progress of her 
child. This discourse had a lot of similarities with pre-revolutionary and 
some NEP era ideas about maternity as well as with the intensive mother
hood described by Sharon Hays as the primary "Western" model of mater
nity.372 The discourse on responsible motherhood was speeded up after the 
death of Stalin, when the authoritarian control over women's bodies was 
softened. It was also supported through development of psychology that, 
following Western science,373 used reference to "science" and "pedagogical 
experiments."374 N. Shimin, for example, in publications of collections of 
papers presented at an international congress on the family suggested "to pay 
attention on teaching girls the values of high humanity (maternal love, kind
ness, softness) that have a big importance for successful fulfilment by 
woman of her main social function - function of maternity."375 This discur
sive change suggests that politics of welfare for mothers in the 1960s were 
more and more about constructing a welfare recipient as a moral personality 
rather than just a child-producing body. 

However, the everyday situation of Russian women during this period 
was very different from the situation in Russia before the revolution or that 
of Western Europe. The Soviet women were working mothers (in 1950 47% 
of wage workers were women, in 1970 51%376) who to a large extent had 
internalised a positive view on working outside of home, while the gender 
relationships in families and the day-to-day consumption infrastructure con
tinued to be very patriarchal. The process of raising children is not my main 
interest in this research, but from the article by Greta Bucher based on the 
interviews with women who were bringing their children up in 1950s it is 
possible to assume that the negative psychological effects of this situation, 
such as constant stress, influenced women's everyday lives.377 

Change in political leadership and new demands of the economy influ
enced the situation when difficulties in state politics for support of mother
hood started to be discussed in a quasi-public space of the Soviet media. The 
end of the Stalinist regime brought more freedom for company management 
while more advanced technology required a lower workforce turnover and 
employees with higher qualifications. Thus, the growth of state support of 
maternity and an extension of pre-natal and maternity leave came as an open 
contradiction of the state policy aiming at full employment of women. Many 
articles in issues of Rabotnitsa from the 1960s are dedicated to the problems 

j72 Женский журнал, 1927, N6, 11; Hays, The cultural contradictions, 12-14, 21. 
373 Ehrenreich and English, For her own good, 101-269. 
374 Работница, 1969, N 12, 27; Работница, 1969, N 8, 28-29; Н.Шимин, "Роль личности 
женщины-матери в эмоционально-нравственном развитии детей в семье", в Динамика 
изменения положения женщины и семья (Москва, 1972), 166-176. 
375 Шимин, "Роль личности," 169. 
376 Айвазова, Русские женщины, 83. 
377 Greta Bucher, "Struggling to Survive: Soviet Women in the Postwar Years", Journal of 
Women's History, 2000, v. 12, 137-159. 



of nursery shortages378 as obstacles to women's ability to engage in waged 
work as well as denying women who came back from maternity leave access 
to their previous workplaces.379 In one of the letters published in Rabotnitsa 
the head of a post office chastised a woman returning from maternity leave 
after giving birth to her second child: "What kind of worker and communist 
will become of you if you already have two children and later may have 
even more?"380 

Even though the maternity care continued to be presented as one of the 
state interests in the late 1960s, the internationally increased standards of 
"care for family" (like introduction of family allowances in several European 
countries) changed the context of the social motherhood discourse. Indeed, 
women's expectations of state support were growing and led to a problema-
tisation of the state's capacity to proper care for its "daughters". 

3.3. Maternity and médicalisation 

This subchapter is dedicated to a medical context of maternity: the role that 
medical institutions and professionals played in maternity's normativities. 

Médicalisation as culture: 1920-1940s 

As pointed out before, in the first post-revolutionary years policies of protec
tion of motherhood were intended to overcome the high mortality rate of 
mothers as well as infants. Among other reasons for the high mortality rates 
was the lack of hygiene and unsatisfactory medical assistance. After gaining 
power in 1917, the Bolsheviks became responsible for the implementation of 
a program on health and hygiene that was developed by doctors and zemstvo 
politicians long before the revolution.381 Soon after the revolution hygiene 
began to be seen as one of the most important results of the revolution and it 
was also used as a measurement of social progress. During the 1920-1930s 
"hygiene" constituted important parts of the kul 'turnost' campaign. 

During 1920s the idea of hygiene associated with maternity was repre
sented by the midwife - "the axis, around which the cultural and conscious 
life would be developing", according to Okhrana materinstva y 
mladenchestva.382 Hygiene was one of the most common issues of the daily 
work of the Ministry of Health's Department for Maternal and Infant Care 

178 According to Helene Carlbäck, in Sweden nurseries were seen rather positively by women 
in the mid-1960s - Helene Carlbäck, "Women - Wives or Workers? Discourses and Practices 
in Sweden and Soviet Russia in the 1960s," in Gender, Equality and Difference: From State 
Socialism to the Post-socialist Era, ed. Rebecca Kay (Glasgow and London: Palgrave) (forth
coming), 15. 
j79 Работница, 1958, N 5, 33; Работница, 1964, N 1, 29; Работница, 1966 N 3, 14. 
j8° "Мать вернулась из отпуска,"Работница, 1964, N 6, 24. 
381 See Engelstein, The Keys to Happiness, 129-164. 
j82 Вера Лебедева, "Задачи и пути охраны материнства и младенчества," Охрана 
материнства  и  младенче ства ,  1926 ,  N1 ,1 .  



{ОMM), it was propagated through various exhibitions and popular maga
zines' publications, for example Delegatka and Rabotnitsa,383 The hygiene 
discourse declared a need for modernisation of medical practice - the crea
tion of a prevention (or surveillance) institution that had begun to take shape 
in Europe in the beginning of 20th century.384 In contrast to previous medical 
practice where the main aim of doctors was to the cure an illness, the new 
aims were geared towards the establishment of a healthy (and hygienic) en
vironment and prophylactics. Sociologist David Armstrong defined this new 
direction of the development of medicine, arguing that human bodies began 
to be seen not as ill or healthy, but as ill or not yet ill. When related to ma
ternity this meant that every pregnant woman and her unborn child were 
considered to be in danger of possible complications during pregnancy or 
childbirth. Their bodies had to be under supervision of medical professionals 
- doctors, nurses and midwives - who could anticipate, locate and prevent 
further development of any hazardous symptoms. An expecting mother also 
had to be instructed in how to prevent future dangers to her child, primarily 
by maintaining hygiene and by regularly making dutiful visits to a doctor. 

For example, an article in Okhrana materinstva y mladenchestva from 
1926, written by a Nikolai Rakhmanov, presents the reproductive health as a 
complex problem that requires special state policies. Examples of what such 
policies would consist of were taken from foreign, mostly French, experi
ence and from some useful practices that were common for the Russian mid
dle class families before the revolution. According to both examples, women 
were supposed to be under medical supervision during pregnancy by visiting 
special maternity clinics or through home visits by a doctor. However, this 
supervision should include not only medical examinations, but also assumed 
that the doctor would be able to play the role of a friend and advisor who 
could explain the physiology of sex and pregnancy as well as offer advice 
about care for infants and hygiene.385 From other articles in the same maga
zine it is possible to conclude that the 1920s maternity clinics were supposed 
to give advice on contraception as well.386 Furthermore, the médicalisation 
of maternity did not avoid a eugenic discourse that was popular in many 
other countries, including the discussion and possibility of an introduction of 
a health certificate before marriage and the use of sterilization.387 

383 Книга матери, 45-66, 85-93; Делегатка, 1923, N 3, 27-28; Работница, 1931, N 1, 18; 
Работница, 1949, N2, 16. 
384 David Armstrong, "The Rise of Surveillance Medicine," Sociology of Health and Illness, 
vol.17, N 3, 1995,394-404. 
j85 A.H. Рахманов, "Консультации для беременных и родильниц как основа охраны 
материнства и младенчества, " Охрана материнства и младенчества, 1926, N 1, 20. 
386 А.Н. Рахманов, "На пути к сознательному материнству," Охрана материнства и 
младенчества, 1926, N 3, 3-7. 
387 Н. Иванова-Микулина, "Оплодотворение и наследственность," Женский журнал, 
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However, up till the mid 1930s the campaign for "hygienic maternity" 
had more of propaganda character that stood in contrast to what was actually 
realized.388 Even official statistics admit that the development of maternity 
clinics and special maternity wards was very slow and that until the early 
1930s the numer of these medical birth facilities did not meet demands.389 

The number of medical attendants increased more substantially, but still the 
ideal of one medical officer per village was far from being realised. My in
terviews as well as published results of other studies show that even in cities 
children were usually born at home and in the countryside birth was sup
ported mostly by traditional midwives.390 The ideas on teaching women 
methods of birth control as well as the plans for eugenics never had a major 
influence on the maternity policy and were completely forgotten by the end 
of 1920s. 

Industrialisation and collectivisation brought a decline in birth rates and 
led to an accelerated urbanisation and a rapid deconstruction of the midwife-
based system of maternity care in cities. The zenith of these political changes 
was the ban of abortion in 1936. This resolution presented the maternity 
hospital as the only proper place of birth and doctors and medically trained 
midwives working in state hospitals as the proper individuals to assist in 
birth. Only maternity hospitals and its staff could facilitate a modern hygi
enic medical care, while all other alternatives, including medically trained 
midwife assisted home births could be tolerated only if there was no other 
possibility to follow the norm. Resolution on an abortion ban could be seen 
as another example of interdiscursivity of "care" and "medicaliszation" as 
the numbers of beds in maternity clinics was seen as a form of promise of 
state "care." 

During the 1920-40s medicalised maternity was widely propagated 
through magazines and advice books. The hygiene discourse was stressed by 
repetitive visual and verbal presentations of cleanliness. Photographs show 
large children's rooms in maternity hospitals with identical-looking infants 
in snow-white blankets or mothers in immaculate gowns breastfeeding their 
children during a factory work break. The hygienic conditions in everything 

388 Several issues of Gigienay zdorov'e from 1927, for example, published group photographs 
of infants and children (usually naked) on the cover page. Through their well kept and healthy 
bodied they symbolised a new era in attention to maternity issues. These children were the 
winners of the "Healthy child contest" organised in Leningrad, and their parents were re
warded with very modest prizes: blankets, clothes or even fabric. - Гигиена и здоровье 
рабочей и крестьянской семьи, 1927, N 4, cover page; Гигиена и здоровье рабочей и 
крестьянской семьи, 1927, N 6, cover page. See also figure 9 in the end of the book. 
3 9 Б.Ч. Новикова, "Забота партии о женщине-матери, " в Опыт КПСС в решении 
женского вопроса (Москва: Мысль, 1981), http://www.a-z.ru/women/texts/s_173r-e.htm, 
accessed 2006.06.27. 
390 Ransel, Village Mothers, 129-130. On the other hand, according to Elizabeth Waters, it 
was Moscow and St.Petersburg where as early as in 1914 over 60% of birth were taking 
place in maternity shelters - Elizabeth Waters, "The Modernization of Russian Motherhood," 
Soviet Studies, vol. 44, N 1, 1992, 132. 
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connected to maternity are presented as guarantees of safety for the woman-
mother and her child.391 

These safe hygienic conditions are usually presented in the context of the 
state care about the mother, thus the social motherhood discourse is com
bined with that of medicalised motherhood in these kinds of texts. The ma
ternity clinic is described as an "organisation that would be unimaginable in 
any capitalist country," the Soviet Union is presented as a country where the 
"exclusive growth of birth rate is visible" and mothers enjoy the "care and 
protection of the state." On the other hand, the style of the articles had to 
convince woman in her duty to "raise a vigorous child."392 

The medical supervision of pregnancy and childbirth is propagated in 
many ways, from direct orders (the tone of the text does not allow me to call 
them "suggestions") to pregnant woman - "...from the beginning to the end 
of pregnancy a woman must regularly visit maternity clinic"393 - to almost 
allegorical stories, like the one describing a young grandmother who thinks 
that maternity clinics are unnecessary but found herself there anyway and is 
impressed by the doctors and level of hygiene there, and in the end is con
vinced of the benefits of modern medicine.394 

According to Foucault, medicine has acquired a special authority in mod
ern times due to the doctors' knowledge of the body. This authority based on 
the expert knowledge of medical specialists (doctors often used utterly in
disputable scientific arguments) cannot be underestimated even during the 
Stalin period. The state was not able to control everything and hygiene 
propaganda contributed to a development of the self-disciplining techniques 
that had to help a woman become a normative, hygiene-observant, doctor-
frequenting mother. The medical advice attempted to reorganise the life of 
pregnant women in its entirety, insisting even that she restraint from sex in 
the 8th month of pregnancy "to prevent infection getting into the birth ca
nal."395 

However, it is possible to say that together with this authority based on 
the access to scientific knowledge about the female body and physiology of 
reproduction, Soviet doctors also received direct authority from the state 
primarily due to the abortion ban. This authority is most obvious when a 
formal decision at maternity clinics hade to be made, a decision where the 
life of a woman often depended on the decision of an Abortion Commission. 
A woman who did not get permission for a medically supervised abortion 

391 Делегатка, 1923, N 3, 27-28; Н.Ф.Альтгаузен, А.Ю. Лурье и Е.П. Мелентьева, 
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and wished to terminate her pregnancy had to use domestic methods or re
sort to an illegal operation. As a consequence the death rate resulting from 
illegal abortions was very high.396 But doctors and nurses from the maternity 
clinics had other ways of influencing woman's life. They are presented as 
being able to decide on the handing out of state assistance - money and/or 
clothes - with the aim of helping a pregnant woman or mother in need. An
other responsibility of the medical professionals in the 1930-50s, often de
fined as the most responsible task, was the decision about when a pregnant 
woman was close enough to birth to get leave from work.397 At the same time 
medical personnel in the 30s and 40s were expected to be kind of social 
workers who, together with their professional tasks, had to distribute welfare 
for mothers and control "justice" of this distribution.398 

The line between direct and indirect control was very subtle. For example, 
an article of E.A.Vasich in Voprosy materinstva y mladenchestva insists that 
nursery staff members "do not react properly" when mothers fail to come 
and breastfeed her child at the prescribed time.399 In this case the authority of 
the nurse was not only based on clear legal prescription as was the case of 
abortion or maternity leave, but was also reinforced by measures taken by a 
nurse against a disobedient mother, like for example, making a phone call to 
the workplace of the mother. 

However, even from official publications of the time it is possible to get 
information about the multitude of problems in the way of implementating of 
the médicalisation of maternity. In an article published in Voprosy materin
stva y mladenchestva in 1939, the author analyses results of a state survey of 
the maternity support organisations in Leningrad. From the article it be
comes clear that the médicalisation of birth was accompanied by a lowered 
level of medical attention and care (23% of women visiting the doctor in the 
maternity clinics spent less than 5 minutes with a doctor), there was also 
poor hygienic conditions in some maternity clinics and maternity hospitals, 
and long waiting lines due to bad organisation.400 

However, the medical discourse did not substantially change. A normal 
mother was supposed to consult a doctor as soon as she suspected that she 
was pregnant, come to the maternity hospital when she felt the beginning of 
the contractions, follow all the doctor's orders whilst in the hospital, do eve
rything she could to breastfeed the child, observe personal hygiene recom
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mendations after coming home and bring the child to the maternity clinic or 
local clinic for check-ups. Abortion continued to be presented as hazardous 
to the body.401 

From control to help? Medical discourse in 1950-1960s 

The variety and quality of the medical services was slowly improving. Be
sides maternity clinics were other forms of medical care such as special 
holiday resorts and sanatoriums for pregnant women and mothers with 
young children were further developed. Thus a housekeeping book for 
women called To the young housewife suggested: "It is very good to spend 
the last month before the delivery at a holiday resort for pregnant women, 
where you will be able to spend your holiday under the supervision of a doc
tor."402 

The number of maternity hospitals and clinics was also growing.403 From 
some publications it is possible imply that the increased resources dedicated 
to maternity did not just allow most women even in the countryside to give a 
hospital birth, but also contributed to a presentation of a hospital as a space 
where a woman should stay under professional supervision until the begin
ning of the birth process (for her own safety). For example, in 1960 Zdorov'e 
complained that some women "absorbed by various domestic chores refused 
this reasonable measure [to go to hospital in advance]."404 Even when women 
did not spend prolonged periods of time at a hospital before delivery, hardly 
any young woman in the late 1960s worked till the day of birth, but had to 
spend the period of maternity leave visiting maternity classes, spending time 
outside of home, eating well, sleeping well and trying to avoid too much 
"hard" work, such as laundry or lifting any weight whilst cleaning.405 It is 
possible to say that maternity leave before delivery was becoming ever more 
similar to ordinary sick leave. 

In the 1950s the médicalisation of birth began to encompass the concept 
of pain relief as a normal part of delivery, changing from a previous notion 
that pain relief should only be used when there were serious medical compli
cations. This stood in contrast to the situation in "Western" countries where 
the presentation of a hospital delivery often included an idea of a painless 
birth as early as the late 1920s.406 The body of the normal woman who 
strongly desired a child was considered to be "mobilised", and the birth 
could be compared to a battle: "Sometimes, a woman who has a strong wish 
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to have a child does not feel any pain during delivery, like a soldier who 
does nor feel his wounds in a plain battle when he aspires for victory."407 

Even in the 1950-60s, the use of pain relief mainly did not usually mean 
the use of medication, but rather that of special massages and respiration 
techniques.408 The use of these techniques was usually presented in maga
zines and medical publications as a unique Soviet achievement. An article in 
Zdorov'e from 1955 mentions that medical science searched long and hard 
for a form of anaesthetic for childbirth and that before the revolution rich 
women used chloroform or ether during delivery. The article propagates the 
notion that a new method, known in the rest of the world as Lamaze's 
method, had been invented in the Soviet Union (according to the article, 
Lamaze who visited Soviet Union in 1951 was happy to learn more about 
pain relief from the Soviet doctors).409 

The proposed method was a method of psycho-physiological preparation 
for childbirth and consisted of relaxation and controlled breathing. Even 
though this was not much help in relieving severe pain, it gave women some 
degree of control over their bodies and influence in the delivery process. On 
the other hand, the widespread propaganda promoting this method was 
aimed to reduce doctors' responsibility for the pain and could be used as a 
pretext for accusing the mother of poor pain management. A book about the 
psycho-prophylactic anaesthetic method intended for hospital staff stressed 
that some women need varying degrees of pedagogic effort in preparing 
them for childbirth and also pointed out that in order to get good results, 
sometimes an "authoritative style" was important.410 

In spite of the many difficulties experienced by medical institutions, my 
interviews show that the medical model was seen as promising to secure the 
survival of mother and child. The situation of lack of public discussions 
about maternity care and the absence of any alternatives to hospital birth 
contributed to a higher level of acceptance of the state supported hospital 
births in spite of the drastic changes in all previous norms and regulations. 
On the other hand, some of women's stories about birth show them as the 
victims of médicalisation together with its supporters.411 
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In the 1950-60s women from Soviet cities (as well as a majority of 
"Western" women412) saw medicalised maternity as a common sense every
day practice. In the countries of Northern Europe and in the USA, however, 
a growing women's movement was influential in developing a more mother-
centred and sometimes even anti-medical discourse, which created alterna
tive child welfare centres and renewed midwifery in the 1960s to the early 
1970s.413 On the basis of the analysis of publications it is possible to suppose 
that Soviet women, who could fully enjoy the positive side of medical assis
tance for maternity only from the late 50s, continued to be mostly passive 
objects of the excessive medicaliszation of maternity. The women's opposi
tion to it even in the 90s, according to a Russian ethnologist Tatiana 
Shchepanskaia, was mostly unorganised and limited to slander and alien
ation of doctors and sabotage of some medical prescriptions.414 

In the 1960s the hygienic medical discourse, stressing primarily the 
physiology of pregnancy and infant care, was slightly disturbed by the newly 
re-established psychological approach to maternity. New publications paid 
more attention to the emotions of becoming a mother and the relations be
tween mother and child.415 A photograph published in Zdorov'e in 1962 pre
sents a mother and baby in a relaxing home atmosphere, both of them look
ing very happy due to the bond of communication between them.416 An arti
cle in a different issue of Zdorov 'e from the same year starts by mentioning 
the nervousness that accompanied mother and child when coming home 
from the maternity hospital (i.e. the first contact of the renewed family).417 

Among many traditional elements of the medical discourse were the insis
tence on hygiene and a clean house, that the local paediatrician or nurse 
should be visited regularly and even that mothers should avoid too much 
physical contact with the child in order to avoid passing on infection. How
ever, the article contained many elements that previously had not been typi
cal for this kind of text. For example, it mentions that the birth of the child 
requires redistribution of household chores, advises not to offer the mother 
too many tips because it could make her "nervous" and reminds that she 
needs time to rest and regain her strength after childbirth. 

The practical information about the reproductive system, pregnancy and 
childbirth, that previously was published in a short, very physiological and 
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impersonal form,418 from the 1960s begins on the one hand, to return to 
1920s form of friendly conversation with the mother419 and, on the other 
hand, constructs "mother" as a well informed reader who wants to deepen 
her knowledge.420 In issue 2, 1960 of Zdorov'e an article about problems 
related to the final period of pregnancy explains the need for hospitalisation. 
In the same issue there is information about a special recreation centre for 
pregnant women near Moscow where they not only receive good food and 
get a break from work, but also receive information on childbirth: "Only the 
unknown is frightening. But when the young first-time mother becomes 
aware of her own capability to influence the delivery - all that is required is 
to manage one's breathing and to keep some simple commands in mind - the 
fears that frequently made her feel bad will disappear."421 At the same period 
articles about specifically female physiological processes (menstruation, 
menopause) and sexually transmittable diseases appeared.422 

Articles in Zdorov 'e and Rabotnitsa and books about education published 
after 1955 pay more attention to the problem of communicating knowledge 
about the female body, its physiology and reproductive capacities to adoles
cents. These articles that abide by the hygiene discourse usually excluded 
any mention of sexual emotions or pleasures or contraception. For example, 
an article in an issue of Zdorov'e answering a question from a mother on 
how to prepare her young daughter for puberty suggests that she explains the 
process of ovulation and to be careful to "spare the child the interest in sex
ual issues."423 

The médicalisation of maternity in cities in the 1930-40s, presented in the 
press as one of the major achievements of the Soviet regime, is remembered 
by my informants as having gone hand in hand with repression and control, 
as well as frequently being lower in than the official demands for quality. In 
spite of this, the importance of medical knowledge in the form of supervision 
of pregnancy and hospital birth became a deeply internalised common value 
of Soviet women giving birth during this period. In the 1960s the medical 
discourse was presented as having an absolute authority in maternity issues, 
while women who had children in the 1960s continued to suffer from the 
low quality and dehumanisation of public medicine. The medicalised mater
nity imposed by the state and the absence of choice of alternative medical 
services obstructed the questioning of the médicalisation of maternity, as 
was the case in the "West" during the late 1960s. 
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3.4. Fathers, children and the extended family 

The analysis undertaken of the changes and interdiscursivities in the field of 
maternity still left uncovered ways of (under)presentation of one of the as
pects of maternity, that, at least due to its importance in other political con
texts424 needs a separate place in the analysis of maternity as a discursive 
field - a family. Thus, this last subchapter deals with family context where 
maternity practices are taking place. 

The pre- and post-revolutionary Bolshevik Utopian ideas and projects of 
family, love and childrearing in communist societies have been of great in
terest for scholars for a long time now.425 These books and articles show that 
the Bolshevik revisionism of family life was actually unlimited as it con
tested every previously existing social structure and practice. The challenge 
corresponded to the word "family" itself as a name for a stable, officially 
registered couple, to the family's responsibility for raising children, the 
wife's legal dependence on her husband, the social intolerance of both abor
tion and a refusal to take on the role of being a mother. However, the level of 
influence of any one of these Utopian idea in state and local politics as well 
as the degree of their implementation in various parts of Russia during the 
1920s is much more difficult to evaluate.426 

The biggest difference between Soviet Russia and other European coun
tries in the representation of motherhood during the same historical period 
was the neglect of and hostility towards the idea that a woman's life could be 
centred on motherhood or that motherhood should be considered as a 
woman's profession in Soviet Russia. A woman was seen as being by nature 
predestined for motherhood, and this should be supported by both state and 
society ("social motherhood") which should help women to bear the "burden 
of motherhood" as expressed by Kollontai.427 

The ideas of social motherhood assumed a major involvement from soci
ety and state in the process of childrearing and required particular attention 
in solving child-specific issues. Ideally this attention required the creation of 
a network which included women's and workers' organisations, nurseries, 
maternity clinics and other institutions which would care for children and at 
the same time would guarantee a degree of ideological correctness which 
would be impossible to achieve in a more private surroundings. According to 
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Nadezhda Krupskaia, Lenin's wife and an important figure in the Ministry of 
Education, the ideas of social motherhood were successfully spread through
out Soviet Russia: "Previously, every housewife thought only about herself: 
this is my child and I don't care about everyone else. Now the situation has 
changed. The social work of housewives has had an important influence on 
all children. The mothers themselves have changed."428 

The Soviet people were presented as one big family, helping the all-
Soviet mother. It functioned most effectively through the description of the 
work of an obshchestvennitsa (roughly, "socially active woman"). In the 
1930-40s obshchestvennitsa was the term for a housewife, primarily wives 
of the middle level specialists, managers and officers who actively partici
pated in voluntary work. Obshchestvennitsa was presented as one of the 
main actors in the kul 'turnost ' policy429 while the work of the hospitals and 
nurseries was one of their main concerns.430 The idea of collectively sup
porting the raising of children was an important part of the discourse on so
cial motherhood later as well. In the post-Stalinist period and the more liber
alised political climate of the Thaw led to, amongst other things, somewhat 
of a renaissance of (naive) communism,431 where women's voluntary work 
was presented as a part of a common Soviet solidarity and enthusiasm. For 
example, in 1964 Rabotnitsa described the work of a women's council in a 
large factory (new for of work of obshchestvennitsa) which was attempting 
to support the female workers by inviting gynaecologists and dress designers 
as well as providing lectures about children's education.432 

However, my interview material shows that rural traditions and family 
ties were also very important, (if not more important) source of support to 
mothers and children. My older informants described a society where the 
extended family relationships were crucial. Particularly the Bashkir women 
who grew up in the villages told how older females in the family cared for 
the children. 

Assistance from people other than family and relatives frequently implied 
economic compensation for favours in the form of services, goods or money. 
A lot of the babysitting done in the cities, can be considered a paid private 
service though it was never declared as one officially. For example, Q, when 
raising her child in Ufa in the 50s was helped in babysitting by neighbours, 
but did not present it as something that she paid for until specifically asked 
about it. 
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Due to the social motherhood discourse, presentations of mother-child re
lationships per se and of parenthood were very different from "Western" 
images of the ideal family of the 1920s. As mentioned before, children were 
presented as somewhat of a burden for the working Soviet mother at that 
time. 

The motherhood issues were usually separated from discussions and de
scriptions of the problems and cases of love, eroticism and sexuality. As 
shown in study by Rebecca Kay, maternity was frequently dissociated from 
paternity.433 In Delegatka and Rabotnitsa from the 1920s to early 1930s men 
are usually mentioned in their role as husbands or lovers, but not as fathers. 
The mother bore the child and gave birth to it, she had to care for the child 
and breast-feed it, and then had to actively participate in its education. All of 
these tasks were simply seen to be physically and mentally natural to 
women. 

The father rarely appeared in the publications about care for small chil
dren; in cases of mentioning a father, it happened mostly in publications on 
child alimony (according to the legislation from 1926 it could be adjudged 
after divorce or separation from the children's mother in cases where chil
dren had been born out of wedlock).434 In this case, the role of the father was 
interpreted according to a more traditional patriarchal rhetoric, the bread
winner one, but his influence on the education and children's upbringing was 
presented as very insignificant. 

One book that seriously differs from these publications was published by 
a well-known medical doctor, Nikolai Altgauzen, in 1928 - The father and 
the child.435 The book follows the discourse on conscious motherhood and 
has the "literate," "responsible" and "conscious" father as its main intended 
reader.436 A big part of the book enlightens the reader about the importance 
of good health (first of all with respect to venereal diseases) for the produc
tion of healthy offspring and proposes to the father together with the mother 
an elaborate "birth schedule" - one child every 2,5 -3 years.437 Altgauzen 
also claims that the father has to help the mother of his baby to change dia
per during the nights, to wash him [her] and to take him [her] for a walk.438 

However, the main role of the father is presented in the book as an authorita
tive and controlling force, who (it should be assumed in difference to 
mother) is able to organise rational upbringing of the future citizen, scientifi
cally organize the family's sexual life (including refusal from intercourse 
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during last period of pregnancy) and instructing the mother in how she 
should care for her pregnancy and for their baby from a scientific view 
point.439 

The role of grandmothers and other relatives in childcare was seldom 
touched upon. Thus, the usual pre-revolutionary mother's milieu - represen
tatives of the third generation - that actively participated in infant care also 
became non-visible helpers. As representatives of the pre-revolutionary gen
eration older women and men were considered to be representatives of the 
"old life" and usually characterised by cultural backwardness, a high degree 
of religiosity and prejudice and lack of knowledge of proper hygiene. They 
were considered to be poor advisors of young mothers. An exception is the 
previously mentioned article in Rabotnitsa, where a grandmother has most of 
the responsibility for the children because the mother was working long 
hours.440 

As it was said, in the late 1930s with few exceptions, children were pre
sented as the greatest source of joy for their mothers without any mention of 
any economic difficulties or psychological problems in relationships be
tween mothers and children and between siblings. In the majority of the 
post-war publications, the family with children is shown as a much smaller 
entity than in the 1920s, but with stronger ties to one another. At that time 
the presentation of the family acquires features of the child-centred family. 
For example, an article in Rabotnitsa insists that the best place in a home (in 
reality usually a small room that the family had in a shared communal 
apartment) should be given to a child.441 

To a much lesser extent, Stalin's retreat to a more conservative family 
policy and enforcement of pronatalism brought back a more active role for 
fathers and other relatives. It was seen mostly through the works of the fa
mous Soviet pedagogue Anton Makarenko, who highlighted the role of both 
parents in the child's education.442 However, Makarenko did not pay special 
attention to the role of the father in the early period of their children's lives. 
Furthermore families consisting of mother and children received a kind of 
"natural" justification during the war and in post-war years when the notion 
was reinforced by the absence of a vast numbers of fathers who perished in 
the war. Some publications also briefly mention solidarity in large families 
that helped to bring up children. An article in Zdorov'e from 1955 dedicated 
to the mother of 11 children (a "heroine-mother") presents the woman's 
motherhood as a kind of nuclear family business, where mother and father 
share in the childbearing. Obviously, this family was presented as being 
generously supported by the state; two children were placed in a nursery, 

4j9 Альтгаузен, Отец и ребенок, 23, 28, 33. 
440 Егорова, "В консультации," 13. 
441 Здоровье, 1955, N8, 18-19. 
442 Антон Макаренко, Книга для родителей (Москва: Государственное издательство 
художественной литературы, 1937), 13. 



two attended a military academy. However, the mother, who in spite of hav
ing 11 children continued to work outside of home, still had the main re
sponsibility for taking care of the children.443 

From the late 1950s the child and its developmental and emotional needs 
occupied a central place in the majority of articles on maternity, while the 
mother assumed a more caring role. And finally, the father began to be men
tioned not only as someone with a socialising role, but also as the parent of a 
small child or even paid attention to an expectant father.444 In an article dedi
cated to a factory maternity clinic in Zdorov 'e it was stated: "Sometimes, shy 
fathers also come in. The future fathers have many important questions 
which only a doctor can answer."445 

The results of my interviews suggests support for an interpretation of fa
therhood as unimportant for everyday care for infant. The father is presented 
as being absent, physically or as a result of his lack of involvement in every
day family life. Several of my informants divorced their husbands when 
children were still small, explaining that it was due to "bad qualities" or 
problems with alcohol. One of my Bashkir informants, F, told an explicit 
story of domestic violence where her husband forbade her to continue her 
university studies and even refused her a divorce. Many of the other infor
mants living in stable marriages found it difficult to answer questions about 
how their husbands helped them with domestic chores and in raising the 
children. H, a mother of six and wife of a kolkhoz chairman, expressed her 
view on a man's role around the house by saying: "A man is like an orphan. 
If you feed him, he will eat. If you do not [feed him], he won't [eat]." The 
most common form of help provided by urban fathers in the 1950-60s con
sisted of taking the child to kindergarten and back again. 

In spite of some changes in family politics, during the entire period of 
study the mother was seen by the state as having the main responsibility in 
all the issues relating to children's upbringing. After analysis of the press 
and literature on education and childrearing of the time, it is possible to con
clude that the mother, in contrast to the father or relatives, was seen as hav
ing an additional occupation that was under ideological and moral scrutiny 
by the state.446 Analysis of my interviews confirms a high level of 
internalisation of women's responsibility for child rearing as well as an 
exclusion of the fathers from active participation. However, interviews 
present children's upbringing in that period as realised mainly through an 
alliance of mother with some other close female relatives, usually the mother 
or mother-in-law. This supports Anna Rotkirch's ideas about a Soviet 
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This supports Anna Rotkirch's ideas about a Soviet woman as not just mar
ried to the state, but in a sense, also to her mother or mother-in-law.447 

Summary 

Based on the reviewed material it is possible to conclude that the field of 
maternity on its discursive level represents rather a continuity and stability, 
than a realm of changes. Even important changes in maternity politics had to 
be explained through the same order of discourse. Particularly important 
genres for addressing maternity were authoritative medical advice and a 
parade presentation of the state's "care". 

Analysis of the rhetorics of womanhood of magazine publications showed 
that several sets of meaning could be seen as rather settled. According to 
these sets, becoming a mother was an obvious and necessary condition for a 
woman to look at her life as "happy", or fulfilled. It influenced a fusion of 
meanings "mother" and "woman". Furthermore, presentation of the maternal 
body as object of medical disciplining practices was an important condition 
of getting welfare benefits in a form of maternity leave or allowances. 

Nevertheless, in difference to state-mother vertical relationships, that 
were more highlighted in the previous research on maternity,448 1 found that 
many publications in 1930s as well as in 1960s presented a more diverse 
picture of social support to mothers that also would include some horizontal 
network in the work place or in the neighbourhood. Also women themselves 
were supposed to play an important role in helping the state to arrange nurs
eries, breastfeeding rooms and mother's education. 

Analysed materials show that the mother was seen as ignorant about her 
body and in need of advice and control. Medical care and state welfare were 
two of the most important ways of disciplining the mother. In order to be a 
correct citizen of the Soviet state woman had to care about her reproductive 
system starting from a young age, care about her body and child hygieni-
cally, and show her body to a scientifically tooled "specialist" and follow all 
medical demands. 

On the basis of the studied material I could specify several discourses in 
the discursive field of maternity during the studied period. They could be 
defined as discourses on women's natural predestination for maternity 
(based on assumptions about the anatomy of female reproductive system), 
medicalised and social motherhood. These discourses were similar to 
equivalent discourses in Western European and North American countries, 
particularly those ideas that connected maternity with hygiene, state welfare, 
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médicalisation and the "naturalness" of having children. However, in the 
Soviet context interdiscursivity spaces created specific fixations of mean
ings, like those making the direct links between medical science, cultured-
ness and Sovietness or interpreting the abortion ban as a form of welfare and 
healthcare. 

In difference to these dominant discourses, the discourse on conscious 
motherhood, that during 1920s was creating visible interdiscursivity with a 
dominant "social motherhood", was totally marginalised for the whole pe
riod of my interest. However, in difference to previous research on this topic, 
I found that a kind of voluntary motherhood referring to a number of chil
dren in the family was an important discursive construction in the 1920s and 
cannot be limited just to a possibility to have an abortion. 

Furthermore, the discourse on responsible motherhood started through 
publications on the importance on a mother's passionate involvement in 
child education in the 1940s, but by the end of 1950s this involvement for 
the first time would also include children below one year old. This discourse 
completed ideas on "instinctive motherhood" and "sense of motherhood" by 
initiating the vision of maternity as an "occupation" that required special 
training. 

4. The natural look versus the art of clothing 
This chapter is dedicated to an analysis of the different discourses in the field 
of beauty449 and is based mainly on printed materials. I am particularly inter
ested in what specific features were presented as "socialist" beauty as op
posed to "capitalist" ("Western" and pre-revolutionary urban) beauty and to 
what extent it is possible to speak about diversity of beauty norms in Soviet 
Russia. How were discourses on appearance connected with bigger Soviet 
campaigns on hygiene, sport and culture? What Soviet appearance codes 
were presented in opposition to beauty? How was the presentation of norms 
and models for beauty changed during the 1930-60s? 

4.1. Against cheap chic: hygiene, culture and issues of beauty 

The end of 19th - beginning of 20th century was characterised by a growing 
interest and anxiety over one's body. The inside of the body was explored 
ever deeper by medical science, sexuality was analysed by psychoanalysts 
whilst appearance became the subject of radical experimentation including 

449 For timeline of some important events of the Soviet distribution and consumption history 
see appendix 4. 



an undressing and erasing of the gender boundaries both in clothing and 
hairstyle.450 

During this period "naturalness" was seen as both questionable and desir
able. Concern for the body was characteristic for Germany, where na
tionalist) interests were frequently presented through the women's role in 
the reproduction of the nation.451 Women had to "elevate their spirit and 
cultivate everything that was beautiful, as well as the arts and the sciences", 
because "only independent and enlightened women who could take care of 
their own bodies would be able to produce healthy children and prevent de
generacy in their offspring."452 In Sweden in the 1930s Alva and Gunnar 
Myrdal, discussed the low nativity problem and connected it with a gender 
conflict where the woman was "earmarked for special social aid."453 The 
ideas and importance of the "natural" woman's capacities for procreation of 
a "nation" were also popular in other countries.454 They particularly influ
enced Russian public discourses in 1910-20s,455 from arts to women's maga
zines.456 

After the revolution the campaign for a novii byt (new everyday life) in
cluded many aspects, amongst them was the family, sexual relationships and 
personal appearance.457 At the same time, Bolshevik documents never gave a 
full and clear definition of what did the Soviet way of beautiful look mean. 
According to the Soviet Minister of Culture, Anatolii Lunacharskii, "'aes
thetics' is a science of evaluation" and "a beautiful harmony of soul and 
body" was an important aim of the new society.458 However, the revolution
ary constructivist differentiation between "nice" and "ugly" as well as the 
"right" and "wrong" type of beauty had certain limits - beauty could never 
be seen exclusively as a "subjective category."459 The connection of aesthet
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ics with harmony between reason and instincts as well as with the individual 
and the collective stopped being open for further discussions after the cam
paign for novii byt was substituted by киГ turnost'.460 In the 1930-1960s ac
tivity aimed for change and "creativeness" together with an "objective nature 
of the beautiful" were at the centre of the Soviet aesthetic presentations.461 

In this subchapter I will look at how "beauty" was constructed in the in
terdiscursive space created through the politics of hygiene, health, sport and 
care for one's appearance and body. I am particularly interested in analysing 
the connections between the interpretation of femininity and body care as 
well as what a specifically Soviet context for these discourses meant. 

Hygiene, health and 'natural' beauty 

One of the most important manifestations of the "body consciousness" in 
Soviet Russia could be seen in the promotion of health and hygiene. Health, 
unlike beauty, corresponded directly to the logic of the revolutionary theory 
- improving health was seen as one of the solutions to social problems. 
Many diseases like tuberculosis and syphilis were declared to be social ill
nesses by the Bolshevik government,462 while the beauty of the healthy body 
was seen as a logical effect of the health care policies. The most important 
issue for the new broad health policy was hygiene, which in the 1920-30s 
became a base component of the kul 'turnost ' campaign.463 The hygiene dis
course, with respect to appearance, insisted that one of the aims of the revo
lution was to fight cultural backwardness. This meant a consolidation of 
natural beauty, which had been previously distorted by backward habits. 
New, progressive hygienic body care and modern clothing was supposed to 
play a central role in the campaign for modernisation. 

First of all, a hygienic appearance required higher standards of cleanli
ness. This could be achieved through elaborate measures ranging from the 
introduction of communal laundry facilities to a new, functional style of 
clothing and the rejection of cosmetics. However, while rapid creation of a 
new hygiene industry was obviously Utopian, much attention began to be 
focused in fighting the so-called perezhitki ("remnants of capitalism") of 
body care and clothing habits. Nikolai Semashko, the Minister of Health and 
author of many booklets and pamphlets on culture and health, proclaimed: 
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"The clothes in the proletarian state has be to above all hygienic. Thus, it is 
necessary to mercilessly combat the bourgeois fashion that pollutes the hu
man body."464 

The second important message of the hygiene discourse was that cleanli
ness could only be realised when wider layers of the population became 
aware of the importance of hygiene for their wellbeing. Thus, in the 1920-
30s the hygiene propaganda focused considerable effort on the habits of the 
so-called backward people where the most difficult task of diffusing hygi
enic habits was expected (see more in the subchapter about kul'turnost').465 

Third, the "natural beauty" of the body was seen as socially important. In 
the opening article of a new magazine dedicated to taste and clothes from 
1928 the head of the Soviet Ministry of Education, Anatolii Lunacharskii, 
stressed "the importance of beauty for the proletarians," he also emphasised: 
"It is pleasant to see youth and beauty. Imagine for yourself how it would 
look if proletarian youth would be snub-nosed or nose-less, weak-sighted, 
bent, lame, clumsy, sickly, pale and so on."466 

From the 1930s a centralised hygiene industry began to be developed that 
was evident through intensified propaganda on posters and in magazines.467 

In the mid 1930s even beauty salons whose main task at that time was skin 
care were opened in major cities in hairdresser's salons and bathhouses. 
However, as previously dictated by the hygiene discourse, the healthy body 
did not need many special additions or adornments.468 That is why the book 
Cosmetic care for face and hair published by the Institute for Cosmetics and 
Hygiene in 1938, named "inculcation of sanitary and hygienic skills and 
wide distribution of norms of face, skin and hair care among working peo
ple" as the first aims of the Institute.469 Furthermore, the introductory para
graph of a pamphlet intended for the staff of beauty salons, published in the 
50s, stressed "'cosmetics' was of Greek origin and originally meant 'the art 
of decoration.' However, whilst the various forms of cosmetics used earlier 
were intended to conceal and improve, while Soviet cosmetics were used for 
skin care."470 According to the 1950s pamphlet cosmetics had to be natural: 
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"Hair decorates a person,"471 while vitamins and physical exercise were rec
ommended to prevent skin problems. 

Healthy skin was seen as an important sign of beauty according to other 
publications as well. A 1949 issue of Rabotnitsa recommended a visit to a 
beauty salon in order to improve the quality of one's face, if necessary even 
by blood transfusion and milk injections.472 Beauty, not just health, was used 
to explanation the need to fight skin problems. Calluses, for example, had to 
be eliminated "not only because it makes us feel uncomfortable, but also, 
because it spoils the pleasant look of the foot."473 At the same time, the pub
lications on skin care from the 1930-50s frequently look like they were in
tended for gender neutral and sexless individuals, who however had to fight 
not only warts and dry hair, but also prematurely gray hair,474 a practice 
clearly intended for women. Nevertheless, a book for beauty salon staff or 
publications from Rabotnitsa or Zdorov 'e does not provide any advice on the 
use of decorative cosmetics or how to change the natural forms. 

Furthermore, the holistic understanding of beauty through focusing to
gether on look and health in Soviet Russia in the 1930-50s directly associ
ated appearance with the interests of production, as well as reproductive 
activity and favoured youthful-looking bodies. Adornments and additions to 
the natural body, according to how they improved or impeded the healthy 
and strong look of a young body, could be interpreted as intended to stress 
the interests of the state and society in the form of productive work and 
healthy offspring. From this viewpoint, the use of high heels during adoles
cence was presented not as bad in itself, but something that damaged the 
body, leading to a shaky gait and possible complications during childbirth.475 

The other example of this logic can be found in a section dedicated to letters 
from the readers of Rabotnitsa. In one of the letters, a female construction 
worker complains about tight, uncomfortable clothes hindering her in her 
work. This complaint could be evaluated as a legitimate form for demanding 
more functional and at the same time more beautiful working clothes.476 In a 
few occasions discourse on hygiene was intertwined with discourse on mod
esty and inner beauty: in book by Lev Kassil, It's a Question of Taste, it is 
possible to find expressions like "non-clean" and "untidy" in respect to hu
man relationships.477 

On the other hand, these publications were never, even in the 30s and 40s, 
unique in forming a discursive field for beauty. Russian researcher Tatiana 
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Dashkova wrote that the visual propaganda of a so-called "artistic" kind of 
beauty was very wide spread in 20s and 30s. The film heroines of the time 
and NEP period women's magazine models usually wore lipstick, had 
plucked eyebrows and sported sophisticated hairstyles.478 Commercials and 
films from the late 1930s also encouraged Soviet people to buy lipstick and 
perfume.479 However, these images of female beauty were prevented from 
mixing with or, seriously competing with, the dominant discourse thanks to 
an attribution of these representations to less important spheres of private life 
and recreation as opposed to everyday working life. 

The discourse of hygiene insisted on a need for functionality in clothing; 
clothes must be easy to wash, absorb moisture and be made from breathable 
fabrics. The regular cleaning of the body and attire was also stressed. Both 
aspects were especially important for everyday clothes worn by youth and 
workers.480 Even if the construction of socialism was considered complete by 
the end of the 1930s and, thus, the goals of wide distribution of a basic hygi
enic knowledge of the discourse on hygiene continued to be relevant in 
every publication on clothing, skin or hair care a long time after that, right 
up until the 1970s. Assessments of the overall priority of "cleanliness" when 
considering attire and luxurious (and therefore less hygienic) cosmetic deco
ration were presented in the opening passages of every article dedicated to 
dress and fashion in magazines and advice literature in the 1940-60s.481 

Anything non-functional or luxurious was deemed less hygienic. 
Starting from the 1920s, one of the solutions to overcome a lack of hy

giene was the application of uniform for all. Indeed, the special kind of dress 
was expected to be produced for different segments of the population, from 
school children and pioneers to workers and civil servants.482 However, due 
to the scarcity and shortages, the realisation of the uniform project began 
only in 1930s, when new pioneer, sport, and service uniforms became truly 
widespread. Representations of women in uniform began to appear on the 
pages of widely distributed magazines like Rabotnitsa in the 1930s where 
women are portrayed as pastry-cooks, participants in military training or as 
Stakhanovites involved in subway construction.483 In the 1940-60s uniforms 
became even more widespread, in the 1940s for instance there were frequent 
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depictions of women in military uniform (due to the war),484 and later in 
school and work uniforms.485 At the same time uniforms were not intended to 
show equality between men and women, but rather differences, stressing the 
feminine qualities of the female wearers. It is particularly visible with school 
uniform for girls (the resurrection of pre-revolutionary dress for high schools 
girls) - the brown dress with black or white apron - introduced in the big 
cities as a part of the school reform on single-sex education (1943).486 

Paradoxically, however, in a period of scarcity of goods, even a uniform 
could become a beauty object with a flavour of exclusivity. Thus, P, one of 
my informants born in 1939, who spent all her younger years in a village in 
Bashkortostan told me that her relatives once sent her the dress of their 
daughter (a school girl in Kazan) and this made P very happy because she 
was the only one in school wearing a proper uniform. 

The functionalism and hygiene of clothing coexisted with the struggle 
against the overly decorative, artificial or simply redundant (and thus, unhy
gienic) clothing of the pre-revolutionary upper classes and the traditional 
non-emancipated femininity. However, the Soviet declarations on gender 
and social equality did not seem to assume an understanding of equality as a 
similarity in clothing or general appearance on an everyday level neither was 
full uniformation proposed. On the contrary, as it was discussed in publica
tions on Stalinist culture,487 in the 1930s the idea of the joyous appearance of 
socialist life started to include sophisticated dress, particularly for leisure 
activities. The new values could be seen as going back to some of the pre-
revolutionary values, behavioural patterns and clothing habits, something 
that is discussed further later (see the subchapter on taste and fashion). 

A further significant development of the discourse of the "natural body" 
occurred only in the late 50s under the influence of both growing interna
tional standards of health care and certain improvements in the standard of 
living among urban populations. During this period caring for one's body 
included not only regular baths, functional clothes, laundry and skin cleaning 
masks, but also nutritional awareness and knowledge of different healthy 
recreational pastimes.488 Zdorov'e from 1955 and onwards became a profes
sional magazine that discussed health problems associated with appearance. 
For example, in an issue from 1958, the readers of Zdorov'e received scien
tific advice about proper correlations between height and weight, signed by 
Professor Marshak.489 In this article the readers were also informed that par
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ticular measurements were necessary in the fight against obesity. Holidays 
and vacations, previously seen mostly as just a break from work which ac
cording to my interviews were frequently spent at home, in the late 1950s 
began to mean "going somewhere" to most city people. Traveling to a sea
side resort in the Crimea or Caucasus is presented by Zdorov'e from 1955 as 
a popular pastime - "it is difficult to find a place under the sun in the Cri
mea."490 

The presentation of such trips as being widely popular contributed to the 
broader distribution of a new attribute; "summer beauty"; a tanned body, in a 
swim suit wearing sun glasses. The tanned body became so popular that in 
1955 Zdorov'e published a comic story poking fun at a woman who is se
verely burned when trying to get herself a tan.491 

Due to the growing levels in the standards of living and the development 
of new medical and cleaning technologies, the idealized naturalness of the 
body and the borders of hygiene both began to erode slowly in the 1950s. In 
1955 Zdorov'e published an article dedicated to plastic surgery, where it was 
presented as a major achievement of Soviet industry. However, the main 
character of the article, suffering from a naturally small chin, was still pre
sented as being ashamed to go to the doctor because she was not ill.492 

Sport and gymnastics 

Sport activity is a complicated social practice where a person is influenced 
by many psychological, social and historical factors and not just by physio
logical systems.493 Development of mass sport culture was a kind of Zeitgeist 
of the beginning of 20th century when growing accessibility as well as the 
professionalisation of sports was taking place. According to Enlightenment 
ideas, physical training was considered to be important for the safeguarding 
of health and was introduced in school curricula for boys in many schools in 
the 19th century. Thus, physical training of the body towards the end of 19th 

and beginning of the 20th century usually perceived the human body as an 
"object of exact calculation"494 and had to serve the aim of achieving an ideal 
norm. Sport and gymnastics, particularly as it acquired a mass character and 
became relevant for girls as well, could be seen as one of the important 
mechanisms of formation of the modern "docile body" as described by Fou
cault.495 
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In Russia in the beginning of 20th century sport and gymnastics were fre
quently addressed as physical culture - activity aimed for physical education 
and health improvement.496 After the revolution of 1917 physical culture 
was perceived as an important part of the school and children's education.497 

The Bolsheviks saw physical exercise first and foremost as way to improve 
the health of the population.498 The Soviet Minister of Health, Nikolai Se-
mashko, started his speech about the need for the development of sports by 
reminding everyone that Russia was known in Europe for its high mortality 
rate amongst other things. The development of sports and gymnastics was 
seen as a way of overcoming backwardness and reaching a new type of 
beauty: "A person developed through physical culture [i.e. sports] is a beau
tiful person in the best sense of the term, because beauty is first of all har
mony, harmonic development of the internal forces of the human being."499 

On the other hand, as shown by Catriona Kelly, mass physical exercise in a 
Soviet context, was seen as a way to reinforce morale and to prepare the 
defenders of the revolution.500 One of the most important features of an exer
cising person was temperance (zakalivanie), which included interconnec
tions between the physical and emotional strength of a person. 

The health of the body had to be "shown" publicly. It supposed that sport 
activity created new normative spaces - a stadium, a sporting ground or a 
swimming pool. In these spaces women were welcomed to wear trousers and 
tights as well as close-fitting shirts. While the presentations of women in 
tight swimming suits501 can be found in a Russian context as early as 1910s, 
the Soviet politics of physical culture is well-known for organising mass 
displays of athletic female bodies, primarily through propaganda posters, 
pictures and films of the 1930s and 40s,502 on a truly grandiose scale. Ac
cording to the American researcher Pat Simpson one can assume that these 
obsessive images played an important role for male voyeuristic visual pleas
ure in a period when depictions of the female body were censored.503 

However, enrolment of the population and women particularly, into sport 
activity, was a relatively slow and age specific process. Natal'ia Lebina and 
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Alexandr Chistikov in their study of a Leningrad's everyday life from the 
1920s, showed that the interest toward sport was not so high.504 The inter
views collected for this thesis confirm a tendency of low involvement in 
sports among women. According to my informants only young women took 
part in mass sport activities, such as parades or various championships and 
usually only during a period of studies. After getting married and having 
children gymnastics or even physical games were rarely present in women's 
everyday life in the 1930s to the early 1950s.505 

Only in the late 1950s did sport activity begin to be included in everyday 
life apart from parades and military sport shows. During this period, doing 
sport became more frequently mentioned in publications as a routine activ
ity. On holiday pictures and advertisement posters women with tents and 
fireplaces in the background were portrayed as skiing and hiking.506 These 
new and genuinely popular participants of physical activities usually did not 
wear proper sports uniforms, and neither did they expose the body, but were 
enjoying themselves through sporting activities. Furthermore, from the late 
1950s gymnastics during work breaks began being mentioned as an impor
tant part of the workplace activity. However, women were often pictured in 
skirts (the more common female clothes) rather than trousers.507 

At this time physical culture and sports were presented even more as hav
ing an important connection with the acquisition of beauty: "Women who 
regularly engage in morning gymnastics are usually remarkable due to good 
posture, a smart appearance, liveliness and lightness. They don't waste away 
as quickly and often look very young for their age."508 However, according 
to my interviewees, even during this period, physical training of the body 
was not seen as an important way to achieve good looks, but was rather de
scribed as a kind of fairly infrequent entertainment activity. 

On the basis of this review of publications that were bringing together 
hygiene, sport and beauty, it is possible to conclude that hygiene of body and 
clothes, body training as well as functionalism of look were seen as an im
portant way of bringing culture and improving the health of the Soviet popu

504 Лебина и Чистиков, Обыватель и реформы, 88. 
505Among my informants only D, a Moscovite working as an engineer, was really involved in 
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clothes or services at the sport centre: "In 1946 we were in the Dynamo stadium, later I even 
saw a film about it. And here is 1947 and all of us just got a uniform. They also gave us good 
food. We got a coupon to go to the bath house, you know, where there are new houses... It 
was a bath coupon, to take a shower every day and such. We took a shower and went to the 
canteen every day. And all of this was, of course, free." 
506Здоровье, 1955, N 7, 29; Работница, 1966, N 1, cover page; Работница, 1952, N 6, 
cover page; Здоровье, 1963, N 8, cover page. 
507 Работница, 1958, N 6, 29-30. Advice on morning exercises see also in Молодой 
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508 "Утренняя гимнастика,'"Работница, 1955, N 2, 31. 



lation including women and were presented as a cultural style of life. Fur
thermore, a woman, particularly in 1950-1960s, was shown as more in need 
of hygiene and training for her beauty and not only for health when com
pared against a man. At the same time, the importance of a healthy life 
should not be overemphasised when contrasted against the discourse of hy
giene for médicalisation of maternity. The publications on healthy appear
ance and functional clothing appeared rather in the context of leisure and 
recreation, spheres less important than work or politics, within the commu
nist order of discourse. 

3.2. Care for appearance: between an everyday routine and the 
beauty qualification 

According to Naomi Wolf, all women who work outside of the home today 
are subject to the politics of beauty, that requires not only an additional 
workload in the form of domestic chores but also needs some form of beauty 
qualification.509 The latter assumes the need to master the techniques of care 
for the body, skin, hair and attire in order to achieve the best appearance. 
High aspirations of looking feminine can also be seen as a part of the "femi
nine mystique" described by Betty Friedan.510 A mystique that was disputed 
by the feminist revolt of the 1960s. At the same time a Soviet woman was 
defined first and foremost as a woman (or gender neutral Soviet Citizen) 
who participated in the building up of the socialist society. How were her 
aspirations of looking feminine presented? How big were social differences 
in these qualifications? What changes in the woman's beauty qualification 
could be followed during the studied period? 

A love of cleanliness and skill with beautification products has histori
cally been considered a valuable qualification for any girl - Russian or 
Bashkir, rich or poor.511 In the traditional village economy it was women 
who had to do the laundry, produce textiles, sew clothes and mend them for 
an entire household. Along with garden work and cooking this was a 
woman's regular occupation according to the traditional gender division of 
labour. However, a woman was supposed to do this not only as the routine 
work of production, care and maintenance of her family's appearance, but 
was also encouraged (and prized for) making a special effort to achieve a 
higher level of skill in the art of beautification.512 For example, starting from 
adolescence, girls were expected to produce a lot of needlework. The mate
rial aspect of producing goods to be used as her dowry was meant to avoid 
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"idleness" as well as achieving beautification skills.513 In spite of the mod
ernisation of everyday life and the increased influence of the beautification 
market on the majority of the female population in Russia in the early 20th 

century, sewing, embroidery, and maintenance and repair of clothing contin
ued to be one of the most important ways in achieving and preserving 
beauty. 

The Bolshevik revolution declared a will to liberate women from "domes
tic slavery". According to the leader of Zhenotdel ("the Communist Party 
department for work among women") Sofia Smidovich, "the road to true 
liberation of woman from domestic slavery" will be "through a transition 
from domestic to collective industry."514 Indeed, household work that was 
considered to be typically female, including excessive and time-consuming 
efforts of cleaning and beautification, was expected to disappear.515 Indeed, 
in one NEP period commercial propaganda for laundry powder, the time 
benefits in the announcement was the primary concern - "under condition 
of correct use [name of powder] helps with your economy of time, work, 
fuel and money."516 

An example of this functional organisation of everyday life is given in a 
Rabotnitsa article from 1934 that presents a former housewife, now a 
shockworker,517 who thanks the Bolshevik party leader Lazar Kaganovich for 
his inspiration to change her life, a typical rhetoric figure of the 1930s news
papers. The woman proudly tells a journalist from Rabotnitsa that now she, 
her husband and adult son, who are also workers in the same factory, eat 
lunch together in the canteen and are taking turns making dinner at home. 
While her old life consisted of just "pottering about in the kitchen" her new 
home life looks very different: "Me and my husband take turns cooking and 
cleaning. And my husband, I respect him even more for this, is not ashamed 
because of the female work he does."518 

At the same time, communal services were not widely available, not even 
for party leaders, including Zhenotdel representatives: "We have few collec
tive laundries and it is still very expensive to do laundry there, and that is 
why a majority of female workers and wives of workers cannot do their 
laundry there."519 Indeed, the development of home facilities were given low 
priority compared with the tasks of industrialisation and communist educa
tion. Analysis of magazines and advice publications shows that unlike West
ern Europe, domestic methods of care for appearance in Russia were not 
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expected to experience many changes whilst waiting for collective facili
ties.520 For example, advice on laundry, published in 1928, required an enor
mous effort and most likely could not be seriously recommended even for a 
full time house wife: "On the day before the laundry it is necessary to mois
ten clothes with warm water, rubbing one side of every piece of clothing 
with soap after spreading them out on a table or in a wash tub, then fold each 
piece of clothing separately and put everything in a wash tub without water. 
The following day [...] you should thoroughly wash the clothes, changing 
the water twice, and then put them in a pot to be boiled. When the clothes 
are boiled, you should take them out, wash again, apply bleach, wring then 
out and let dry."521 At the same time, even in the late 1940s, in spite of the 
officially declared "victory of socialism", Rabotnitsa declares that Soviet 
women would like to have in the future an expanded industrial production of 
such important innovations as a simple wringing mechanism and a little 
more sophisticated ironing board.522 

The logic of "women's liberation", according to which women as well as 
men, should have durable, functional clothes and shoes that needed minimal 
care contributed to interdiscursivity between functionalism and skills. Func
tional approaches to dress would free its wearer from spending time and 
effort on beautification. Mass production of leather jackets, for example, was 
proposed by the Minister of Health, Nikolai Semashko, as "durable, practi
cal, comfortable, beautiful and easy to use during agricultural works con
nected with a fast change of weather."523 Other typical examples of these 
kinds of clothes are working uniforms or a suit jacket (more about the suit 
jacket in subchapter 4). 

As it was mentioned in the previous subchapter, the kul'turnost' cam
paign, continued to require that clothes be washed properly, that dresses 
were neat and skirts at least not torn or, better yet, properly ironed. The 
changes of the early 1930s that were called "the great retreat"524 granted even 
more importance to appearance and neat dress, and partly rehabilitated fe
male ways of achieving beauty like sewing, the use of cosmetics and needle
work. At the same time, according to Catriona Kelly, there were few books 
on housekeeping, maintenance of clothes and appearance published in the 
1920-30s, while the distribution of new social skills in the public sphere (for 
example, to give a public lecture or how to work properly) received much 
more attention.525 It is possible to suppose, if the small amount of publica
tions can be used as an indicator, that, in spite of the fact that some advice on 
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housekeeping and cosmetics could be found, women were not encouraged to 
worry about these matters too much, except for the minimal hygiene content. 

After the war the situation started to change. Women were seen as re
sponsible for cleanliness and clothing while equality in housework was prac
tically forgotten. It was connected to a presentation of defenders of Mother
land as men.526 Women were advised to think about cosiness, expected to 
learn how to sew527 and were seen as the exclusive future users of communal 
laundries. An article dedicated to an experimental automated laundry in 
Kharkiv is addressed only to female readers.528 Rabotnitsa began to give 
more space for tips on stain removal, how to clean coloured dresses and iron 
lace, it also explained how to copy embroidery patterns.529 The expected 
reader of most of these articles and some pamphlets530 evidently was a 
woman, care for appearance continued to be presented as a predominantly 
female home project of secondary importance to the state. In one article from 
Rabotnitsa, the "woman", who was expected to do needle work, was even 
indicated by a definition, traditionally meant for housewife or even a self-
employed woman: rukodel'nitsa, a "craftswoman."531 

In the second half of the 1950s literature about housekeeping and beauti-
fication methods came into big demand, that is stated, for example, in the 
introduction to the book 300 useful tips from 1957: "During the last period 
we experienced a major demand in books on housekeeping."532 The big de
mand for this kind of book could be also suggested by the circulation and 
republications of housekeeping books in late 1950s and the beginning of 
1960s.533 One of the reviewed publications of this kind addressed, neverthe
less, not just women, but a family - Advice to the young family ,534 However, 
in this pamphlet all advice on laundry, unlike those on house and shoe re
pairs, are illustrated by a cartoon of a woman and not a man. 

These books show changing requirements and standards for care about 
"beauty." While communal laundries began to appear on a larger scale in 
some big cities in the 1960s, along with privately owned washing ma
chines,535 - simply clean, ironed and non torn dress and combed hair ceased 
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to be an acceptable criterion for beautiful appearance for women from prac
tically all the social groups except for the very old. In the 1960s women had 
to know not only how to remove stains and mend stockings, but also how to 
choose nylon stockings, make bugle embroideries, knit, colour fabric and 
produce pleated dresses at home.536 They also had to know how to sun bathe 
properly and how to apply face powder. 

One of the most important issues indirectly referred to by publications, 
continued to be the lack of time and money: "What is the secret to being 
nicely dressed on a modest budget?"; "It is important to repair the garment in 
time to avoid more complicated mending later on,"537 "bright application 
substituting labourious hand-made embroidery," "it is not necessary to sew 
collars and decorations every time. You can arrange everything patiently 
with the help of press-buttons."538 Indeed, managing both time and budget 
became another important element of the Soviet woman's beauty qualifica
tion. 

However, most of the fancy clothes, like pleated dresses, look in advice 
books as extremely time consuming.539 The same can be said of cosmetic 
facial masks; cucumber liquid for a facial treatment, for example, took two 
weeks to prepare;540 proper care for lace collars required that they "be left in 
water for 2-4 hours, then washed carefully,"541 as well as for care of fur.542 In 
spite of the fact that all this advice is addressed to women who were em
ployed outside of the home, publications usually insist on a "woman's inter
est" in knowing these tips and recipes as well as implying that knowing them 
is a necessity for every woman.543 

It is easy to suppose that by the end of the 1960s, change of dress styles 
and the slowly increasing production of better quality ready-to-wear clothing 
led to a situation where many home made garments were no longer as com
petitive with the industrially produced clothing in terms of quality and time 
spent on making them. However, the most fashionable and stylish dresses 
were still not available in the shops and accessible only through connections 
or through the black market (fartsovka). This led to two different beauty care 
processes. On the one hand, women had to find a way to make more money 
(which was rather difficult in a planned socialist economy), while on the 
other hand they had to improve their craftsmanship. Thus advice on the use 
of sewing machines544 and how to turn a coat545 continued to be important. 
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Along with shortages and poverty based beauty qualifications, women in 
the 1960s, and particularly young women, had to master new (female) skills 
often similar to those required of "Western" women, including the use of 
make up and wigs.546 These abilities were still not presented in publications 
as important in most of their work places as in American society (as de
scribed by Naomi Wolf),547 but, as interviews show, were definitely impor
tant for women's self-image and social interaction. Taken as a chore, 
women's capacities and skills for beautification constituted an important 
component of the construction of femininity in Soviet Russia during the 
entire studied period. 

4.3. "Good taste", differences and Soviet fashion 

This subchapter is dedicated to discursive practices connected to taste, cul
ture and fashion. Particularly, I am interested in the framework of the taste 
discourse in the broader context of the modernisation of look and 
kul 'turnost ' as well as in the specifics and functions of fashion discourse in 
the 1930-1950s in the "shadow" of taste. 

Fighting backwardness, dealing with differences 

The history of clothing in the 20th century has been described by Diana 
Crane as a process of slow disappearance of the strict class, regional and 
gender based differences in dress.548 Soviet Russia was obviously part of this 
process, though a homogenisation of dress and the erasing of regional, ethnic 
and social boundaries was accelerated enormously both by the revolutionary 
politics of social equality and a strong and direct pressure from the central 
authorities in the regions. This subchapter is dedicated to a closer examina
tion of the effects of these politics. What can be seen as specific in the pres
entation of the Soviet processes for the modernisation of appearance? How 
far were the politics of appearance equality going to be taken? 

The post-revolutionary politics were very intolerant to the appearance of 
an upper class, defined as enemies of the revolution, but were rather indif
ferent to the appearance of the non-bourgeois groups. The beginning of the 
new economic politics made dress norms for ordinary people more flexible 
when a lot of models of bourgeois fashion became accessible again through 
magazines and fashion periodicals.549 Whilst production of textile and clothes 
failed to meet demands,550 it lead to significant social distinctions in appear
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ance of women where class, education, profession, religion and place of 
living played a significant role.551 

It was however the kul 'turnost ' campaign that in the same period became 
a focus for the processes of the modernisation of appearance. According to 
Natal'ia Kozlova, the politics of kul'turnost' could be seen as a Soviet mani
festation of Enlightenment ideals552 when everyday life had to be changed 
according to principles of rationality and science. The "cultured appearance" 
primarily included notions of hygiene, functionalism and physical exercise 
(that later started to form a separate Soviet discourses on appearance and has 
been analysed in the previous section). However, the homogenisation of 
appearance dealt with one further aspect of kul 'turnost \ the colonial aspect 
of Soviet politics on appearance, which will be examined here. 

"The understanding of beauty is far from being the same in different na
tions and different social groups,"553 stated the brochure The art of clothing, 
written in 1927 by the Soviet Minister of Health, Nikolai Semashko. This 
did not mean that highly differing beauty norms would be tolerated within 
the rationally organized Soviet state. To cultivate a cultured appearance was 
seen as an important aim of киГturnost' politics. While a working class ap
pearance from time to time could be criticised for being rather squalid, the 
rural demeanour was seen as far more backward.554 

The absence of any positive connotations in verbal or visual presentations 
of the peasant appearance in Rabotnitsa, Ogonyok, Zhenskii zhurnal and the 
posters from the late 1920s to early 1930s is remarkable, particularly if com
pared with the cheery presentations of peasant women in styled ethnic 
dresses in pre-Revolutionary magazines and commercials.555 The obvious 
intent with this omission was to displace peasant dress from the realm of 
beauty to give space to the new, progressive and functional clothes of 
revolutionary ideology. In spite of this, peasant women in kerchiefs 
continued to appear on pages of women's magazines from time to time when 
"reality" of the everyday look had to be presented. It is particularly 
interesting that even in the magazine Krest'ianka ("Peasant woman") that 
was intended for peasants, a woman with skis and a beret features on the 
cover picture to symbolise the changing countryside lifestyle.556 

However, most peasant women obviously did not get rid of their tradi
tional clothes as soon as the first revolutionary legislation policies were in
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troduced. Depictions of Russian peasant women that were highlighted by 
wearing big kerchiefs and long dresses could be found in a large number in 
posters and publications aimed to provoke change, where the images were 
meant to symbolise stagnation and indicate the object of reform.557 The pres
entation of peasant women in these kinds of educational publications was 
very schematic: the peasant woman had to be easily identified as both peas
ant and backward by the kerchief on their head, tied tight below her chin 
and in long brightly coloured dress.558 All the attributes of this presentation 
were defined as being outside of the norm of culture and beauty for a long 
time, while the expression "rural dress" became clearly negative for a 
woman's status. 

Collectivisation brought several changes to the presentation of peasant 
dress. The declaration of the victory of kolkhozes, that could also be inter
preted as a victory of kul'turnost' in the countryside, partly rehabilitated the 
peasant style and lead to the production of Soviet folk films (for example, 
"Rich bride" from 1937) and fine art depicting the happy life in an ideologi
cally reformed countryside. At the same time the destruction of peasant life 
through expropriations, exile and famine led to a massive forced migration, 
particularly of the youth, to the cities. The hardships of their adjustment to 
the new Soviet urban culture have been thoroughly studied by Natal'ia 
Kozlova who based her analysis on the memories and diaries of the average 
countryside-to-city migrants. As evident in many personal documents pub
lished by Kozlova,559 the proper choice of style that would correspond to the 
Soviet understanding of culture and progress was crucial not only to the ad
justment and success of new migrants, but in several cases for their survival 
as well. 

Up until now, writing about the countryside in this subchapter, I have 
been referring mostly to Russian peasants. However, the kul'turnost' dis
course was to a high degree addressed to the non-Russian populations of the 
former Russian empire. Echoing the colonial discourse of the civilising mis
sion of the Russian monarchy,560 the Soviet kul 'turnost ' discourse paid spe
cial attention to bringing culture to people considered to be "backward," 
(otstaliye) among other peoples of Central Asia, the Caucasus, northern Rus
sia and the Far East and the Muslim populations of Central Russia (Bashkirs 
and Tatars). The work among the women of these people was coordinated by 
a specifically created institution (founded in 1926) that actually included 
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"backwardness" in its title - the Commission for Improving the Work and 
Everyday Life of Women of Culturally Backward People.561 The change of 
old-fashioned customs of women's clothing was one of the important aims 
of kul'turnost' that was supposed to fight the use of veils, headscarves and 
complicated, impractical and non-hygienic ethnic dress.562 The "backward" 
habits of dress were supposed to be changed as a part of the campaign for 
women's liberation and had to be developed together with the growth of 
women's increased participation in social life, including education and po
litical activism, as well as with fierce anti-religious campaigns. As one re
searcher concludes, "The conversion of the baba (uncultured peasant 
woman) to a civic subject constituted a revolution of unique social dimen
sions." 563 

In spite of these positive aims, non-Russian women and Russian peasants 
were shown merely as objects of the policies of cultural transformation in 
the films from the 1920-30s,564 while women from the central cities (their not 
being inhabitants of the former Russian colonies could be implied) fre
quently took the lead in new developments. This characterisation can be seen 
clearly in the film Odna ("Alone") from 1931. The film tells the story of a 
city woman who is sent to work as a schoolteacher in a village in the Altai 
Mountains.565 The appearance of the lead character changes dramatically 
during the course of the film. In the first part of the film the heroine wears a 
clean, white dress, has curly hair and is shown enjoying all the achievements 
of Soviet civilisation like running water in her home and using the new pub
lic transportation systems whilst outside, as well as the ability to choose 
from a large array of stores in the city, while the second part shows the hero
ine in darker dress, kerchief on her shoulders, with poor, illiterate Altaians 
dressed in torn clothes in the background. 

This late avant-garde film, from my point of view, could be seen as a rep
resentation of the colonial dimension of sovietisation/culturalisation of eve
ryday life. The depiction of Tatar and Bashkir women frequently followed 
this opposition. The campaign of propagating Soviet culture ignoring all 
elements of tradition and voluntary association which could be seen as signs 
of a high level of cultural sophistication for these societies. As examples 
consider post-birth hygiene in Bashkir and Tatar families, the growing net
works of education for girls as part of the jadidist movement and Tatar lan
guage magazines dedicated to women's education and women's rights, like 

561 Комиссия по улучшению труда и быта женщин культурно-отсталых народностей -
GARF, Р-6983. 
562 GARF, Р-6983, reg. 1, file 64, p. 29; Engel, Women in Russia, 199-201. About impor
tance of sewing courses for overcoming "backwardness" of non-Russian women in North 
Caucasus see - Труженица Северного Кавказа, 1927, N 2, 14-15. 
563 Choi Chatterjee, "Soviet Heroines and the Language of Modernity, 1930-39", in Women in 
the Stalin Era, ed. Melanie Ilic (New York: Palgrave, 2001), 63. 
564 See, for example, (film) "Колыбельная" (1934, реж. Дзига Вертов). 
565 (film) "Одна" (Союзкино, 1931, реж. Григорий Козинцев и Леонид Трауберг). 



Syuyumbike (1913-1918).566 Subsequently, Soviet publications on Tatar and 
Bashkir women from 1920-1930s schematically presented Bashkir and Tatar 
women as backward people in national dress with covered hair,567 with no 
rights within their families or opportunity for education. 

Thus, the main aim of these presentations could be seen as creating one 
more argument for forcing (the proper) culture on both non-Russian and 
Russian women. Indeed, the positioning of this collective "other" contrib
uted to the destruction of local social and political organisations that were 
strong on the eve of the revolution and had created an image of the Russian 
centre as the symbol of progress.568 

The borders of normativity were particularly strong for those who were 
young and attempting social mobility. For example, the fashion pages of a 
1930s issue of the Tatar language magazine Azat Khatyn ("Liberated 
woman") featured urban dress designs that were very similar to those that 
published in Rabotnitsa.569 Meanwhile, ethnic differences in style, unaccept
able for the active builders of the socialist future, were reserved for ideologi
cally less important groups in 1930-50s, namely older people and women 
from the countryside. 

After the war, colourful ethnic countryside dresses were required to prove 
the presence of the ethnic minorities in important state events. For example, 
the newspaper Krasnala Bashkiria ("Red Bashkiria") dedicated to the elec
tions of 1947, tried to demonstrate a broad participation in the elections of 
the autonomous Bashkir population by showing an old woman and a young 
kolkhoz worker in head scarves.570 

The 1950s experienced a certain revival of "ethnitisation of appearance" 
that was influenced by both a tendency towards international fashion and a 
certain liberalisation of the country after the beginning of post-Stalinism 
reforms. Thus, fashion publications from Azat Khatyn and Bashkir language 
women's magazine, Bashkortostan Kyzy (which started to be published in 
1968) show a hybridity of styles. In Azat Khatyn, from 1958, it is common 
for fashion pages to show together with "urban dresses", models showing 
"Tatarness" through dresses with frills and a headscarf.571 However, this 

566 Azade Ayse Rorlich, "Intersecting Discourses in the Press of the Muslims of Crimea, 
Middle Volga and the Caucasus: The Woman's Question and the Nation," in Gender and 
identity construction: Women of Central Asia, the Caucasus and Turkey, eds. Ferede Acar and 
Ayse Gunes-Ayata (Leiden- Boston-Koeln: Brill, 2000), 143-162. 
56 И.А. Стина, Башкирка (Москва: Отдел охраны материнства и младенчества, 1928), 
see also pictures 22-25. 
568 Some photographs from private collections shown during the interview demonstrated that 
older, less educated Russian, Bashkiri and Tatar women wearing kerchiefs, look similarly 
rather than differently. See pictures 30-31. 
569 Azat Xatyn, 1936, N 24, fashion page; AzatXatyn, 1936, N 12, fashion page. 
570 Красная Башкирия, Уфа, 1947, 26 January, 3; Красная Башкирия, 1947, 2 February, 1. 
See figure 32 in the end of the book. 
571 Азат Хатын, 1958, N 2, 24; Азат Хатын, 1958, N 1; 25. See figure 34 in the end of the 
book. 



decorative "Tatarness" appears now as rather masquerade costume and not 
everyday dress. The fashion page from one of the first issues of Bashkor
tostan Kyzy that corresponded to a period of hegemony of fashion for mini 
dress is even more spectaculars: "Bashkir" elements like ornamentation and 
the headscarf look rather "imposed" on a well-known form of the short tight 
dress.572 

Cultivating taste 

According to the feminist researchers Caroline Evans and Minna Thornton 
the orthodoxy of high fashion rests on a particular notion of "good taste, 
naturalness and wholesomeness" that corresponds to "conventional beauty, 
slenderness and flawless skin."573 However, in many "Western" countries 
this understanding of good taste has been questioned in 1960s by the femi
nist movement as well as by youth subcultures."574 

The following section examines how taste was presented in Soviet advice 
publications and what changes did normative taste experience during the 
studied period. How flexible were the borders of taste? When did the differ
ences become important? 

Taste and fashion are closely connected to choice and individual con
sumption. Thus, due to the ruined economy and Bolshevik preoccupations 
with broader social issues the problem of taste was hardly mentioned in offi
cial publications and can be found mostly in the so called "artistic" field.575 

In the late 1920s aesthetic problems of appearance began to be noticed and 
several works about the "art of clothing" were published.576 During the 1930s 
and 40s the focus on aesthetics was lessened and can occurs mostly in pro
fessional periodicals rather than those intended for wider audiences. The 
magazine Shveinaia promyshlennost ("The sewing industry," a publication 
of the Ministry of Light Industry) when reviewing a clothing exhibition in 
Moscow in 1934 wrote: "A consumer is not satisfied only by a durable gar
ment. The consumer wants that which is 'nice, practical and comfortable' 
and expects that it should be 'original', not just a bad copy of a picture taken 
in Paris."577 

One of the important points in the presentation of the aesthetics, as it is 
possible to see from an analysis of the rhetorics, discussed in the majority of 
mass publications was the non-aesthetic appearance of shabbily dressed peo-

572 Башкортостан кызы, 1968, N 3, 24. See figure 36 in the end of the book. 
573 Caroline Evans and Minna Thornton, Women and Fashion (London-New York: Quartet 
books, 1989), 20. 
574 Evans and Thornton, Women and Fashion, 18. 
575 See Дашкова, "Визуальные репрезентации." 
576 (журнал )Искусство одеваться, 1928, N 1; H.A. Семашко, Искусство одеваться 
(Москва-Ленинград, 1927). 
577 Швейная промышленность, 1934, N 6, 17. 



ple.578 As expected, publications show certain gender differences in this 
primitive aesthetic canon: "we taught women to be more well-kept than 
men."579 

The kul'turnost' campaign in the 1930s kept paying more attention to 
functional clothing than to the aesthetics of dress, but taste was gradually 
included in the kul'turnost' norm (starting from the new managerial class 
who had the highest position in the new hierarchy of the "cultured people") 
and extended to a certain degree to the average city dweller, according to 
Sheila Fitzpatrick. As pointed out in chapter three, in her research of every
day life in Soviet Russia in the 1930s Fitzpatrick insists on the need to "dis
tinguish several levels of the culture that people throughout the Soviet Union 
were busy mastering." Indeed, on the elite level - "what had once been 
called 'bourgeois' or 'petty-bourgeois' culture,"580 one of the most important 
abilities was to be able to match clothing with figure, face and its different 
parts. It was mentioned in many publications.581 The features characterising 
"cultured people", also supposed aspiration to one's own well-made, and 
clean, feminine clothes finished with high-heeled shoes.582 From the mid-
19308 the presentation of women who obviously cared about their appear
ance could be found in the pages of Soviet magazines.583 The photographs of 
the time show that in the inter-war years students were expected to prove 
their high cultural level through appearance. Men had to wear a tie, women a 
proper feminine dress (as is shown in pictures of student groups taken in 
Saratov and Smolensk) while Soviet commercials highlighted expensive 
consumer goods.584 

As it was said, according to Jukka Gronow, the new Soviet-born 
kul 'turnost \ was reminiscent of the older conservative forms of appearance 
of the nouveau riche.585 Beauty and cosiness after 1934 began to represent a 
way of life experienced by rich people at sometime in the middle of nine
teenth century Europe, or rather, "the life that the Bolsheviks thought the 

578 "Своевременно ли рабочему и работнице подумать об искусстве 
одеваться?"Искусство одеваться, 1928, 1, 6; Татьяна Тэсс, "Об искусстве одеваться," 
Журнал мод, 1946, N 2, 2-3; Работница, 1955, N 2, 29. 
57 H.A. Семашко, Искусство одеваться, 16-17. 
580 Fitzpatrick, Everyday Stalinism, 79-80. 
581 See, for example, Семашко, Искусство одеваться, 21; Модели сезона, 1939, N 3, 1. 
582 See fashion models - Женский журнал, 1927, N4, 25; Модели сезона, 1939, N 3, 40; 
Модели сезона, 1939, N 3, 19. 
583 See, for example, Работница, 1934, N 14-15, 14; Работница, 1937, N 9, 10-11; Модели 
сезона, 1939, N 2, 19. 
584 (posters) "В магазинах союзмехторга имеются в большом выборе беличьи манто" 
(А. Колтунович, Л. Золоторавский, 1937), 
http://www.davno.ru/posters/collections/ads/poster-l l.html, last accessed 2006.08.18.; "За 
счастливую юность голосует советская молодежь" (Б.В. Иогансон, 1946), 
http://www.davno.ru/posters/1946/poster-1946d.html. 
585 Jukka Gronow, The Sociology of Taste (London and New York: Routledge, 1997), 48. 
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rich had lived."586 My informant from Saratov, J (born 1924) related a story 
about a fox collar which she wore in her portrait from the 1950s. Coming 
from a village in the Saratov region and being one of thirteen children in a 
peasant family she had a hard life growing up. The fox collar that she bought 
from her work colleague (another accountant) was paid in several instal
ments and was presented as a kind of symbol of the high standard of living 
she could reach by that time. 

In spite of the aesthetic overtones, as it is possible to see from the selec
tion of vocabulary in the chapter two that bad taste continued to be associ
ated with deviant value systems rather than to bad aesthetic education during 
this period. The most frequent concept, used to define bad taste in 1940-
1950s, was the concept of "philistinism." However, even if philistinism is 
frequently mentioned as being negative, it was difficult to me to find its clear 
definition: the normative border between "philistines" and the ideologically 
acceptable changed from one publication to another. Thus, Lev Kassil wel
comed girls' education in needlecraft, but warned against too much interest 
in being "cultured"587 in the denominative sense.588 Another author, S. 
Bardin, warned rather against vanity in place of development of modesty and 
working qualities. According to him, an overly "capricious" appearance is 
deliberate and intended to hide an "alien moral."589 

My informants expressed very different opinions about anti-philistinism. 
Some of them found it strange and irrelevant to them, while for others anti-
philistine normativity turned out to be very important.590 It is obvious, how
ever, that when a young female student was accused of possessing a "philis-
tine trait" this was not just an accusation of communist heterodoxy, but also, 
and probably to a larger extent, an accusation of sexual deviancy. This ac-
cusasion was made using interdiscursivity of modesty and taste discourses. 

In the late 1950s the definitions of good taste based on an opposition of 
what was considered philistine bourgeois became insufficient due to the 

586 Gronow, The Sociology of Taste, 51, 55. 
587 In Russian "кулыпурненъкий ". 
588 Лев Кассиль,Дело вкуса (Москва: Искусство, 1964), 83-88. 
589 С.М. Бардин, Поговорим о скромности (Москва: Советская Россия, 1959), 51-53. 
590 In a conversation with G from Ufa anti-philistine normativity appeared to be important: 
[G] - If somebody had something special, that person would be considered petty bourgeois. 
[YG ] - What do you mean by "had something special?" [G] -In appearance [...] If, for exam
ple, we did not use make up, but somebody else did we would have a big discussion. Those 
were the views we had. Something "urebellious" in appearance, that's what I think it was." 
Similar episodes in the fight against the petty bourgeois and philistinism are possible to find 
in several other interviews, mostly referring to student life in the 1950s. A from Ufa told me 
that she never wore earrings, because it was considered to be a philistine trait, F, a student in 
Tashkent, recalled that a short skirt, low neck and colourful clothes could be reason enough 
for a discussion about the people who wore them at a Komsomol meeting. My informant 
excluded herself from "them". Atr the same time, in other regions, age groups and work 
places the understanding of "philistine" could be different. L from Saratov who worked as a 
nurse in a children's hospital in the 1940-50s said that she and her colleagues were inspired to 
wear earrings by a female hospital manager. 



wider scope of choices and a more rapid change in fashion. Not just the fox 
collar, but also new types of textile and styled ready-to-wear clothes began 
to be important for appearance. Examination of printed material shows that 
the individual choice of clothing appears to be important in the late 1950s 
and the many more tips on what to wear in certain occasions were pub
lished.591 

Good taste began to be defined as both more theoretical and more de
tailed. For example, Zhurnal mod, 1952 in the article "How to choose dress 
design?" stated: "To choose a dress or a suit that matches you, you should 
pay attention to the benefits and shortcomings of your figure."592 The rest of 
the article is dedicated to detailed recommendations about choosing individ
ual style of dress depending on individual features. However, "individual" in 
this case was frequently interpreted rather through categories based upon 
"age", "health" and "race". For example, the article listed all the colours of 
clothes that from an aesthetic point of view were seen as suitable for a 
women with blond or dark hair (here brown and some nuances of blue were 
presented as improper for dark haired women593), that fat women should 
avoid making dresses from textile with a large patterns and that pink and 
blue were suitable only for very young women. The presentation was ac
companied by pictures showing the kinds of clothes that were unsuitable for 
women with narrow shoulders and small bosom and those suitable for 
women with short legs and broad hips.594 

Later pamphlets, books and periodicals which were printed in thousands 
of copies and were republished or partly reprinted in widely circulated 
magazines like Rabotnitsa, distribute ideals of individual choice and aes
thetic taste. They stressed that the natural composition of face and figure 
should be respected.595 The problem of taste was raised, for example, in the 
mentioned article by Lev Kassil called A girl with taste. Justifying the 
importance of fashion, Kassil showed himself as being very preoccupied by 
aesthetic style and stressed that clothing has to coincide with the "natural 
characteristics": "And the most important issue is that every woman should 
first of all choose the style and tone of the dress matching her appearance 
and corresponding to her natural features."596 Here are other examples: 
"Woman should pay attention to her appearance and have hair that matches 
her face. While choosing a hairstyle it is necessary to pay attention to the 
features of the face, hair colour and shape of the neck."597 

591 Книга полезных советов; 300 полезных советов. 
592 H. Голикова, "Как выбрать себе фасон платья, " Журнал мод, N 1, 1954, 40. 
593 It is easy to suppose that the "ideal model" for dress designers was a Slavic woman. How 
otherwise would mostly dark haired Bashkir women be dressed? 
594 Голикова, "Как выбрать." See figure 46 in the end of the book. 
595 А. Бланк, "Ваше новое платье," Работница, 1957, N 5, 24-25; Кассиль, Дело вкуса, 
34-92; Работница, 1966, N 3, 15-16; Работница, 1966, N 6, 30. 
596 Лев Кассиль, "Девушка со вкусом, " Работница, 1958, N 4, 27. 
597 Работница, 1955, N 3, 32. 



When the shape of the body or some parts of it did not correspond to 
beauty standards, the deviant parts had to be concealed. For example, a 
woman with a large midsection should not wear tight clothes. Because of 
this Rabotnitsa models are accompanied by notes pointing out the limitations 
in the use of certain types of garments, for example, that some designs are 
not suitable for "plump" or "plump and not high" women.598 The changes in 
body that appeared during pregnancy were also considered detrimental to 
beauty and thus, needed to be hidden by loose-fitting clothes. 

Sometimes advice about following one's natural appearance was justified 
by importing international advice from other socialist countries or from 
Western communist publications. Thus, the book 300 useful tips has a refer
ence to the French communist magazine Vie Ouvrier. "First of all it is ad
vised to remember the specifics of your figure. Proper selection of the shape 
and textile of a dress render defects in your figure less visible."599 

The aesthetic normativity reduced gender to the physical body, claiming 
that a normal female body must have a feminine look. Kassil, for example, 
insists: "The question of femininity in behaviour and dress is not a secondary 
issue. Not everything suitable for a young man is suitable for a young 
girl!"600 This ideal type of femininity presented woman as slender with a 
visible waist, moderately slim with graceful shoulders and proportionally 
long legs. Woman's dress should stress her grace, softness of lines and 
movements."601 Furthermore, The book of useful advice claimed "plump 
women should avoid designs that divide the silhouette in the middle" while 
"overly slim women should not use wide belts or make a bodice with gar
ters."602 

It is well known that the beginning of the post-Stalinist reforms made 
fashion, aesthetics and appearance the subjects of experimentation with new 
styles, textiles and garments, particularly by young people.603 At that time 
designs on the back cover of Rabotnitsa or in separate issues, could not 
compete with the new sources for inspiration, such as fashion magazines 
from the controlled and sovieticised, but still distinct, Baltic and Eastern 
European fashion or even with actual foreign clothing, bought from foreign 
students or tourists or on trips abroad. Interviews show that the new fashion 
and hair styles signified change and gave much more possibility for expres

598 Бланк, "Ваше," 24-25; E. Семенова, "Последите за собой , пожалуйста!" Работница, 
1964, N5, 31. 
599 300 полезных советов, 70. 
600 In Russian - "добрый молодец и красная девица" that evokes traditional fairytale im
ages. 
601 Кассиль, "Девушка со вкусом, " 27. 
602 Книга полезных советов, 231. 
603 See, for example, Петр Вайль и Александр Генис, 60-е: мир советского человека 
(Москва: Новое литературное обозрение, 1996); Валентин Тихоненко, "Тарзан в своем 
отечестве," Пчела, С-Петербург, N 11, 1991, 21-25. 



sion of individual taste than could be expected of the existing hegemonic 
discourse on naturalness (see chapter 7, subchapters 1 and 5). 

Young people's experimentation began to break down the hegemony of 
the dominant discourse, and this led to slow modifications and, simultane
ously, a growth of the amount of publications tackling the topic of "aesthet
ics." The book Who you should be from 1962 deals with the need "to de
velop an aesthetical feeling" for the young generation and is urging the 
reader (a middle-aged educator) to ask the questions: "Do we teach young 
people to understand aesthetics? Are we able to shape taste, the real under
standing of beauty?"604 At this time aesthetic advice for young people began 
to be seen as especially important. In the beginning of the 1960s special sec
tions about taste called Please, be careful! and Podruzhka ("Female friend") 
appeared in Rabotnitsa. The authors of these publications used the terms 
"beautiful" and "not beautiful" as normalising categories in an attempt to 
manipulate the consumption, behaviour and sexuality of young people 
through aesthetic arguments.605 

The norms of acceptance of differing body shapes were more tolerant at 
this time. For example, freckles should not be concealed any more and could 
even make the face look more original, but the need to correspond to natu
ralness continued to be stressed very strongly: "penciling the eyes of your 
nice Slavic face is as absurd as putting on some alien mask."606 

The attempt to modernise the aesthetic discourse could at best be fol
lowed by considering How to behave first published in Estonian (1965) and 
later translated into Russian. Along with traditional insistence on modesty of 
appearance and behaviour and respect for naturalness, the book, based 
largely on the legacy of "Western" middle class culture, brought completely 
new aspects to the problems of taste and choice. Firstly, it not only approved 
of the use of makeup, stating, "proper use of make up in these days shows a 
person's level of education and culture,"607 but gave explicit explanations on 
eye-brow pencil and lipstick application.608 Secondly, the book stressed the 
importance of appearance not only to those spectators with "aesthetic feel
ings," but also to the person's own feelings, insisting that "When a woman 
looks good, she feels more self-confident."609 Thirdly, it confidently ap
proved a particular style of clothes for youth, including bright colours and 
trousers for women. On the other hand, uncritical inclusion of middle class 
gender-specific notions of beauty and behaviour (coincidentally at the same 
time when these were fiercely criticised in Western Europe and North Amer

604 Ф. Кузнецов, Каким быть. Литература и нравственное воспитание личности 
(Москва: Советский писатель, 1962), 190-191. 
605 Работница, 1964, N 4, 29; Работница, 1966, N 6 , 30. 
606 Работница, 1966, N 3, 18. 
607 Ийна Аасамаа, Как себя вести, 221. 
608 Ийна Аасамаа, Как себя вести, 202, 219. 
609 Ийна Аасамаа, Как себя вести, 220. 



ica - see beginning of this section) led to a reinforcement of ideas of a simi
lar nature. 

Soviet fashion between consumption, individuality and shortages 

The relations between fashion and social life have been a concern for histo
rians and social scientists for a long time. Some researchers, like Elizabeth 
Wilson, stress that "fashion is one among many forms of aesthetic creativity 
which make possible the exploration of alternatives."610 This view is also 
shared by Diana Crane who takes into account the historical development of 
fashion and comes to the conclusion that in the 20th century "fashion" has 
meant that "women are confronted with very different conceptions of fe
male identity."611 She also believes that contemporary fashion differs from 
previous periods of development of fashion when fashion represented hege
monic femininity. On one hand, according to one of the first fashion soci
ologists, Georg Simmel, contemporary fashion was "an outlet that satisfied 
women's desires for prominence that was unavailable to them in other 
fields."612 On the other, the discriminative character of fashion was brought 
up by many feminist writers of the 1960-70s. According to Caroline Evans 
and Minna Thornton, "fashion is a discourse that endlessly defines and rede
fines femininity."613 Recently, feminist theoreticians Susan Bordo and Sandra 
Lee Bartky again suggested that fashion rather normalises, than shape indi
viduality.614 

As mentioned previously, the post-revolution Bolshevik ideas of fashion 
were rather negative. However, "universal" fashion continued to influence 
the everyday social life of the city populations in the 1920s during a period 
of the reasonably functioning market economy. There were several fashion 
magazines and up to the end of 1920s French designs were published in 
magazines like Zhenskii zhurnal.615 

Parallel to these commercial publications, the art of clothing was included 
in kuVturnost ' politics. Thus, the head of the Soviet Ministry of Education, 
wrote an article in the first issue of Iskusstvo odevat'sia where he stated: 
"But those proletarians and our citizens in general who barely have a suffi
cient income and who just may care about raising the level of their everyday 
life's external culture should be well-dressed, as properly as their aesthetic 
feeling allows them."616 However, the word "fashion" in contrast to "taste" 
never occupied a central place in the kuVturnost ' discourse of the 1920-40s. 

610 Wilson, Adorned in Dreams, 245. 
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616 Анатолий Луначарский, "Своевременно ли подумать рабочему об искусстве 
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One possible explanation may be found in the etymology of the word itself. 
Unlike English, in Russian the word "fashion" (moda) has clear connotations 
of foreignness and change that were frequently used in advice literature even 
much later when the importance of fashion was rehabilitated for public dis
course: "Fashion is extremely capricious, uncertain and changeable."617 

Combined with its bourgeois flavour, fashion was not rarely presented as 
merely "anti-aesthetic" and indifferent to individuality of appearance; the 
same style does not suit everybody/body of everyone.618 That is why advice 
literature frequently experimented with the differences between fashion and 
beauty: beauty includes body shape, face and hair, whilst fashion is about 
style. 

However, the ideologues of Soviet consumption in the 1930s could not 
avoid the tradition of including fashion in the consumption characteristics of 
production. Fashion shows were organised in Moscow in 1930s in a State 
Fashion Atelier619 and the number of special albums and collections for sale 
was relatively large. For example, in an issue of Rabotnitsa y krest'ianka 
from 1939 half of the last page is occupied by the titles of the fashion maga
zines: "Fashion by post," "Designs of the season," "Leningrad house of de
sign," "Album of fur designs," "Dress patterns," "Album of shoe models."620 

Comments from various publications also give the impression that abiding to 
fashion was still considered to be an important part of everyday life for city 
women. Ogonyok, for example, in an article about plastic manufacturing said 
that every "woman of fashion" would be happy looking at plastic buttons.621 

However, the most common products of Soviet light industry were not ad
vertised as fashionable, but mostly as just nice, pretty and suitable.622 

In spite of all the new publications focusing on the new designs in the 
1930s, fashion occupied a secondary position in major women's magazines 
like Rabotnitsa and Rabotnitsa y krest'ianka. Rabotnitsa published a few 
models on the back cover that were of very bad printing quality. The fact 

617 Кассиль, "Девушка со вкусом," 27. 
618 С. Темерин, "Национальные традиции и современный костюм, " Журнал мод, 1954, 
2, 1; Лев Кассиль, Дело вкуса (Москва: Искусство, 1964), 72. The part of the last pam
phlet dedicated to difference between "taste" and "fashion" was mainly selected for republi
cation in Rabotnitsa - Лев Кассиль, "Девушка со вкусом," 27. 
619 Jukka Gronow, Caviar with Champagne — Common Luxury and the Ideals of the Good 
Life in Stalin's Russia (Oxford and New York: Berg, 2004), 94-96; Лебина и Чистиков, 
Обыватель и реформы, 204. The fashion show is vividly presented in a film "Girl with a 
character" - "Девушка с характером" (Мосфильм, 1939, реж. К. Юдин). 
620 Работница и крестьянка, 1939, N 3, last page. 
621 С. Колдунов, "Вещь и ее идея," Огонек, 1939, N 4, 18-19. 
622 Thus, it is possible to say that, the Soviet attitude to fashion in this period of time was 
rather different, compared not only with Western democratic countries, but, also with the 
Germany during the Nazi period. According to Irene Guenter, the idea of competing with the 
Parisian fashion industry led to the creation of a domestic and alternative fashion industry in 
Germany. The attempts to create Soviet fashion, different from international tradition, never 
went so far. - Irene Guenter, The Nazi Chic: Fashioning Women in the Third Reich (Oxford-
New York: Berg, 2004), 143-150. 



that Rabotnitsa in 1938 published a letter from a housewife from Voronezh, 
a regular and avid reader, says a lot about the importance of the fashion pub
lications and their place in the culture.623 She asked not only for more mate
rial about the party leaders and the fight against capitalism, but also in
formed the readers that she herself sewed and thus contributed to the family 
budget and would like to see more colourful pages dedicated to needle work 
and fashion in the magazine. 

However, other articles in Rabotnitsa dedicated to everyday life problems 
imply that fashionable clothing was not a mass phenomenon. Not because of 
the party line, but, due to a larger extent, to the multiple problems of the 
everyday economic situation of Soviet city dwellers. For example, an article 
from Rabotnitsa dedicated to a presentation of the supposedly joyous life of 
shock workers,624 emphasised that a life without hunger was an important 
achievement. The article mentioned the worker's interest in culture and aspi
rations to study, and stated that shock workers spend about a third of their 
salary on clothes. In spite of the evaluation of the life of these workers as a 
kind of dream life - "they have all their needs fulfilled" - from the published 
budget calculation it is possible to conclude that even for a shock worker it 
was difficult to buy good fashionable clothes. One of the workers, comrade 
Simakov, had three adults and one child in his family and 750 roubles per 
month family income and bought himself a suit for 130 roubles.625 Simple 
calculations show that buying suits for all members of the family would cost 
them more than half of the income and makes us assume that the suit had to 
be worn for a long period of time independent of any changes in fashion. 

Furthermore, films about socialist prosperity follow similar ideas: nice, 
fashionable clothes represented the socialist future and thus could be worn 
only by the most deserving. The heroine of the film "Girl with a character" is 
presented as a young worker who fights for quality of production and seems 
not to think at all about beauty or fashion. But when she comes to Moscow 
and starts working as a shop clerk, she meets a consumer wearing expensive 
and fashionable clothes, a deserving man, probably a Stakhanovite, who 
buys a fur coat for his wife. My interviews also show that in the 1930s and 
40s, when most of the clothes were produced at home by women, special 
publications on fashion (like the above mentioned albums of designs or, after 
1945, Zhurnal mod) were mainly used by professional tailors and thus, could 
only be used by those who were relatively well off. 

Thus, fashion in the 1930-1940s, unlike abortion, was never fully banned, 
but was subject to organised attempts to be rendered "non-interesting" from 
the view point of the social communication. At the same time, in the "West" 

623 В.В.Рожкова, "Какую помощь оказывает журнал/' Работница, 1938, N 3, 17. 
624 The "shock worker" was a highly performing worker in rethoric of 1930s. 
625 Мария Юрина "Политдень в семье рабочих иа заводе имени Кагановича, Москва," 
Работница, 1934, N 3, 10. 



and particularly in England and the United States it was continuously taking 
on a popular character thanks to increasing production of ready-to-wear 
clothes that had been industrially manufactured since the end of the 19th 
century.626 But in spite of the very limited access to international fashion, and 
in a period up until the 60s when styles originating from Paris dominated the 
world arbitours of style and taste,627 on the basis of analysis of visual materi
als, it is possible to say that fashion in the Soviet Union followed "Western" 
patterns. Even in the years when the country experienced the highest degree 
of isolation, in the 1920-3Os, the dresses of Soviet city women became 
shorter and start having softer lines and short haircuts became typical as in 
the "West." This style spread through film images like in Girl with a charac
ter as well as m Alone and Mashenka,628 

The post-war era brought various new aspects to the issues of design and 
taste. The Soviet soldiers not only fought a war but also occupied East Euro
pean and German cities, and ironically enough for the majority of them, it 
was the first possibility to visit foreign countries and to get some impres
sions about foreign customs and cultural norms. The beauty accessories, 
including clothes, shoes and cosmetics were seen as very attractive. Thou
sands of soldiers and officers looted occupied cities and sent clothing, jewel
lery and cosmetics back to Russia. During several years looted cloth and 
other objects (trofeinye) became things of value, prestige, barter and inspira
tion. Some of these trophies, according to my Moscow informant D whose 
father brought a lot of them for his wife and daughter, were made from new 
synthetic materials and needed special care or maintenance, while others, 
also unusual garments, were used for purposes they weren't intended for. 
According to another informant, U from Ufa, the German booty magazines 
with patterns were used for sewing well into the 60s. 

Furthermore, fashion received more attention from the central govern
ment. The new well-illustrated Zhurnal mod began to be published in 1945. 
It attempted to claim an independent Soviet fashion "for people": "The spirit 
and character of bourgeois fashion that was disfiguring and continues to 
disfigure human beings is alien to us. We always have and will continue to 
fight unreasonable excesses, cheap chic and gaudy clothing that are so fre
quent in bourgeois fashion."629 The main functions of Soviet fashion had a 
dual approach - to study popular aesthetics and to propagate them. These 
declarations were accompanied by quality pictures presenting blouses, 
suites, hats and even evening dresses in a style remaining "new look."630 

Zhurnal mod and later Rabotnitsa also began to present fashion collections 

626 Crane, Fashion, 137. 
627 Crane, Fashion, 132. 
628 (films) "Девушка с характером"; "Машенька" (Мосфильм, 1942, реж. Юрий 
Райзман); "Одна" (Союзкино, 1931, реж. Григорий Козинцев и Леонид Трауберг). 
629 Темерин, "Национальные традиции," 2. 
630 Журнал мод, 1945, N 1, 20. See figure 41. 



from countries under Soviet control that preserved pre-war traditions of fash
ion. Now these designs could be published as "friendly" imports.631 

This tendency continued to develop further, even helping to introduce 
styles and accessories that were seen as suspect and not fully corresponded 
to the taste of the Soviet authorities. Thus, in 1954 in the article "Fashion 
from Warsaw" Zhurnal mod wrote: "The women in Warsaw wore dresses 
that were 35-40 cm from the floor in the previous season, while the spring of 
1954 showed a tendency for even shorter dresses."632 Almost all knitted de
signs also came from new socialist countries.633 

Collected oral material suggests that film actresses were another impor
tant source of models (see more in chapter 6, subch. 6).634 Analysis of printed 
materials, indeed, shows that practices of copying the costumes of film hero
ines began to be so widespread that they worried the official authorities. 
Articles in Rabotnitsa, for example, stressed: "What can be better than their 
[young girls] natural freshness, grace and ingenuousness! And how fre
quently and unfortunately they, without understanding it, spoil their appear
ance with odd clothing, bad makeup and artificial hair dress, making every 
effort to look older and more fashionable, in order to look more like a West
ern actress."635 

While Zhurnal mod was considered to be for professionals, for the gen
eral public the word "fashion" was rehabilitated in the mid-1950s. In 1955, 
Rabotnitsa stressed: "The short hair cut is fashionable now."636 In 1958, Lev 
Kassil in his article in Rabotnitsa claimed that "change of fashion is pro
duced due to dissatisfaction with a style worn for too many years, that leads 
to fatigue of mass spectator's perception."637 Thus, fashion was addressed by 
the functional language and could not be ignored any more. 

The post-war increase in ready-to-wear clothing began to produce a new 
base for homogeneity of style and fashion. While male clothing was manu
factured on a significant scale even before the war, the post-war change in 
the production of children's clothes was especially remarkable. In 1949 
Rabotnitsa wrote that compared with 1947 light industry produced 60% 
more coats and 52% more underwear for children. The readers were also 
assured that "Hundreds of artists and designers create new models of chil-

631 Models from Riga were published just in time for the first issue of Zhurnal mod - Журнал 
мод, 1945, N 1,5. 
632 Журнал мод, 1954, N 3, 40. 
6 j 3  Книга  пол е з ных  с о в етов , 346. 
634 One of my informants spoke about dresses that were sewn based on a dress worn by the 
female lead character in the film Carnival night - "Карнавальная ночь" (Мосфильм, 
Эльдар Рязанов, 1956). However, particular importance for my informant regardless from 
the place of residence was the appearance of Brigitte Bardot in the film Babette goes to war -
"Бабетта идет на войну" - a shortened version of the French film Babette s 'en va-t-en guerre 
(Christian-Jaque, 1959). 
Ś3S Работница, 1966, N 3, 18. 
636 Работница, 1955, N 3, 32. 
637 Кассиль, "Девушка со вкусом," 27. 



dren's clothes, shoes, underwear and from one day to another improve the 
quality of the goods."638 State expenditure for ready-to-wear clothes grew: 
the increase in production from 1940 to 1967 was 50% for cotton garments 
and 300% for wool, the production of clothes and underwear increased by 
540%, knitted garments by 1300%, stockings by 800% and shoes by 500%). 
The significant increase in ready-to-wear female clothes did not occur until 
the late 1950s and the production figures for 1950 differed insignificantly 
from those of 1940.639 Development of new technologies and applied 
chemistry brought major changes in textile production: first viscose 
manufactured to resemble cotton {stapel), and Capron (a Soviet form of 
nylon),640 and many other types of new fabrics were introduced.641 

Lagging several years behind Western Europe, Soviet magazines and ad
vice literature began to diligently follow universal trends in clothes, shoes 
and accessories, propagating short, comfortable suites (à la Chanel),642 cloth
ing made out of artificial silk,643 fringe hair styles, summer dresses with an 
open back and, finally, trousers.644 Appearance, clothes and the care of both 
began to be presented as important not only for health but also for social 
interaction and individual identity. Not just commercials on the back covers 
and publications in non-political magazines, but also articles in Rabotnitsa 
appear to have been discussing the lack of books on housekeeping and ap
pearance care as a problem: "Books about how to dress properly, how to 
choose material, design, jewellery and so on, are not published at all even 
though there is a Houses of Models where qualified artists, designers and art 
researchers are working."645 

Indeed, the styles in the street and at work in the post-war years were sub
ject to experimentation that could even be considered as a fashion revolt. For 
example, at the end of the 1950s and the beginning of the 1960s, when the 
relaxed social climate of the Thaw contributed to the breakthrough of 
"Western" fashion, C, a student in Moscow in the early 50s, told me that 
they had one "girl of fashion" in their year. She was remembered for coming 
to military education class at the institute wearing a tight skirt and high-
heeled shoes. At the same time P, a student of Ufa teacher's college 1958-
1963, said that it was a time when the "West" was coming to Ufa in many 
ways, which included even a concert with a foreign jazz band. She also made 
a colourful description of her and her friends' experimentation with clothes 

638 Работница, 1949, N 6, 10-11. 
639 СССР в цифрах, 144. 
640 Бланк, "Ваше," 24-25. 
641 Работница, 1964, N 4, 22; Работница, 1966, N 4, 33. 
642 Работница, 1964, N 5, 32; Лебина и Чистиков, Обыватель и реформы, 217. 
643 Бланк, "Ваше," 24-25. 
644AS a sport clothing for the summer holidays trousers appear on the front-page of Rabotnitsa 
first in 1952 (N 6), but became fully normative for youth fashion only in the beginning of the 
1970s - Аасамаа, Как себя вести, 208. 
645Работница, 1955, N2, 29. 



of the new "styled" form and recalled being a stilyaga (see more on this in 
chapter 7, subch.l).646 P described a female stilyaga - a girl in a very tight 
skirt - as an important phenomenon for the multiethnic students of the pro
vincial city and as an innocent play with dress that belonged to the sphere of 
gender relationships rather than politics. P told me that male students would 
act out a skirt about a girl stilyaga who was unable to get on the tram be
cause of the difficulty of raising her foot high enough.647 

The articles in Rabotnitsa and advice literature of the late 60s show that 
fashion began to be important for communication and identity, particularly 
for young people. However, Soviet fashion continued to be very strictly de
fined and often opposed to individuality even after the 60s: "the colour of the 
lipstick as well as the colour of the nail polish is defined by fashion, but you 
should not forget about your individuality."648 Unlike in the "West," where 
fashion was challenged by the feminist and hippie movements, fashion in 
Soviet Russia, after moving discourses on functionality and taste to the pe
riphery, became an important tool of normalisation and homogenisation. 

4.4. Inner beauty, eroticism and the male gaze 

"Men look at women. Women watch themselves being looked at... She has 
to survey everything she is and everything she does because how she appears 
to others, and ultimately how she appears to men, is of crucial importance 
for what is normally thought of as a success in her life,"649 - wrote John Ber
ger in his book dedicated to visual culture. The fashion scholar Malcolm 
Barnard also claimed that historically in many cases women were reduced to 
their appearance while creation and maintenance of a style or an appearance 
became something like a defining feature of femininity.650 Besides this femi
nist scholars have scrutinised the power of the male gaze and showed its 
connection to patriarchal culture.651 

How relevant are these ideas to the appearance of Soviet women? How 
did interpretations of sexuality in appearance changed during the 1930-
1960s? 

646 According to Hilary Pilkington, stilyagas could be viewed as a sign of Westernisation: the 
young people who followed style in clothes were defined as "youth-as-victims-of-Western-
influence" by dominant discourses - Hilary Pilkington, Russia 's Youth and its Culture: A 
Nation 's Constructors and Constructed (London and New York: Routledge, 1994), 68-69. 
647 At the same time, interviews with Moscow students of the same period show that the 
stilyaga phenomenon differed from one location to another and usually did not last long - S 
and T, who were students at Moscow University at almost the same time as P, considered the 
stilyagas to have preceded their student years. 
648 Книга полезных советов, 220. 
649 John Berger, Ways of Seeing (London: Penguin, 1972), 46-47. 
650 Malcolm Barnard, Fashion as Communication (London and New York: Routledge, 1996), 
115. 
651 Bartky, "Foucault, Femininity," 34-35; Wolf, The Beauty Myth, 11. 



While the Soviet woman's style of non-luxury and cleanliness was fairly 
well defined, the Soviet sexual norms were much less clear. The regulations 
of sexuality passed several stages in the USSR.652 Sexual freedom declared 
after the revolution along with proclamations of gender equality brought 
with them the right to abortion and the acceptance of pre-marital sex. How
ever, in a reality of no sex education and social instability it led not only to 
women's emancipation, but also to many negative consequences like un
wanted pregnancies, polygamy and, finally, a growing number of abandoned 
children. The appearance and sexuality discourses of the 20s questioned 
many traditional norms of dressing.653 However, cultural experiments with 
appearance in connection with new family legislation and gender roles were 
viewed negatively by a large part of the population, particularly in the coun
tryside,654 and shortly afterwards were used as an argument for renewed sex
ual puritanism.655 

On the other hand, the revolutionary rejection of bourgeois femininity 
even in the first post-revolutionary years never went so far as voicing serious 
critique of the naturalness of female sexuality. Discussions of the so-called 
sexual question where Bolshevik leaders, doctors and psychologists took 
part, showed some consensus in the consequences of the female gender dif
ferences based on the "tragedy"656 of woman's anatomy and psychology: 
"long sexual fidelity is the most adequate for woman's mental health,"657 

"free love, casual sex and irregularity are alien to the woman's nature."658 

Thus, the social responsibility and behaviour of women had to be different 
from that of men: "It is necessary to warn against the view that can be found 
even among the conscientious women: 'If the man may, why may a woman 
not? This is inequality, everything that man does a woman should be able to 
do.' This view is dangerous. The sexual life of a woman is not the same as 
the sexual life of a man. That is why a woman is a woman and a man is a 
man."659 

652 Igor Kon, The Sexual Revolution in Russia: From the Age of the Czars to Today (New 
York: The Free Press, 1995). 
653 In first post-revolutionary years some young people experimented even with appearing 
naked and barefoot in city public space as a form of revolutionary protest against bourgeois 
culture. Some examples of this it is possible to find in - Barbara Alpern Engel and Anastasia 
Posadskaya-Vanderbeck, A Revolution of their own: Voices of Women in Soviet History 
(Boulder: Westview Press, 1998), 62; З.Г. Степаншцева, В прошлом ответа ищу 
невозможного (неопубликованные воспоминания) - Фонд документации "Народный 
Архив", ф. 422, 55-59. 
6ь See for example, Goldman, Women, the State, 232-234. 
655 Kon, The Sexual Revolution, 78. 
656 The book by Alexandr Nemilov was called Biological tragedy of a woman. Essays on the 
physiology of female organism - Александр Немилов, Биологическая трагедия женщины. 
Очерки физиологии женского организма. (Изд. 5-е) (Ленинград: Сеятель, 1930). 
657Арон Залкинд, Половой вопрос в условиях советской общественности (Ленинград: 
Госиздат, 1926), 53. 
658 Вера Кетлинская, Девушка и комсомол (Ленинград: Прибой, 1927), 64. 
659 Николай Семашко, Новый быт и половой вопрос (Москва: Госиздат, 1926), 89. 



Women's appearance reflected female nature and was supposed to corre
spond to the traditional universal dualism of male expectations: showing her 
virtue and, at the same time, being seductive. Indeed, women continued to 
be presented as inseparable from the instinct of flirtation.660 From the men
tioned article by Anatolii Lunacharskii dedicated to the art of dressing, it is 
possible to assume that attractiveness was viewed as important female char
acteristic. While all Soviet citizens had to dress in an aesthetically and cul
turally appropriate manner, he insisted, "Clothing has a direct association 
with gender." Arguing against "puritan views" on clothing, Lunacharskii 
stated the possibility of flirtatious clothing for young people and develops 
ideas about experimentation with dress being a necessary part of the "joy of 
love to the human beings of the opposite sex": "It is true that some sophisti
cation and coquetry is not entirely inappropriate for the proletariat."661 

On the other hand, in 1927, Nikolai Semashko, the Soviet Minister of 
Health, said that "wretched alien moral values are usually hidden behind a 
pretentious and false appearance and vulgar manners."662 Usually, it was the 
women who were considered too attractive or too occupied with appearance 
who were presented in publications in the role of the spy or traitor, saboteur 
or simply a person useless to Soviet society.663 This rather "universal" under
standing of beauty as evil was not imposed by the revolution, but can rather 
be viewed as an adjustment of the new Soviet context to the folk traditions664 

associated with Orthodox Christian or Muslim values665 and Russian intelli
gentsia's thought (particularly by Lev Tolstoy666). 

660 Вера Кулакова-Миткевич, "Физиология женского кокетства, " Женский журнал, N 
4, 1927, 12. 
661 Анатолий Лунчарский, "Своевременно ли подумать рабочему об искусстве 
одеваться?, " Искусство одеваться, N 1, 1928, 6. 
662 Семашко, Искусство одеваться, 53. 
663 For example the magazine Delegatka published a story named "A Princess from a regional 
party school" where the main female character who had a nice figure and big red lips at the 
end of the story is found to belong to the anti-revolutionary paramilitary movement -
Делегатка, 1924, N 3, 7-8. See also description of the "unlucky" sister from a story in 
Rabotnitsa - Работница., 1955, N 1, 16-17. 
664 Guidar Akhmetova quotes some Bashkir proverbs concerning "internal" and "external" 
beauty: "Beauty is necessary for the marriage, but love to work is always even more impor
tant," "A modest girl looks prettier" - Г.Ф. Ахметова, Башкирская женщина и 
современный город: конфликт или гармония? (Уфа: РИО РУНМЦ ГКМ РБ, 2001), 27-
28. 
665 Orthodox Christianity as well as Islam untill now puts special emphasis on the need for the 
protection of internal "beauty" and "purity" while warning against the dangers of too much 
enthusiasm with the "outer". 
666 In War and Peace L. Tolstoy insisted that good moral qualities can make even the homely 
person more beautiful, while the remarkable beauty of the body (in case of women - sexual 
attraction) frequently signals a bad personality - see Nadezhda Azhgikhina and Helena 
Goscilo, "Getting under their Skin: The Beauty Salon in Russian Women's Lives, in Russia -
Women - Culture, eds. H. Goscilo and B. Holmgren (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1996), 97. 



The Bolshevik leaders of the 1920s frequently preached gender equality 
and revolutionary asceticism, insisting on loyalty to the working class strug
gle which was seen as a far more important characteristic of both women and 
men than their appearance, while the onset of forced industrialisation was 
accompanied by a reinforcement of the moral discourse and restrictive poli
tics of sexuality.667 In spite of all the changes in party ideology that occurred 
in the mid-30s (pleasant looks and the art of dressing were reclaimed as a 
part of the kul'turnost' campaign668), the preponderance of the internal (the 
ideologically correct) over the external continued to be an important part of 
the dominant discourse during all of Soviet history. 

However, seductiveness and attractiveness did not disappear completely. 
A special "artistic type", described by Dashkova, assumed a special and very 
feminine way of dressing that emphasised sex appeal.669 This type of beauty 
was present in advertisements in new Soviet prosperity as well as in films, 
particular in musical comedies where adscription of women to socialism 
made them into "healthy beauties."670 In posters that advertised luxury foods, 
like crab, or toothpaste, women were presented following the logic of the 
commercials: they intended to seduce a buyer, had a broad smile, dyed eye
lashes and plucked eyebrows.671 However it is probably even more impor
tant that this artistic kind of beauty that was usually described in magazine 
articles as "artificial" or "mannered" was also available for everyday private 
consumption, primarily by copying "artistic models" and through styled 
photographs made in photo shops that frequently were following the most 
common, usually pre-revolutionary, forms. Some of my older city-born in
formants had featured in photo studios in very provocative postures with 
clothing that were meant to stress seductiveness and eroticism.672 

However, serious presentations of women outside of private consumption 
and leisure, dealt with a rather androgynous or asexual look. One of the most 
characteristic elements of this presentation were the suit jackets that in the 
30s and 50s were a characteristic detail of the communist dress code for 
women. All women occupying certain public positions in the Soviet hierar
chy - from the local party secretary to teachers - were presented in suite 

667 Kon, The Sexual Revolution, 67; Anna Rotkirch, "What kind of sex can you talk about?": 
acquiring sexual knowledge in three Soviet generations, " in On living through Soviet Russia, 
93-120. 
668 Fitzpatrick, Everyday Stalinism, 79-80. 
669 Дашкова, "Визуальные репрезентации, " 131-155. 
670 Oksana Bulgakova, "The Hydra of the Soviet Cinema: the Metamorphoses of the Soviet 
Film Heroine, " in Red Woman on the Silver Screen: Soviet Women and Cinema from the 
Beginning to the End of the Communist Era, eds. Lynne Attwood with Maya Turovskaya 
(London: Pandora, 1993), 149-175. 
71 See posters: "Лучшее туалетное мыло 'Рекорд"', "Сирень - одеколон и духи 

сильного запаха"; "Всем попробовать пора бы как вкусны и нежны крабы", 
http://www.davno.ru/posters/collections/ads/poster-09.html. 
672 Photograph of the young Moscow woman from 1930s. Figure 19 in the end of the book. 
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jackets.673 Along with the avoidance of excessive femininity, it signified 
seriousness and functionality though straight cut garments, in dark colours 
without embellishments. Another typical characteristic in the presentations 
of women in the 30s and 40s are portrayals of women at work, usually in a 
kind of uniform or just a dark, unremarkable and functional dress, frequently 
with their hair covered by a scarf. 

The harsh experiences of the war revived the need to depict peacetime 
happiness through an attention to cosiness, femininity and beauty in Soviet 
Russia as well as in many other countries scarred by the war. Softness, 
charm and good looks became part of a new presentation of women as fairy 
tales heroines,674 housewives and happy mothers675 alongside depictions of 
women at work. The return of the classic feminine dress also contributed to 
the return of attractiveness and seductiveness to more broad, and not just the 
commercial and artistic, sphere. On the other hand, booty films like "Girl of 
my dreams" with Marika Rökk and Hollywood films with Deanna Durbin676 

helped to shape this notion of eroticism. 
Nevertheless, whilst the production of clothes, shoes and jewellery was 

far from meeting the demands of Soviet women, the most important charac
teristics of a pleasant (read appropriate) style were considered to be modesty 
and neatness.677 Modesty, simplicity and functionalism continued to be 
stressed particularly in print, even when pictures displayed the opposite. For 
example, presentations of Polish designs that look very seductive were ac
companied by the text: "Simplicity, comfort and elegance - these are the 
characteristics of designs that are presented in 'Świat Mody'."678 

Due to a lack of written material on the sexual aspects of the Soviet dress 
code from the 30s to early 50s, my interview material is particularly impor
tant. In asking women about the significance of beauty I frequently found 
myself in a situation where the conversation completely turned away from 
the problems of appearance and converted into a conversation about the 
moral qualities of women.679 Conversations with informants showed that 

673 See, for example, the poster "Таких женщин не бывало и не могло быть в старое 
время" (М. Соловьев, 1950), http://www.plakaty.ru/posters?id=1223; the main character 
from film "Простая история" (Ст. им. Горького, 1964, реж. Алексей Салтыков) and the 
"conservative" teacher from "А если это любовь" (Мосфильм, 1961, реж. Юрий 
Райзман). 
674(poster) "С новосельем!" (В. Говорков, 1946), http://www.davno.ru/posters/1946/poster-
1946f.html. 
675 "На заводе и в семье" - Работница, 1946, N 6-7, (serie of pictures). 
676 Борис Парамонов, Сталинский Голливуд, 
http://euro.svoboda.org/programs/rq/2004/rq.052704.asp. 
677 Работница, 1966, N 3, 18; Аасамаа, Как себя вести, 211. 
678 Журнал мод, 1954, N 3, 40. See figure 39 in the end of the book. 
679 From a conversation with G, a teacher from Ufa: [YG] - How was it when you were 
young? Did you have some conversations about beauty? What kind of girlish looks did young 
men like, for example? [G thinks some time and then says] - No, we did not have these kinds 
of conversations. [Pause] How we were expected to be? [Pause] We were supposed to be 

http://www.plakaty.ru/posters?id=1223
http://euro.svoboda.org/programs/rq/2004/rq.052704.asp


presentations of beauty connecting a pure inside with a good outside were 
important for their everyday values.680 However, none of my informants lim
ited themselves to only these spiritual-moral-hegemonic components of 
beauty. During the conversations they showed me photographs or described 
their friends and relatives, frequently commenting on the good looks of their 
female friends, for example, the shape of their bodies, male compliments of 
their appearance and stylish haircuts.681 

The message of the dominant discourse on the superiority of a pure and 
modest beauty showing a woman's internal qualities through her dedication 
to cleanliness, found support among my informants. According to many of 
them clothing should not be luxurious, but clean and tidy.682 

However, modesty did not only mean, "to be diligent", but had clear con
notations of sexual self-restraint, including appearance and behaviour that 
stressed woman's passivity and sexual inexperience. Because of the attempts 
of the majority of my informants to show their generation as better and dif
ferent from the sexual immorality of present day Russia, they eagerly agreed 
with the discursive constructions of Soviet normativity of their youth.683 

Acceptable forms of attractiveness were strictly divided by age group and 
different times of the day. The girl look had to stress subtlety and being 
chastited, and thus students and young unmarried working women were 
warned against the dangers of excessive attractiveness. They received advice 
not to use strong perfumes, to show femininity, affability and softness.684 

Rabotnitsa tried to bring attention to inner beauty from time to time by re

modest. [Pause] We were supposed to be neat." Another question ["Who was considered 
beautiful?" ] made her silent for a while. After thinking a while she started speaking and her 
voice became stronger and stronger: "Those who studied well. Good achievements in studies 
were the most important!" 
680 P, another teacher from Bashkortostan (born in 1939) said: "Anyway, a woman has to 
make herself beautiful. She should not be arrogant even if she is good-looking. It is necessary 
to have neat dress, neat shoes as well. [Thinks some time.] Also, I should say, that a woman's 
beauty is in her kindness [dobrota]. Men's beauty includes his manners, his spiritual quali
ties." 
681 Q, who insisted on her very harmonic relationship with her husband for whom "the human 
qualities were more important" also said that "beauty is more important to women than to 
men because the more beautiful ones are loved more". 
682 For example, J from Saratov said: "We were dressed plainly: a dress or skirt and a blouse. 
But it was supposed to be decent. You shouldn't come [to a work] with a creased dress. You 
couldn't go out with a creased blouse, because we worked with people. The tenants came to 
us. They should say: what a slovenly woman [neriakha] she is! No, we kept everything neat. 
All our clothes were neat. Not fancy, but neat." 
683 "We were all friends together. We did not have it like now when young people are couples 
in love. We never tried to seclude ourselves." (J.); "Maybe it was important for somebody (to 
be attractive). But we had a friendly class. Some couples start to appear, that is true." (C) 
684 It is possible to find a significant similarity of the normativity of the young female behav
ior in Soviet Russia and many conservative youth organisations. Particularly, compared with 
the slogan of the Nazi girls' organisation, Bund Deutscher Mädel: "Deutsche Mädel raucht 
nicht und schminkt nicht" ("German girls don't smoke or wear makeup") - Sabine Hering und 
Kurt Schilde, Das BDM-Werk "Glaube und Schönheit". Die Organisation junger Frauen im 
Nationalsozialismus (Berlin: Metropol, 2000), 19-56. 



proaching those who "use makeup, or create voluminous hairstyles only to 
attract male attention"685 and stated that even a young woman would be unat
tractive if her bikini was too revealing.686 Even the previously cited book by 
lina Aasamaa from 1970, while being very liberal to several previously ta
boo forms of dress and behaviour, such as smoking or wearing trousers, still 
stressed the importance of separating the style of the girl from that of the 
woman: "Only modest adornments are appropriate for girls: a thin pearl 
necklace, a clasp, a brooch, a thin chain, a ring with a modest stone. [...] 
Only natural hairstyles are suitable for girls. Brightly painted nails are not 
suitable for any girl even for big celebrations."687 According to her, the ap
pearance of the girls and women respectively had to be clearly marked so to 
not disturb social norms: "Young girls who try to be like ladies, look as pre
posterous as an older women who is trying to look like a girl."688 

On the other hand, the girls were expected to satisfy male voyeuristic 
pleasure and display their bodies through their dress. Rabotnitsa, for exam
ple, suggested a dress with a slim waist and with fluffy skirt to a younger 
girl, while recommending a more serious, solemn dress without cleavage to 
an older woman.689 My interviews include several stories that can illustrate 
the hegemonic character of this discourse (see chapter 6, subch. 2). 

The older woman, who had ceased to look good according to the beauty 
norms and cannot please the male gaze so much, had to be amended or con
cealed. Most frequently, this was an issue of grey hair that had to be dyed. 
The advice publications name multiple naturally produced colours for fight
ing grey hair: henna, basma, walnut, rhubarb and onion.690 As for women in 
their 50s, they were practically irrelevant to the beauty discourse. Women of 
this age were never presented in depictions of clothing or hair fashion nor 
mentioned in articles dedicated to the production plans of clothes of shoes. 
However, the interview material and personal photographs show that being 
invisible to the Soviet discourse corresponded to a traditional village norma-
tivity of hiding the elderly bodies by covering them with longer sleeves, 
higher necks or kerchiefs. 

The sexual norms for women were particularly complicated due to a fur
ther development of discourse on the functionality of clothes that was fre
quently intertwined with a discourse on modesty and femininity in the 1950-
1960s. According to Olga Vainstein, the importance of distinctions between 
everyday and leisure time styles for women in this period of time was high
lighting the need for a woman to be a worker during the day and a seductress 

685 Работница, 1966, N 3, 15. 
686 Работница, 1966, N 6, 30. 
687 Аасамаа, Как себя вести, 213. 
688 Аасамаа, Как себя вести, 18. 
689 Работница, 1957, N 3, 25. See figure 43 in the end of the book. 
690Домоводство (Москва: Государственное издательство сельскохозяйственной 
литературы (2-  издание), 1958), 118. 



in the evening.691 Pictures of long, unpractical evening gowns began to ap
pear in Zhurnal mod just after the war, but complicated dress codes intended 
to distinguish day time from night time attire came into its full only in the 
late 60s and early 70s. According to Aasamaa, clothes could be divided into 
three categories: morning (home), day (work) and an evening (party) clothes. 
While a gown or trousers could be used as morning or home clothing the day 
dress has to be modest, simple, without special adornments, but clearly 
feminine. Unlike the day clothing, an evening dress could be made from 
velvet, expensive silk, lace, nylon, brocade or thin wool.692 "Evening decora
tions might also be expensive and extravagant."693 Taking into account other 
parts of her book, where Aasamaa provides detailed descriptions of formal 
rituals of male and female behaviour in public situations (greetings, inviting 
someone to dance, giving one's seat to someone) it is possible to conclude 
that the new presentation of women's appearance had a clear discrepancy 
with the tradition of modesty in clothing. But it has to be taken into account 
that the presentation of the "evening lady" was given along with a modest 
everyday look and that the importance of inner beauty was stressed over 
refined manners, self-admiration, dissemblance and love of the superficial.694 

Thus, it could be seen as an expression of exclusivity, particularly due to the 
lack of a social entertainment infrastructure where the use of such types of 
clothes and behaviour would be possible. However, the presentation of the 
attractiveness of evening dress helped to render the borders of the beauty 
norms more flexible with respect to the after work-look and male expecta
tions of female expressions of sexuality. 

According to my informants, the daytime clothing normativity was still 
very much relevant. The violation of dress codes by appearing too attractive 
at work could damage a woman's prestige at work (see chapter 6, subchapter 
3). 

Along with increased emphasis on the role of evening clothing, the turbu
lent years of the Khrushchev reforms brought other important changes in 
sexual appearance norms, primarily concerning young women. Young peo
ple's behaviour and clothing practices in a situation of more openness to the 
"West" and an increase in the standard of living that questioned the status 
quo opposition between the seductive and the modest provoked important 
discussions in mass media. "To be nice" not only became an imperative for 
the young generation, but began to include the notions of attractiveness as 
well. Thus, women were presented in many publications as, for example, 
being used to visit beauty salons or to wear dresses with open backs (repro
duced from the Polish magazine Kobieta y zycie these models were pub

691 Vainstein, "Female Fashion, " 64-93. 
692 Аасамаа, Как себя вести, 202-209. 
693 Аасамаа, Как себя вести, 210. 
694 Аасамаа, Как себя вести, 17. 



lished in Rabotnitsa).695 Furthermore, in the book by Aasamaa it is possible 
to read even "trousers are ideal clothes for young and slender woman in 
every season of the year."696 

On the other hand, unlike the sexual revolution in the "West," Soviet 
beauty norms were only slightly altered and no major changes were made. 
Thus, Aasamaa's book continued to dedicate much space to inner beauty, 
stressing: "The surface as always, reflects the inner qualities of the per
son."697 This is particularly clear in the stories of several of my informants 
who due to their profession as teachers had to think about altering their con
cepts of attractiveness. P from Ufa, described above as a participant in the 
experimentation with clothes in the early 1960s, had individual conversa
tions with girls who behaved too frivolously whilst working as a school
teacher in the early 1970s. She also told girls who came to school with 
makeup or extravagant hairstyle: "You're going to be a mother. Somebody 
will love you. So you should get rid of these habits." A Moscow informant, 
M, supported the Soviet modesty norm even more clearly, picturing the in
terest for clothes as an unfortunate affliction of young people.698 

Thus, the analysis of the transformation of the Soviet discourse on mod
esty in appearance supports the conclusions on Soviet sexuality in the 1960-
80s made by Finnish sociologist Anna Rotkirch that she terms "learned igno
rance."699 Starting from the 1960s eroticism started to be expected from 
women, but unlike femininity it continued to be much cautiously acknowl
edged on a discursive level. 

Summary 

Publications on beauty, body care and taste could be seen as one of the di
mensions of the normative politics of appearance that played an important 
role in constructing the Soviet femininity. These politics established special 
connections between appearance and identity and directly involved both the 
material body and personality. Performing a femininity of look in the period 
studied assumed knowledge and orientation of multiple norms, codes and 
techniques of beauty that cannot be easily classified. 

695 Работница, 1966, N 3, 18; "Для лета," Работница, 1966, N 4, 32. 
696 Аасамаа, Как себя вести, 280. 
697 Аасамаа, Как себя вести, 22. 
698 [М] But all of us were youngsters in the 60s. You understand? We were singing Okudzha-
va songs. We went to that famous Grushin festival. And it was the true 60s generation! It was 
a very interesting youth. But I have to tell you, that we also had these stilyagas... And our 
boys, they were trying even to make these trousers, you know, like stove pipes. It was great. 
The girls were doing this hair style [shows on her head]. It was called "I am the only stupid 
one in my family", and was a short haircut. At first very long skirts were fashionable, and 
then we did like this with them. [M points to somewhere high on her leg] We had all of this 
and it all passed. This is the time of youth. We had to recover from it as from illness, and now 
I am recovered. 
699 Rotkirch, "What Kind," 105. 



As was the case with the French revolution,700 in the 1920-1930s the allies 
and enemies of the Bolsheviks could be easily defined merely by their ap
pearance, and the differences between proper and improper appearance had 
obvious political connotations. However, the content of the prescriptions on 
appearance experienced multiple changes throughout Soviet history and was 
influenced not only by communist politics, but also through new styles and 
forms of clothing701 and decoration as well as through international dis
courses on body, health and fashion. 

Indeed, construction of beauty in Soviet Russia of the 1930-60s was in
fluenced by several (global as well as specifically Soviet) processes that 
were the result of outcomes of modernisation of the country and beauty poli
tics in the "West." Among these processes were economic modernisation, 
new technologies of production of clothes and footwear as well as of care for 
body and garments, the homogenisation of dress codes between regions and 
social groups, attention to hygiene of body and clothes as well as increased 
functionality of dress, the spread of the use of the uniform, the individualisa
tion of clothing and hair styles and the removal of strict boundaries between 
male and female dress. As a result of this, beauty, to a certain extent, was 
loosing its local, ethnic and gender-specific features and had to be supported 
by industrial means - from industrially produced clothes to innovations of 
medicine and cosmetics. The previous traditions of "Europeanisation" in 
Russia and the Bolsheviks emphasis on the superiority of urban workers over 
peasants prevented Russia from following more consequent variants of prac
tices of similarity and de-genderisation of appearance.702 

In the 1920-30s beauty politics were primarily realised through the 
kul 'turnost ' campaign that included such diverse ideas as health, functional 
and comfortable dress and sports. Discourses of taste, hygiene and function-
alism that were supposed to fight backward clothing habits and lack of hy
giene and to cultivate good aesthetic skills with respect to appearance. How
ever, only from the second half of 1930s, it is possible to speak of all these 
ideas as fairly independent discourses. A very special position in the beauty 
order of discourse was held by the discourse on modesty that was inter
woven with ideas of both social and gender equality, but mostly was focused 
on the idea of control over female sexuality, particularly that of young 
women. It is possible to say that the discourses on hygiene/health, function-
alism, good taste and modesty continued to be dominant throughout the rest 

700 Wendy Parkins, Fashioning the Body Politics: Dress, Gender, Citizenship (New York: 
Berg, 2002), 4. 
701 The revolutionary rhetoric of avant-garde artists and writers in 1920s was a welcoming 
fight against counter-revolutionary banality of everyday life and the "dictatorship of taste" -
Svetlana Boym, Common Places, Mythologies of Everyday Life in Russia (Cambridge and 
London: Harvard University Press, 1994), 22. 
702 Compare to presentation of beauty politics in Communist China - Perry Johansson, Chi
nese Women and Consumer Culture: Discourses on Beauty and Identity in Advertising and 
Women's Magazines 1985-95 (Stockholm: Stockholm university, 1998), 55. 



of the studied period and were closely connected to the derivative normativi-
ties on female-specific beauty qualifications and skills. 

Starting from the 1930s the discourses on fashion and attractiveness, im
portant to the beauty norms of the 1900-20s, became rather marginal, but 
recovered later, competed for dominance over others and absorbed some of 
them (particularly that of "good taste") in the 1960s. 



Remembering the Soviet past 

5. The past in stories and images (introduction to part 
three) 

The aim of this chapter is to provide a broader introduction to the oral his
tory and the visual material that was used for the study of practices of beauty 
and maternity. Special attention is paid here to connections between collec
tive memory and individual remembrance. The first part of this chapter deals 
with the changing contexts for remembering Soviet past as well as with an 
analysis of the interviewee-interviewer communication. The second part of 
the chapter is dedicated to the contribution family collections of photographs 
made to the study of Soviet everyday practices. 

5.1. Soviet history here and now: memory and communication 

This subchapter is dedicated to an in-depth discussion of the problematics of 
memory and communication when related to stories on practices of beauty 
and maternity. Unlike printed sources from the 1930-1960s, the oral material 
on historical practices of beauty and maternity has been collected very re
cently through my personal contact with specially selected people. In order 
that the reader should be able to follow the analysis of the interview material 
more easily in the next subchapter I am firstly going to reflect in depth on 
the production and analysis of the interviews. 

I wish to bring up a few important aspects that need to be discussed in this 
connection. One is the contemporary discursive situation in Russia regarding 
gender issues and the Soviet past. The post-Soviet transformation contrib
uted to a rapidly changing context of remembrance in a former socialist 
space.703 However, the character of the transition of collective memory in 
Russia has been different compared against that of countries like Poland, 

703 Андреа Пето (Andrea Petö), "Переходный период памяти или память о переходном 
периоде? Личные и теоретические комментраии," в Женская устная история: 
гендерные исследования, ч. 2 (Бишкек: ОФ Центр издательского развития, 2005), 3-8. 



Hungary,704 Latvia and Estonia, where de-sovietisation became an important 
part of démocratisation. Indeed, collections of women's stories and research 
based on biographical interviews from post-Soviet countries frequently 
stress that oral history material reveals a strict division between official and 
local values, attitudes and practices, between Soviet official and alternative 
memory. 

Thus, the liberation from the Soviet occupation of the Baltic countries 
was marked by a rejection of the Soviet past as a period of loss and suffer
ing. Therefore, memories published in Latvia and Estonia first of all are con
centrated around experiences of suffering through Soviet occupation, depor
tation and the deprivation of property and traditional culture.705 As Ene Köre
saar wrote, "the paradigms of rupture" govern the majority of stories of Es
tonians belonging to the age group similar to that of my older informants, 
while the possibility of "happiness" for Estonian woman in a city built dur
ing the Soviet era would provoke intense arguments.706 

Life accounts published in former Soviet republics in the east are more 
contradictory and complex. Along with memories about deprivation of prop
erty and culture, they usually bring up unfinished modernisation projects 
under Soviet rule, particularly those concerning gender relationships. On the 
other hand, the accounts of Central Asian women suggest that sovietisation 
led to an inhibition of local projects of modernisation.707 At the same time, 
several publications dedicated to Central Asian women's recollections of the 
Soviet era highlight the importance of the new opportunities for women's 
work and social activity that came hand in hand with sovietisation.708 

However, according to an article by Nayereh Tohidi, the politics of 
women's emancipation in Azerbaijan had a very superficial character that 

704 See for example discussion about the role of intellectuals in social change in East Central 
Europe - Marian Kempny, "Between Tradition and Politics: Intellectuals after Communism," 
in Intellectuals and Politics in Central Europe, ed. Andras Bozoki (Budapest: Central Euro
pean University Press, 1999), 162. 
05She who Remembers Survives: Interpreting Estonian Women 's Post-Soviet Life Stories, 

eds. Tiina Kirs, Ene Koresaar and Marju Lauristin (Tartu: Tartu University Press, 2004); 
Vieda Skultans, The Testimony of Lives: Narrative and Memory in Post-Soviet Latvia (Lon
don and New York: Routledge; 1998). Works about surviving Stalinism based on memories 
from Russia have also been written, see for example Simeon Vilensky, Till my Tale Is Told: 
Women 's Memories of the Gulag (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1999). 
706 See comments to Minna and Elmine stories - Ene Köresaar, "Memory, Time, Experience, 
and the Gaze of a Life Stories Researcher," in She Who Remembers, 55. 
707 Марфуа Тохтаходжаева, Между лозунгами коммунизма и законами Ислама 
(Ташкент: Ширкат Га, 2000); Светлана Шакирова, "Женщины SU- женщины КZ: 
особенности перехода, " в Тендер: традиции и современность. Сборник статей по 
гендерным исследованиям, ред. София Касымова (Душанбе, 2005), 92-136. 
708 Марфуа Тохтаходжаева, Доно Абдуразакова, Алмаз Кадырова, "История 
Узбекистана в устных рассказах женщин," в Женская устная история: гендерные 
исследования, ч. 2, 67,70; Рая Осмоналиева, "Социально активная женщина 
Кыргызстана - в советское время и сейчас," в Женская устная история, 122. 



made women to be "Soviet in public and Azeri in private."709 Central Asian 
and Baltic publications frequently, though not always,710 create the impres
sion that Soviet practices and values were easily identifiable and existed only 
as a kind of veneer on top of more genuine popular values. 

In Russia proposals for reforming socialism during Perestroika were 
marginalised after a short period of sharp criticism of Stalinism, and slowly 
started to be substituted by Russian nationalism around 1998 and, to a cer
tain extent, Soviet nostalgia.711 Due to this, the memories of state socialism 
and Stalinism were included in contemporary historiography with much less 
problematisation.712 The slow change of the attitude of the Russian cultural 
elite also contributed to a preservation of large parts of the previous narra
tives. 

On the other hand, mass media coverage (like that of Yeltsin's presiden
tial campaign in 1996 where denunciation of Stalinist terror played an im
portant role), the re-publication of works by dissidents and Soviet emigrants 
and autobiographies about the Soviet hardships713 contributed to a possibility 
of re-remembrance and the inclusion of those personal accounts that were 
considered to be dangerous, prohibited or simply unnecessary. Thus, when 
the interviews analysed in this work were collected, the political climate at 
the beginning of the 21st century, contributed to a fuller and more inclusive 
story than before and provided possibilities of expressing personal opinions 
and comparing current views with previous ones due to a "normalisation" of 
this procedure in the process of transformation. 

The above is even truer for memories of gender roles. Various events and 
phenomena in the 1990s contributed to a broadened discussion about gender 
roles. The decade brought with it a new consumer culture, publications on 
psychology of femininity and masculinity together with a huge increase in 

709 Nayereh Tohidi, "Soviet in Public, Azeri in Private. Gender, Islam, and Nationality in 
Soviet and Post-Soviet Azerbaijan, " Women's Studies International Forum, Vol. 19, Nov., 
1996, 111-123. 
710See Тохтаходжаева, Между лозунгами; Анна Темкина, 'Тендерный порядок: 
постсоветские трансформации (Северный Таджикистан), " в Гендер: традиции, 6-92. 
711 Лев Гудков, Негативная идентичность. Статьи 1997-2002 (Москва: Новое 
литературное обозрение - "ВЦИОМ-А", 2004), 16, 664-665, Ирина Прусс, "Советская 
история глазами современного подростка и его бабушки," Неприкосновенный запас, N 
40-41 (2-3), 2005, http ://www.nz-online.ru/index.phtml?aid=30011385, accessed 
2006.08.16, 1; Мария Ферретти, "Обретенная идентичность. Новая 'официальная 
история' путинской России." Неприкосновенный запас, http://www.nz-
online.ru/index.phtml?aid=25011095, accessed 2006.08.16, 7. 
712According to Irina Pruss, many post-Soviet people continue practicing a "sincere" non-
reflexive combination of use of different ways of story-telling (non-problematically combin
ing official together with alternative) due to a fear that present day changes will not last long -
Прусс, "Советская история." One example of such "non-problematic" inclusion see in inter
view with Mullah Hashim, a former sportsman who was serving in the Soviet military forces 
in the GDR - К. Мухтаров, "Мулла Хашим - труженик и спортсмен," Гасырлар авазы -
Эхо веков, Казань, 2004, N 1, 287-294. 
713 Вайль и Генис, 60е, мир; Тихоненко, "Тарзан, " 21-25. 
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the publication of religious literature, was teamed with a kind of sexual revo
lution and, not least, brought a knowledge of feminism, albeit coloured by 
unrealistic expectations and somewhat mysterious notions. These topics 
became hotly debated everywhere from TV shows to religious books.714 

However, these discussions in a Russian context do not seem to have made 
any simple or uncomplicated definitions of any particular practices, norms or 
attitudes as being strictly Soviet or communist. The definition of some val
ues or practices as belonging to the Soviet past or to the Soviet gender pro
ject does not automatically classify these values and practices as being im
posed by the state and, thus belonging entirely to the past. Thus, it is possible 
to say that the social, political and everyday context where my conversations 
with women took place contributed to a discussion of various aspects of 
Soviet everyday life and their own biographies. 

In spite of many individual and local differences, there were situations 
when almost all of my interviewees felt it necessary to stress the significant 
difference between the present and the past. One situation was connected to 
the contradictory results of the post-Soviet sexual revolution. The sexual 
freedom of young people and the present day sexualisation of life, in particu
lar the use of eroticised clothing in public, the wide-spread use of make up 
already in school, pornographic films on TV and the abuse of sexuality in 
commercials - all these phenomena served as starting or concluding points 
for the descriptions of norms and behaviour of what the informants consid
ered to be "their time." A, for example, juxtaposed today's situation with the 
relative modesty of her own youth several times during the interview, while 
V stressed that in her youth the situation was "not like it is now between 
boys and girls in school." She also said that "to give birth without being 
married was a disgrace." T had an opposite evaluation of the present day 
situation, but also stressed the depth of the changes that, cccording to her, 
started not in 1990s, but in the 1980s, when the new school subject, Ethics 
and Psychology of Family Life, appeared and allowed her to teach the psy
chology of sexual relationships and to explain the use of contraception to be 
a normal thing. 

Another situation is associated with the religious revival in post-Soviet 
society that led to a situation where religion began to be perceived as an 
important part of one's own identity. Many of my informants attempted to 
show me that they were now trying to follow the norms of religion, some
thing that they did not follow during the Soviet years. While few of them 
engaged in regular prayer (mainly those with a low level of education) to a 
greater extent than before, most of my informants talked about their experi
ence of rediscovering religious literature and dogma and of bringing them 
into their everyday life. The representatives of the latter group also reported 

714 For example, the TV show "I myself' with Maria Arbatova in 1990s; Гульнара 
Нуруллина, Женщина в Исламе (Москва: Умма, 2003). 



several problems in personal adjustment to religion (like fasting) and feel
ings of guilt for not having been good Christians or Muslims earlier. 

During all of this, I had to keep in mind that while speaking about the 
practices of beauty and maternity of the past, my informants were highly 
influenced not only by the current Russian social and political contexts, but 
also by their own standard of living; housing, pension, salary, family rela
tionships (particularly to children and grandchildren), and state of health. 
Thus, in every case my informants made individual associations to changes 
with their embodied experiences of the Soviet past. 

A further important aspect of using oral history material concerns the 
need to guarantee the confidentiality of the personal information that the 
informants give. This is particularly important in societies that have suffered 
from extended periods of state repression. Due to this my informants are 
anonymous and referred to with just letters and the names of some cities 
have been removed or altered. I defined my method of interviewing as 
"kitchen conversations" that to a great extent helped me to avoid taking on 
the role of an interrogator and gave my informants a possibility to speak 
freely (to switch topics, compare their situation now and then, and to retell 
their life in small episodes rather than in the form of organized, strictly 
chronological biographies). However, the ethnic, geographical, language and 
generation boundaries of the kitchen conversation were not clear and present 
a theoretical as well as an ethical problem, particularly with the informants 
from Ufa whose native language in most cases was Bashkir.715 Theoretical 
problems are associated more with a general problem of the possibility and 
limitation of an inclusion of Bashkir and Tatar experiences of the past in the 
"Soviet one" along with that of ethnic Russians.716 

Furthermore, there are problems with the effects on the content of the 
produced material resulting from the collaboration between researcher and 
subject, and the role of the researcher and her experiences possibly influenc
ing the interpretation. It was I who asked questions and gave my informants 
verbal and nonverbal signals depending if I understood what they meant. 
What was the context of our relationships? 

We had at hand the present day discourses and common experience of liv
ing in a changing society. Thus, the present day openness of public discus
sion about the nature and social roles of women was used as a kind of com
mon ground, not precisely defined, but familiar to both of us. The everyday 

715 In spite of all the possible problems associated with my status as an ethnic Russian speak
ing Russian, the language of power and domination, I decided that for the purposes of my 
research the structure of our conversations still to a big extent corresponded to a "kitchen 
conversation." However, during conversation and particularly in the process of analysing the 
interviews I was particularly attentive to the possible effects of my position belonging to the 
dominant ethnicity. On the other hand when I compared my communication with Bashkiri 
women with the interviews conducted with Swedish women in Stockholm my cultural dis
tance to the latter seemed much greater. 
716 See more in Yulia Gradskova "From 'Backwardness', " (forthcoming). 



reality and normativity was changing in front of us so fast and so drastically 
that to some extent both parties were alienated, however differently, from the 
past. Thus, my question "How were things during that time?" could be inter
preted as "What was different back then?" Indeed, I saw the process of in
terviewing as a collaborative investigation, a reflecting interpretation of the 
past using the signs of the present. 

However, the present cannot be seen as a stable entity. It includes many 
possibilities for a number of different roles for me and for my interviewees 
within the present itself. How were we located in relation to one another? 

On a certain level, as is the case with a study of the lives of Soviet teach
ers by Elena Trubina, I could say that "my own position in the theoretical 
discourse and everyday structure gives me a possibility to look from 'inside', 
the main gain of which is a good-natured initial inclination toward the inter
viewee and a readiness to find senses sipping away from usual categorical 
distinctions."717 This was possible due to my female body and gender, the 
fact that I have a family with children, and my background of being born and 
raised in the Soviet Union like my informants. Being younger, I obviously 
have not experienced the history that they lived through; the history they 
were able to retell from their role as parents or grandparents. 

However, it is impossible to underestimate the obvious differences be
tween us, which in certain points of the conversation made me seem more 
like an outsider, due to the numerous differences in our respective back
grounds. Whether an informant had children or grandchildren in my age or 
not and the nature of their relationship with them could have considerable 
influence on how they communicated with me. 

As for the analysis, it is important to mention that I was looking at their 
accounts through the prism of my own experiences. I was born and went 
through school and university education in the Soviet Union, I have wit
nessed and participated in the Soviet culture of silence and I am familiar 
with Soviet discourses. I am also a post-Soviet individual and have therefore 
experienced the Russian sexual revolution of the 1990s, the advent of the 
Russian consumer society and at the same time being a mother who had the 
opportunity to compare maternity services in post-Soviet Russia with the 
maternity services of Sweden. I am also living through the ethnic and reli
gious revival that is happening to my friends and surrounding, being very 
aware of my Russian ethnicity and non-practice of religion as well as about 
interpretation-and communication-related benefits and limitations of this 
position. I have traveled a lot in Europe and the Americas and have been in 
Sweden the past four years, and been included in the process of cross-
cultural communication and comparison on an everyday basis. Thus, I was 

717Елена Трубина, Рассказанное я: отпечатки голоса (Екатеринбург: издательство 
Уральского университета, 2002), 21-22. 



attempting to apply my experiences for "reading transcripts" from a variety 
of perspectives. 

A third important aspect of using oral history material relates to the inter
view itself and the women's personal involvement in remembrance and 
communication. The informants could be divided in three groups. The larg
est group consisted of those who were interested in the process of interview
ing and soon after some initial uneasiness, were eagerly answering my ques
tions and telling stories about themselves, their relatives and acquaintances. 
Interviews with L, O, P, U, K, J, S, B, H, T and N could be seen as examples 
of this kind of communication. They saw me as a younger woman, curious 
about how the life was in their time. Members of this group did not seem to 
think about their past very frequently or to reflect upon it. Some memories 
were traumatic and some of the women cried while telling about difficult 
episodes of their lives. But mostly, they were happy to recall the past and 
they were often smiling or even loughing. In some cases, the informants 
openly expressed their gratitude for the opportunity to return to their past 
(for a more detailed presentation of some cases of interview, see appendix 
5). 

The second group consists of a few informants (A, D, Q, R, M and F) 
who seemed to be continuously processing their past and they often pre
sented a more elaborate story than representatives of the first group. Some of 
them were, or still are, socially and politically active, used to have a leading 
position and because of that they tended to have a more or less coherent 
story about themselves at hand. Others seemed to screen their memory due 
to their past perhaps not being what they expected to be; some of them had 
experiences of political pressures and material deprivation. The women from 
this group usually had a higher level of education compared to those of the 
first group. They were also more careful in their choice of words, sometimes 
showing suspicion toward me. Their recollection of the past sounded more 
meaningful for their lives today that did the accounts of members of the first 
group. 

The third group consists of only a few individuals (C, V, E and G) who 
saw the interview as a kind of scientific experiment. They tried to answer my 
questions as precisely as possible, but avoided bothering me with anything 
that they deemed irrelevant to my interests. Their introduction to their life 
story was very short, but I decided to use their answers, because frequently 
they were rich in content. 

All the specifics of self-presentation and remembrance described above 
include a dimension of beauty and maternity. Both beauty and maternity 
were considered as belonging to the private sphere and examples of how 
these issues should be presented could not be found on the level of official 
master narratives. Both topics were regulated mostly by the framework of 
the so-called female "kitchen conversations," everyday talk, the content of 
which as a rule would not be remembered due to its general irrelevance. 



However, while a conversations about physical appearance were common 
throughout a woman's life, discussions of pregnancy and childbirth were 
seen as appropriate for the beginning of maternity but were probably sup
pressed later due to the perceived lack of importance that this topic had after 
a woman moved to a different stage of her life. Beauty, unlike maternity, 
was a topic that was never generalised and all the informants needed detailed 
questions to be able to discuss it; how were young girls dressed at that time? 
Did you wear make up when going to work? Was there some kind of outfit 
that you could not wear while studying? Visual resources such as photo
graphs usually helped the conversation along. Women looked at family 
photo albums and remembered how they acquired this or that dress, who 
made it, how much it cost, how their friends commented on the dress and 
how long it was worn. The memory of maternity was usually more general 
and could not be aided with the photographs. Women first tried to tell me 
how they were playing with their children, how they studied in school and 
even how their children got married. However, the accounts of childbirth, 
and particularly of pregnancy, was usually lacking in content or very short. 
Highly detailed questions were needed to go deeper into the topic. On the 
other hand, detailed questions about this topic were answered less frequently 
than those concerning beauty. 

5.2. Magic pictures: album stories about beauty, youth and 
happiness 

The display of photos by informants added much to my conversations. I 
could also study some family albums without making tape-recorded inter
views. Hence, this subchapter is dedicated to the stories told with the help of 
and through the pictures preserved in family albums.718 

The modern revolution of visual technologies has produced an abundance 
of images that include not just colour photographs, but also films. With to
day's visual communications we can usually choose a special event or par
ticular way of self-presentation for a particular occasion and a person to 
whom we want to convey a certain message about ourselves. Image re
cording, particularly taking pictures, is accessible to everybody while the 
pictures themselves might be easily reproduced in almost unlimited amount 
of copies. Thus, even young people today have so many photographic im
ages of themselves and their friends that these images, if properly kept, must 
be collected in several albums. 

718 Earlier version of this subchapter was published in Russian - Юлия Градскова, 
"Магические картинки о молодости и красоте: как домашние коллекции фотографий 
могут помочь в изучении советской истории," в Визуальные аспекты культуры, ред. 
B.JL Круткин и Т.А. Власова (Ижевск: Удмуртский Государственный университет, 
2006), 163-173. 



During most of the studied period (at least until the 1960s) the situation 
was very different. In the pre-war period, most of the photographs were 
taken in studios by cumbersome cameras on tripods. Even in the 1950s the 
possession of a personal camera was not too common, pictures were taken 
only in particular situations and frequently by someone else than the por
trayed individual, often by a hired professional photographer, a friend or 
relative and, thus, have a special value of exclusivity. The value of the pic
tures taken in the 1930s to the early 1940s is much higher due to the fact that 
they belong to the "long past"719 and the high percentage of material de
stroyed in migrations or war affected many collections (many of my infor
mants had no more than five or so photographs each that survived the war). 

Why were these photographs taken? Which ones were preserved in fam
ily albums? The answer to the second question could help us to answer the 
first. In a situation with limited technical means for photography, one of the 
important aims of taking pictures was definitely historical documentation; 
every preserved picture had to show the album's owner, her friends and rela
tives in the best possible way. These historical documents had to facilitate 
memories of one's own life and help construct the desired identity through 
images. While some photographs were discarded because they brought back 
traumatic memories, everything present in the albums had to commemorate 
something beautiful, pleasant; something worth remembering. 

Presenting self and near relations through photographs 

Due to the old age of my informants, all the photographs collected in albums 
from 1930-1950s had a very special meaning to them. Pictures substituted 
for people who were no longer alive and at the same time were material arte
facts of the past. Because of the first reason, pictures of distant relatives or 
friends whose names were forgotten or difficult to remember were fre
quently kept in the albums. In most cases pictures were collected in one or 
two albums that mainly encompass all the photographs that were preserved 
from that distant time; pictures of young parents, childhood activities, 
school, travels, the work place, friends, relatives and spouses. Sometimes 
pictures from when their children were still in school were kept in the same 
album, but in many cases informants placed their children's photographs in 
separate collections or albums. Pictures were considered so valuable to my 
informants, that for most of them it was impossible to accept that they would 
be taken out of the home, not even for half an hour in order to be photocop
ied. 

During our conversation photographs were helpful in supporting memo
ries of fashion during certain periods or particular events that were dis

719 According to Roland Barth photographs show "superimposition of reality and of the past" 
- Roland Barth, Camera Lucida, Reflections on Photography (London: Vintage, 1993), 76. 



cussed. On the other hand the photographs told their own stories that some
times added new aspects to the oral accounts. 

Following Michael Emmison and Philip Smith, in my analysis I was 
paying attention to photographic genres and ways of "how people relate to a 
particular image," as well as to the context in which image was presented to 
the viewer.720 Following Roland Barth, who wrote about centrality of pose 
for a photograph, I was also paying attention to the poses taken by those who 
were portrayed.721 

Many of my informants found it particularly important to begin their 
presentation of themselves by showing photographs of their children and 
grandchildren as a way of showing how important they thought motherhood 
was for women. 

However, almost none of my informants had visual documents of mater
nity - pregnant women or mothers with small children - which was, of 
course, my interest. Even among the photographs where informants indi
cated that they had recently become pregnant, this pregnancy was never in a 
particularly advanced stage and was concealed in various ways, like with a 
loose fitting dress or with the help of objects, such as flowers held in front of 
them. Without specific information from the informant it would have been 
impossible to guess the state of the woman's body, something that was con
sidered inappropriate to display. Babies were usually pictured without their 
mother, whilst children 2-3 years old were frequently portrayed with their 
mother holding them. The absence of the mother in the former case could be 
explained probably by both the desire to show a child as a separate individ
ual and the difficulty of looking pretty for the camera while having a small 
child. In the 1930s to early 1950s children are usually shown with gender-
neutral clothes722 or even wrapped in blankets, while photographs after that 
portrayed children that were almost or completely naked in a variety of 
poses. Small children were usually photographed at home. There were a few 
photographs taken in nurseries (in this case of children about two years old) 
but none from clinics or maternity wards. 

The norm of presenting children through personal photographs differs 
considerably from the blueprint of the Soviet medical and social motherhood 
discourses where mothers and babies are usually presented in sterile hospital 
environments or in Madonna-like poses where the mother is holding the 
child with half naked children to show off their healthy plumpness.723 Unlike 
photographs and pictures in magazines where the aim was to show the bene
fits of Soviet maternity politics, album photos kept mother and child in a 

720 Michael Emmison and Philip Smith, Researching theVisual (London, Thousand Oaks and 
New Delhi: SAGE, 2000), 67. 
721 Barth, Camera Lucida,!8. 
722 See figure 10. 
723 See figure 9. 



private sphere and often followed rural traditions of protecting the baby from 
the evil eye.724 

On the other hand, private photographs support the notions of pregnancy 
and birth developed in the previous subchapter as being too natural, trivial 
and or even an ugly process. The shame of displaying a "deformed" body 
continued to be avoided in family albums even in the beginning of 1960s 
when babies were usually presented naked and actively moving. Due to the 
scarcity of the visual presentations of maternity from the period I am inter
ested in, most of the conversations with my informants about photographs 
were dedicated to beauty. Unlike maternity, where the image of the mother 
was mostly absent, photographs were considered to be necessary to properly 
represent beauty. The pictures gave my informants the opportunity to over
come their present day perception of themselves as old women and move 
back in time to the self-image of their youth.725 

Studio and amateur photographs on beauty 

Many of the photographs were made in order to document beauty and joy in 
a particular dress or hairstyle. L from Saratov remembered that when a new 
dress was made for her from her grandmother's scarf, her mother said: "Oh, 
it looks so nice! Let's get you to a photographer!" On the picture shown by L 
that portrayed her at the age of 11, her mother and grandmother had her pic
ture taken by a professional photographer. L said, that, in order to make her 
look even nicer, her mother curled her hair with curling irons heated on the 
stove. 

Photographs taken in specialised photo shops influenced amateur photog
raphy, particularly in times when privately owned cameras were still rare. 
Thus, the composition of private albums and the placing of photographs are 
very similar. 

The pre-war studio photograph was characterised by a special setting, di
rected poses, static positions and often next to a frame with some flowers, 
similar to the photographs from the beginning of the century. In this type of 
photographs my informants were presented as small girls close to their par
ents or just their parents on their own (see figure 21 in the end of the book). 
In pictures from Bashkortostan women usually wore traditional long dress 
with frills and their heads were covered by a kind of scarf or shawl. Russian 
women also wore long dresses and older women wore a kerchief. This cate
gory of photographs was particularly plentiful in В's album because her 
mother, an actress, took many pictures of herself for her profession. How
ever, the style of the pictures was not so different in photographs from fami

24 Татьяна Щепанская, "Телесные табу и культурная изоляция, " в Феминистская 
практика Восток-Запад, Материалы международной научной конферещи (С-
Петербург: Петербургский Центр тендерных проблем, 1996), 227-288. 
725 See Barth on "sentimentality" as the main reason for Spectator's interest - Barth, Camera 
Lucida, 21. 



lies of different social status or location, for example, of L from Saratov or R 
from Dnipropetrovsk. 

At the same time, some photographs of young Moscow girls and women 
from the end of the 1920s to the early 1930s (that were definitely made by a 
professional photographer) show them in a modern, short dress just cover
ing the knees with a long neck, short haircut and in lighting that enhanced 
their beauty with a touch of eroticism (see figure 19). 

Photographs taken in studios were few. They usually presented parents 
and other relatives individually or in a group portrait, sometimes in military 
uniform (J for example, showed a photograph of her brother in Red Army 
uniform of the civil war time) or in many different occasions connected to 
city life, like near the house, at the university or summer house. In a photo
graph from a summerhouse near Moscow in the 1950s, the grandmother 
(described as very religious) is depicted in a dark kerchief and a dress with 
long sleeves with her rather stylishly dressed son and grandchildren (see 
figure 30). Several photographs near houses showed women in everyday 
clothes, like a photograph of the working class couple taken on a summer 
day in Moscow in the early 1930s, where a woman is wearing a home gown, 
a khalat (see figure 20). 

Post-war pictures from the 1940-1960s are more diverse in terms of tech
niques and situations. Some photographs were clearly documenting certain 
important events. In family collections, for example, there are usually photo
graphs taken on the first and last years of schooling (see, for example, figure 
53). Unlike pre-war school photographs, all the post-war pictures were of 
children in uniform.726 Due to the importance of the event, girls were usually 
displayed in holiday uniform with a white apron and white hair ribbons, and 
some children were portrayed in pioneer uniform (see figure 52). The excep
tions were rare. The most surprising, probably, was a photograph shown by 
A from Ufa, where a group of children were dressed in a distinctly American 
style, with boys in cowboy shirts and girls in bonnets. According to A, these 
clothes were received by an orphanage in rural Bashkortostan as part of 
American wartime aid (A's father was a director of this children's home 
during the war period). 

The custom of picturing nicely dressed girls, and converting "moments of 
beauty" into an event in itself through producing a documented memory of 
the blueprint, was kept up during and after the war and many photographs of 
city girls documented these moments. For example, M showed a photograph 
wearing a muff, while one of my other informants had a picture of herself 
and two of her cousins in rather well-made dresses. These festive photo
graphs sometimes demonstrate the sharp contrast to the everyday pictures 
that are sometimes present in the same photo albums. In another childhood 

726 The girl's outfits were imitations of the pre-revolutionary uniforms and were introduced in 
1943. 



picture, the same person is shown in the yard with her friends. In contrast to 
the picture with her cousins, on this picture she and her friends demonstrate 
rather shoddy-looking, poorly fitting clothes (figures 50-51). 

Wedding photographs, almost absent in the 1930s and 1940s, became 
rather common in the late 1960-1970s. The informants frequently started the 
presentation of their children by showing wedding photographs where the 
woman was usually wearing a white dress and bridal veil. However, only the 
youngest of my interviewees could show me "normal" wedding photographs 
from the contemporary view point (pictures where women wore white 
dress). 

For the informants in the younger or mid-aged groups, adulthood corre
sponded to a time (the end of 1950s and onward) when amateur photography 
began to be seriously developed and privately owned cameras more com
mon. Thus, student photographs of the 1950s have more spontaneity and 
movement than the festive photographs of the 1930-1940s, though the latter 
continued to exist. G from Ufa, for example, showed a festive picture of a 
chorus at Ufa teacher's college with men in ties, women in austere dresses 
and braided hair, and many with earrings. There was also a photo of a stu
dent room in a dormitory where all the beds had nice embroidered bed cov
ers, a type of craftsmanship that was a distinct source of pride. Another in
formant also had many photographs in the corridors and rooms of her dormi
tories in Kazan and Moscow. In one of them she is presented as half lying on 
a bed, in a very frivolous and seductive pose. Another picture shows a room 
in a dormitory where a big carpet is hanging on the wall and students are 
posing in domestic clothes, mainly khalats (see figure 57). 

Photographs at the work place are present in family collections through 
group photos showing all the employees of their work place, whether they be 
a school, factory section or hospital. Usually the employees are portrayed in 
rows, sometimes wearing factory or medical uniforms. Social differences are 
frequently visible in these group photos. In a picture showing the staff of a 
Moscow hospital in front of the hospital building in early 1960s the doctors 
are in the first row, while nurses are standing behind. Female doctors are 
dressed in fur hats and coats with fur collars, while nurses look very much 
like village women with their heads covered (see figure 54). 

Photographs taken at work places, particularly in the 1950s and 1960s, 
also include individual pictures (or pictures showing groups of two or three 
close friends) that are very dynamic and sometimes don't reflect the status of 
individuals. Particularly interesting are the photographs of celebrations and 
parties held at work. People in these photographs are frequently pictured 
enjoying themselves while eating or dancing. Sometimes pictures show spe
cial theatrical costumes. J from Saratov showed a picture where she was 
playing a Snow-Maiden in a New Year celebration at her work place in a 
housing office and D from Moscow playing a role in an amateur theatre per
formance. 



Pictures from the celebration of official Soviet holidays that were kept in 
private collections are often rather informal and in many cases are not easily 
identifiable as showing celebration of state holidays. Pictures from the cele
brations of the October revolution in Saratov in the 1950s show people sit
ting around the table eating and drinking (see figure 55). These pictures 
show that official holidays were sometimes experienced as joyful events. 

Leisure time photographs usually present people in places that could be 
seen as constructed as proper places especially constructed for a "cultured" 
leisure: like the Exhibition of Achievements of the National Economy (or 
VDNKh, today called the All-Russia Exhibition Centre) in Moscow, and the 
Lipki Park in Saratov.727 Similar to the photographs taken at work, leisure 
photographs are rather static due to their intention of portraying a pleasant 
appearance or a particular group of people by which to remember it. A spe
cial type of leisure pictures consist of photographs from travels and excur
sions. These are more diverse and include group portraits, usually in front of 
some memorable location, like a fountain or fancy building or pictures of 
activities like swimming or playing. 

Leisure and travel photographs are important evidence of the existing 
shortages of consumption goods. J from Saratov showed a photograph from 
her holiday by the Black Sea coast in the 1950s where more than 10 women 
where portrayed in the bathing suits of the same style and colour while an
other photograph of a woman in Moscow (from around the same time) 
shows three women on the beach near Riga where one of them is wearing 
ordinary underwear instead of proper bathing attire (see figure 61). At the 
same time, photographs dedicated to backpacking, a very popular form of 
group tourism among young people in the 1950s, saw the slow introduction 
of trousers for women's sport activity in cold weather, but at the same time 
women can bee seen wearing nice long summer dresses while posing in front 
of tents on their summer vacations. 

Photographs taken during vacations on the Black Sea coast728 are much 
more frequent among people living in Moscow than in Ufa or Saratov. 
Therefore, the few trips that my informants made to the Black Sea had to be 
well documented and remembered in order to feed a whole lifetime of 
memories. While showing photographs, J made a detailed account of two of 
her roommates in a resort in the south and showed pictures of them. How
ever, in some other albums, particularly those belonging to Moscow women 
of higher education, the photographs from summer resorts in the Crimea and 

727 At the same time, the oral story of L from Saratov shows that parks were typical places 
where young women went in order to meet young men (see more chapter 7, subch. 1). The 
same way of spending leisure time in 1920-1930s is mentioned by Spanish researcher, Pilar 
Folguera, about everyday life in Madrid - Pilar Folguera, Vida cotidiana en Madrid, primer 
tercio del siglo a traves de las fuentes orales (Madrid: Comunidad de Madrid, 1987), 73-74. 
728 The Black Sea was one of the most popular destinations for summer holiday trips. 



Caucasus were numerous, dated by year (showing that the trips to various 
holiday resorts were made almost every summer). 

Private photo albums also contained many portraits, mainly the kind 
where only head and shoulders were present. Unlike the festive group pho
tographs, these pictures were intended to focus on particular moments of life 
that weren't immediately obvious from the picture but were commented on 
by the informants (like the end of the spring semester in college or a photo
graph taken of those considered to be the finest workers). At the same time, 
many of these photographs were also intended to commemorate some 
achievement of beautification, like a new hairstyle, an expensive fur collar or 
an elaborately designed dress (see, for example, figures 26 and 27). At the 
same time, photographs taken at home were mostly absent from albums even 
in the 1960s although photographs taken near houses with children and rela
tives became quite common. 

Summary 

Collecting memories of beauty and maternity, in spite of all the problems of 
working with oral materials, gives unique information on subjective ways of 
dealing with the body and its normativity. Some of this information can be 
easily reduced to several well-established categories and sub-categories, 
while other information eludes scientific categorisation, but breathes life into 
them by adding concrete details of accounts of the past.729 

From picture analysis it is possible to conclude that private collections of 
photographs were intended to commemorate events and looks deemed im
portant to the owner and helped to elaborate or present her identity and em
body her life story. The photographs could be seen as having some magic 
functions; the depiction of joyous events and important people in their life 
implied a reproduction of happiness. That is why it is possible to say that 
family albums not only helped to preserve memories, but also to bring back 
lovers, youthful bodies and positive feelings. 

Thus, private collections of photographs give us a possibility to study 
links between images, memories and feelings and are particularly valuable 
for the study of practices of beauty. 

6. Maternity and beauty in everyday context 
In this chapter I intend to analyse of the everyday practices of beauty and 
maternity and the possible conclusions that could be drawn from my col
lected interviews. The main focus here is the general context of everyday life 

729 Елена Мещеркина, "Устная история и биография: женский взгляд, " в Устная 
история и биография: женский взгляд, ред. Елена Мещеркина (Москва: Невский 
простор, 2004), 14-15. 



where maternity and beauty took place as well as of more typical everyday 
common sense normativities that surrounded them. In order to estimate the 
complexity of maternity and beauty as an embodied phenomena, I will pay 
special attention to how the body and its sensations are remembered. 

6.1. Achieving beauty: technologies, resources and the "beauty 
shift-

Sites, artefacts and technological changes 

In order to analyse beauty practices, it is necessary to first review some in
terpretations of the environments where these practices were taking place. 
What kinds of sites and artefacts did my informants mention as being com
mon? Which of them were easily accessible to all and which were consid
ered to serve only a particular segment of the population? What was per
ceived as new, promising or threatening in terms of appearance, where did it 
occur and when? 

Researchers of Stalinism in Russia showed that from the onset of the in
dustrialisation in the 1930s, consumers were suffering from chronic short
ages of textile, clothes, shoes and beauty services at a time when institutions 
performed insufficiently and the variety of goods and services was highly 
inadequate in meeting the increasing demands of the growing city popula
tions730 which towards the end of the studied period constituted more than 
half of the population of Russia.731 It is easy to suppose also that the beauty 
infrastructure itself to a lesser extent corresponded to the discourse of the 
time regarding taste and cultural manners within everyday life. Thus, one of 
the most self-evident realities for my informants consisted of shortages. 
However, the extent of the shortage of consumer good and the ability to pur
chase was interpreted differently by my informants depending of age, social 
status, location and several other factors. 

Even if beauty practices of peasant women were not the main focus of 
this study, I have to say a few words about them since a majority of my in
formants were born in the countryside and repeatedly compared city and 
village life while retelling their stories. Some interviews show that for rural 
Russia during the I930-50s beauty was primarily a domestic practice -
women were sewing clothes, making hair styles and caring for skin at home. 
According to J (born in 1924 in a village in the Saratov region) people in the 
village were dressed "neatly, not refined, but neatly". However, village nor-
mativity of look came into a question in a situation when women had to 

730 Fitzpatrick, Everyday Stalinism; Елена Осокина, "Частное предпринимательство в 
период наступления экономики дефицита," в Нормы и ценности повседневной жизни: 
становление социалистического образа жизни в России, 1920-1930 годы, ред. Тимо 
Вихавайнен (С-Петербург: журнал "Нева," 2000), 218-244. 
73 1 Жиромская, Демографическая история, 140-141. 



move to a city because of work or studies. N (born in 1924), who grew up in 
a village in the Penza region (Central Russia) told me that when she was 
planning to travel to Moscow in 1938 to seek employment as a nanny, some
thing as simple as a lack of underwear became a problem.732 

After the Soviet Union was embroiled in the Second World War, the al
ready strained supply of consumer goods deteriorated even further.733 The 
interviews show that this deterioration was experienced more in Bashkor
tostan than in other regions, probably due to the dramatic changes in the 
traditional forms of consumption in the late 1930s. Thus, A (born in 1935), 
who was from an intellectual Bashkir family, did not have shoes and had to 
go barefoot to school during the war, while H, whose marriage in 1945 was 
performed according to Muslim traditions, still did not manage to acquire a 
headscarf. Bitter recollections about adolescence during the war, was also 
experienced by К (born in 1932) who grew up in a village in the Saratov 
region. She remembered having to cut her hair short because of head lice, 
due to the severely unsanitary and crowded living conditions. She also re
called how she had to wear a pretty dress that her sister from Saratov sent 
her, without any shoes due to lack of footwear. 

The interviews also indicate that city inhabitants began to barter with the 
rural population to alleviate the problem of the dramatic shortage of food in 
cities, particularly, during the war. Even former city inhabitants who moved 
to a village due to evacuation or work usually found themselves in a better 
situation compared with the rural population in regard to their access to fab
ric and ability to buy clothes. В who during the war worked as a teacher in a 
village in Tatarstan remembered that she actually exchanged her sealskin 
coat that she had brought from the city for a bucket of potatoes. 

Indeed, it is important to mention that most of the informants presented 
the clothing shortages during the war as something "objective," a result of 
the war; "hard times." They described these problems assuming my and their 
common knowledge of the difficulties of the war situation and thereby con
forming to the official Soviet discourse about the war as the main reason for 
most of the social problems of everyday life, especially production difficul
ties and stock depletion. 

The supply of consumer goods in the countryside after the war improved 
very slowly, mostly through shopping trips to the nearby cities, so that by the 
beginning of the 60s women in the countryside had at least a few ready-to-

732 From a non-tape recorded conversation with other women it was possible to conclude that 
not having underwear was rather typical for middle age women in villages in Southern Russia. 

According to a statistical data that remained "secret" up to beginning of 1990s, the cotton 
textile in the structure of the retail commodity circulation (in percentage to total) decreased 
from 4,3% in 1940 to 1,4% in 1945, ready-to-wear clothes - from 6,6% to 3,0%, leather and 
textile shoes - from 2,8 to 1,1% - Central statistical bureau data about the structure of retail 
commodity circulation in 1940-1945. From the statistical collection "Popular economy of the 
USSR in the years of the Great Patriotic war", published in 1959 - Советская 
повседневность, 202. 



wear garments and shoes. For example, H who lived in a Bashkir village in 
the early 50s and 60s said that from time to time she purchased ready-to-
wear clothes during special shopping trips to the nearby cities, she also 
proudly stated that in the late 60s her daughters followed the new city styles 
by copying the hairstyles and fashion trends from the sewing pattern illustra
tions or what they could find in the magazines. 

Unlike the countryside, Russian cities had a broad network of beauty es
tablishments and services, including shops, hairdressing salons, bathhouses 
and professional dressmakers. Thus, my informants confirm the findings of 
Natal'ia Kozlova who showed that moving from the countryside to the city 
gave a much higher exposure to beauty establishments.734 The story of J who 
was born in a village in the Saratov region in 1924 and came to Saratov in 
1941 is particularly revealing. Coming to Saratov during the hardest period 
of the war, she, however (together with definitions of this period as a "hard 
time" and mentioning that she was wearing a coat that was made from one of 
her mother's), emphasised that she was happy because of this new access to 
beauty services. She proudly informed me that hairdresser's salons were 
open in Saratov throughout the entire war and that she was able to make a 
perm that was very fashionable at that time. 

The interviews show that during the studied period city beautification in
stitutions were far from being accessible to everybody. However, instead of 
a division between people with high and low income or between centre and 
periphery, as it was in Russian society before the Bolshevik revolution, the 
shortages of goods and services led to the creation of beauty services (and 
other forms of consumption) for selected occupational and social groups. 
While the top level of the new social hierarchy was not represented among 
my informants, the medium level can be identified rather well. With respect 
to 1930-1940s it was presented by members of the local nomenklatura and 
technical specialists of important state enterprises, who were mainly men. L 
from Saratov, who got married to an engineer in 1938, was able to get cer
tain textiles and garments through the special shop at the industry where her 
husband worked, while В (born in 1919) who lived in Kazan in the 30s, was 
the client of a special dressmaking establishment thanks to her stepfather's 
high rank in the local nomenklatura. D who spent her pre-war childhood in 
Tula also mentioned that workers in cartridge and armaments factories that 
had a special shop for food and clothes where only factory employees could 
go-

In spite of the availability of stratified systems of distribution of beauty 
goods and services on the local level, the average city woman of the 30s and 
40s mostly had to deal with a situation defined as an "economy of shortages" 
(after the end of a rationing system that existed between 1929-1935, basic 
consumer goods continued to be almost non-accessible in shops with state 

734 Козлова, Советские люди, 217. 



regulated prices), whilst achieving beauty assumed complicated combina
tions of the use of scarce state resources and the mimicry of private entre-
preneurship in various forms.735 Moscow enjoyed the undisputed leading 
position in terms of availability of the consumption goods.736 As the capital 
of a self-proclaimed successful socialist state it was supposed to enjoy par
ticularly good supplies and a higher level of services. D from Tula told of 
how her mother took the family savings and went to Moscow during the 
summer holidays to stand in line to buy clothes and household items. It was 
particularly important because D's family (her father was an accountant, and 
her mother a teacher) was not registered in any of the shops of Tula for spe
cial distribution. 

Many ordinary products for beauty in the 30s and 40s were acquired 
through illegal or semi-legal means. A "wild" market place (tolchok), thor
oughly described in works by Fitzpatrick and Osokina,737 was frequently 
mentioned in the stories of my informants. According to some of them, it 
was a place for buying particularly fashionable garments and accessories, 
that could not be bought in a state-owned shop. For example, according to A, 
who attended the Ufa teachers' college from 1949, fashionable clothes in 
Ufa could be bought in such a market place. According to D who was a stu
dent in Moscow after the war, this market was also a place where war booty 
brought home by Soviet soldiers from cities in Germany and Eastern Europe 
could be bought and sold. 

From the beginning of the 30s almost all the private tailors and shoe mak
ers were forced to close their enterprises, their property was liquidated and 
they were deprived of political rights, though many continued their busi
nesses in a clandestine or semi-legal manner,738 and craftsmen visited their 
clients to bring them consumption goods they produced at home. Several of 
my informants, however, spoke about the services of private craftspeople as 
an obvious everyday reality, addressing them as "private" (.chastnik) as if 
they were part of the legally established services. L from Saratov told me 
that her first authentic leather shoes which she got at the age of 18 were 
made by such a private craftsman. The mother of R (born in Dnipropetrovsk 
in 1923) was that kind of entrepreneur but was officially a housewife and the 
wife of an accountant. The professional skills of these tailors, seamstresses 

7j5 Осокина, За фасадом 'сталинского изобилия \ 154, 235-237 
736 Second to Moscow in prestige and importance were a few cities like Leningrad, but Sara
tov and Ufa did not belong to this category. 
737 Fitzpatrick, Everyday Stalinism, 58-65; Осокина, За фасадом 'сталинского изобилия \ 
79. 
738 About state's limitation of private entrepreneurs (like dressmakers) in 1930s and their 
criminal persecution in 1930s and 1950s see Елена Осокина, "Частное 
предпринимательство в период наступления экономики дефицита," 220-221; Лариса 
Захарова, "'Наиболее распространенной является форма прямого пальто с однобортной 
застежкой': о советской моде эпохи "оттепели," Нерпикосновенный запас, N 45 (1), 
2006, http://www.nz-online.ru/index.phtml?aid=75011531. 
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and shoemakers, were sometimes impressive. For example, L spoke of one 
of her aunts who was a dressmaker at the Russian diplomatic mission to 
China before and briefly after the revolution. Her visits home were eagerly 
awaited by all the women of the house (by L's mother, her other aunt and 
herself). The aunt would bring home some fashion magazines and then she 
would make fine dresses. 

The post-war years in Europe was a period of technological innovation 
that contributed to the production of new beauty products. Consumption of 
new materials (like nylon) and new methods for hair care and dress care 
were defining a new "universal" fashion.739 Although Soviet industry was far 
behind the European average in terms of efficiency, quality and variety,740 

Soviet people, primarily those living in big urban centres, experienced some 
innovations in beauty products which is reflected by my informants. Col
lected interviews showed that these changes were important with respect to 
the styling and care of hair. The first chemical form of hairstyling, the perm, 
made it possible to have fashionable hair every day, but required the assis
tance of a hair specialist. Visiting the hairdresser became especially impor
tant for those of my informants who had important public jobs: engineers, 
accountants, doctors, and school inspectors. Further progress in chemistry 
led to mass production of chemical dyes in the late 50s and early 60s, when 
they became very popular among young people.741 New technologies in
creased the possibilities of individual influence on appearance through a 
bigger variety of hairstyles and colours. 

On the basis of the stories told by my informants it is possible to see that 
in the 1950s the number, diversity and importance of beauty establishments 
in everyday city life grew immensely. Large department stores displayed at 
least two or three styles of dress, coat and shoes, there were specialized 
shops for perfume and accessories, beauty salons, hairdressers and fabric 
shops. In all of these places women interacted as consumers. Several of my 
informants mentioned some remarkable purchases they made - high quality 
shoes, a nice dress or perfume. At the same time, along with an open system 
of shops and services, a hierarchical structure of special or exclusive services 
not only continued to exist, but was also developed and diversified. Thus, D 
who in the 1950s was working in the classified state agency in Moscow used 
her privilege to gain access to a special dressmaking establishment, while V, 
who worked in a secret military company in Moscow from the early 1960s, 

7j9 Sara Pendergast and Tom Pendergast, Fashion, Costume and Culture: Clothing, Head-
wear, Body Decorations, and Footwear through the ages (Detroit and New York: UXL-
Thomson Gale, 2004), vol. 5, 869-885. 
740 After the end of the rationing system in 1947, special restrictions for selling goods still 
continue to exist up till 1958. According to these restrictions, one person could buy only 6 
meters of the cotton textile, 1 spool, 2 pair of stockings, 1 pair of shoes and one piece of soap 
- Э.Ю. Завадская и T.B. Царевская, "Денежная реформа 1947 года - реакция населения: 
по документам из 'Особых папок Сталина'," Отечественная история, 1997, N 6, 135. 
741 See more in chapter 7. 



stated that at that time the beauty services within the company were very 
good. There were not only shops and hairdressers, but at the hairdresser's it 
was possible to get some cosmetic services for free. 

Moreover, the models and criteria for beauty experienced important 
change. Cinema and, particularly "Western" films, were important sources 
for these criteria. Watching films was described by my informants as one of 
the most important ways of spending leisure time and getting information 
about the rest of the world. For example, К from Saratov told me that it was 
important to imitate the film actresses. When her child was small in she and 
her husband left their child with K's mother from time to time and went to 
the night screenings at the cinema. M who lived in Perm, said that when she 
saw the film "Carnival night"742 where the main actress, Liudmila 
Gurchenko, was wearing a very nice dress, she then asked a dressmaker to 
sew a similar one. U, who grew up in a city in Cheliabinsk region said that 
she and her school friends watched all the films several times in the early 
60s. Several other informants collected postcards with pictures of actresses, 
while О from Ufa (born in 1935) recalled that she wanted to be an actress in 
the early 50s before she chose the more appropriate profession of a 
teacher.743 

Diversity of beauty images in films was very important, especially in 
Western film looted during the war and smuggled into the Soviet Union by 
Soviet soldiers (German as well as American films), from which images of 
femininity and the crucial new shape, line, silhouette and style of the dress 
for the home made designs were taken, later also from French films, particu
larly those with Brigitte Bardot (see more on this in chapter 7, subch. 5). 
Soviet film stars, like Liubov Orlova or Liudmila Gurchenko were also im
portant inspirations. In the late 1950s television programming became an
other important source of inspiration due to the growing number of privately 
owned television sets.744 

Interviews from the late 50s and 60s indicate a growing importance at
tached to taste, style and fashion. On the one hand, sources of information 
about what constituted a beautiful look became more diverse. S (born in 
1945), for example, said that during her secondary school studies in the early 
60s her class had a guided tour of a Moscow fashion house. Furthermore, in 
a situation where consumption was promoted as an important element of 

742 (film) "Карнавальная ночь" (Мосфильм, реж. Эльдар Рязанов, 1956). 
743 According to Vladimir Andrle (based on R.W. Thorston), the average Soviet citizen visited 
a cinema five times a year in 1940 (as a paying customer); Vladimir Andrle, A Social History 
of twentieth-century Russia, 203. Thus, due to higher frequency of cinemas in the city, it is 
possible to assume that the figure was at least double there. According to Soviet statistics, in 
Bashkortostan there were 365 cinema projectors in 1928, 207 in 1946 and 1,001 in 1956 
(<СССР в цифрах, 138). 
744According to statistics, in 1950 12 000 of TV sets were sold, in 1960 it was 1.5 million, and 
in 1967 over 4 million. The figures for washing machines were a mere 300 in 1950, 907,000 
in 1960, and 3.8 million in 1967 - СССР в цифрах, 146. 



good taste, the consumers were not merely making comparison with the war
time and the post-war years shortages of elementary goods, but also compar
ing the situation with the impressions they got from watching Western films 
and reading Eastern European or Baltic fashion magazines. In high quality 
Soviet fashion magazines it was possible to find models almost directly cop
ied from the "West". 

The younger of my informants, born in the 40s demonstrate a different 
understanding of consumption problems and a particular cause for complaint 
about the quality and assortment of consumer goods in comparison to the 
representatives of the older age group. U from Ufa said that "there was noth
ing to buy in the department store" and by this, she meant, of course, not the 
absolute lack of clothes, but rather a lack of variety of nice clothes.745 T from 
Moscow described the selection of goods in shops in Moscow by saying: 
"The things that you could buy in shops were so awful that you wouldn't 
even think of wearing them. Everything was awful, from colours to style." 

How often one could use new beauty products (like nylon) and services 
depended on many individual factors, including economic resources, the 
person's skill in sewing or whether one had short or long hair. At the same 
time, regional differences in the use of beauty facilities were still consider
able. While my Moscow informants remember the late 50s and 60s as a pe
riod when ready-to-wear clothes including coats, dresses, hats and baby-
clothes were widely available, an informant like U, coming from a provincial 
town would recall shops as having very limited choices of everything, some
thing that meant that the services of private dressmakers and/or shopping 
trips remained vital to the local population. Thus, U's mother, a waitress in a 
restaurant had her private dressmaker who was also making dresses from 
scrap for U. T (born in 1946), who was from an industrial city in northern 
Kazakhstan, in spite of her complains about shortages in Moscow said that 
she looked extraordinarily fashionable with the shoes and clothes she had 
bought in Moscow. 

Growing demands for fashion and better beauty products contributed to 
further development of the ever-present black market. However, unlike the 
30s and 40s, the illegal trade of the 60s was rather a response to poor quality 
products than to the absence of goods. Thus, the 1960s saw a new form of 
illegal trade - the selling of goods bought abroad or from foreigners -
fartsovka. This practice became particularly present in T's stories: she re
lated the story of a dormitory of the University of Moscow where foreign 
students sold clothes; fashion could be bought by students from students, 
without the need of the markets or the specialist shops. Thus, even if the 
quality and quantity of beauty products and facilities, considerably improved 
in 1960s, they were still considered inadequate to the demands of the female 

745 Talking about the 1970s, U also bitterly reflected that in her daughter's school at that time 
half of the class were wearing the coat from the same fabric. 



consumer. This was partly due to the growing influence of "Western" mod
els for beauty. 

Beauty qualification and the beauty shift 

The term "beauty qualification" was introduced by feminist researcher 
Naomi Wolf, who by this referred to the need for special skills in order to 
reach attractiveness.746 In the following I am going to analyse the skills and 
resources that my informants presented in their stories as necessary in order 
to look appropriate. 

Unlike the beauty given by nature, all methods of achieving beauty usu
ally require some investments in the form of money, time or human re
sources. Different societies can be studied and classified on the basis of the 
main principles of how their economics of beauty function. Traditional soci
ety is characterized by time-consuming beauty techniques (for example, long 
evenings of sewing dowry clothing) and natural resources (home made 
clothing and shoes). Money was used to buy only a small proportion of 
beauty materials - some nice cloth for Sunday best (vykhodnoe platie)1A\ or 
some ribbons, for example. The beauty economy of industrial societies is 
based mainly on monetary resources. If more money is invested, high-
quality textiles and more sophisticated fashion is accessible. 

My interviews indicate that the role of money in Soviet beauty practices 
during the whole studied period should not be underestimated. As in a mar
ket economy the accessibility of beauty artefacts was very dependent on 
income. For example, С (born in 1922), an engineer and also the wife of the 
senior engineer of the local factory, did not have difficulties in using ordi
nary dressmaking establishments in Moscow in the late 50s: 

Back then it was possible to make dresses in the atelier. It was not so expen
sive and not that many people were asking for it. 

However, J (born in 1924), working as an accountant in Saratov in these 
years presented herself as having serious financial problems with clothes and 
shoes. 

[J] - In the fifties shoes and clothes appeared again. It was 1954-1955. They 
were available for purchase. There were many things in the shops. Expensive, 
of course. Everything was expensive for us. With money in the old currency 
you could buy sandals for 1600 rubles. It was expensive for us. [YG] - What 

746 Wolf, The Beauty Myth, 20-25. 
747 Sunday best (ivykhodnoe platie) in Soviet Russia was opposite to everyday dress (usually 
the clothes in which women were going to work and did the shopping). It was used mainly 
for going out, for example, visiting dance-parties, relatives, theaters, clubs, and parties at the 
work place as well as for other situations where smartness was required. Sometimes a smart 
dress (nariadnoe platie) was used in the same meaning like Sunday best. 



was your salary at that time? [J] - 3000 rubles. Thus we had to pay half of the 
salary for shoes.748 

The interviews show that unlike the everyday goods intended for mass con
sumption, the luxury objects of beautification that were the subject of Soviet 
advertising such as fur coats or expensive jewellery, were hardly accessible 
to the average city woman because of their high price.749 J from Saratov (as 
mentioned in chapter 5) could buy a fox collar in the early 1950s only by 
purchasing it from colleagues at work over several payments. A who was a 
student in Ufa in the early 1950s, also said that jewellery was rather inacces
sible for young people - young people hardly could buy earrings or other 
decoration, they were sold "in special shops" and, probably for "rich peo
ple." "Rich" in this context should be interpreted as opposition to "people 
like her" who were "similar" in their looks. 

Money was also involved in all the interactions around getting, producing 
or exchanging goods privately - through the black market and illegal trade. 
Even if illegal trade, "speculation," was deemed necessary for survival, it 
was sometimes perceived by my informants as a shameful practice. Even 
today, after the introduction of a market economy, E from Ufa, born in 1932 
first presented her knitting as a kind of leisure activity, and only at the end of 
the conversation did she disclose that she did it because she needed money, 
thus using her "beauty skills" to get additional income. A from Ufa also pre
sented knitting of fine kerchiefs (from goat wool) by women from her vil
lage in 1940-1950s as a traditional craft, that were sold in Ufa's black mar
ket ("when somebody would go to Ufa, they would take them [kerchiefs] 
there") simply due to survival needs. 

Another informant, M, born in 1924 who was a student in Perm in the 
50s, explained the need to be beautiful as the main reason for finding new 
sources of income. In comparison to E and A she showed herself to be rather 
proud of the possibility to of having additional income (which could be also 
seen as suspicious from the view point of the Soviet law) in order to look 
nice. 

[YG] - Did you buy or sew clothes at that time? [M] - We bought them. No, 
mainly we sewed ourselves. We bought textiles and then made dresses. [YG] 
- Did you sew yourself? [M] - No. I hired a dressmaker. Many knew how to 

748 The published archive materials give an idea about market prices for goods. Before the 
monetary reform of 1947 a woman's winter coat cost 2000 roubles (200 after the reform), 
women's rubber shoes - 900 roubles (90 after the reform) and length of boston was 2500 
roubles (250 after the reform). To compare these prices with salaries see ZSU data from 1955 
(the salary of industrial workers was 473 roub. 1945 according to post-reform calculations in 
and 785 roub. in 1955. The salary of medical staff was 394 roubles in 1945 and 521 roubles in 
1955 - Советская жизнь, 98, 502. 
749 Compare E. Vishlenkova, S. Malysheva and S. Salnikova's presentation of the privileged 
groups of Kazan that could enjoy the luxury of being well dressed. - Вишленкова, 
Малышева и Сальникова, Казанское житье, 1090. 



sew themselves. [YG] - And was it difficult to get hold of a dressmaker? 
Was it expensive? [M] - [Proudly] I managed to give private lessons from 
my first year in the university. That is why I had a new dress for every holi
day and was a very fashionable girl. 

The interviews suggest, however, that in spite of the importance of mostly 
money based public, special and semi-legal beauty infrastructure, the most 
important resource for women's beauty was, however, time. 

According to my informants, girls were taught to sew at home between 8 
and 10 years of age. Exceptions were rare and informants expressed how 
difficult it could be when one lacked such kind of knowledge. For example, 
L from Saratov, born in 1920, presented herself to be very unlucky because 
she was not taught how to sew properly. When growing up L said she tried 
to learn how to sew by herself, but the dresses she made were unsatisfactory 
and she threw them away. S from Moscow grew up in the 60s, a period of 
increasing consumer growth, but she still considered her abilities to sew as a 
very important resource for becoming beautiful - she not only was sewing 
nice dresses for herself, but also made a nice dress for her older sister who 
put it on when she went to university. Sewing techniques, according to my 
informants, were becoming especially important during the periods of preg
nancy when the body shape was changing and the more standardized clothes 
that could be bought in the shops were not suitable any more. 

Many of my informants spoke about having/not having a sewing machine 
at home and how this made an important difference with regard to their ac
cessibility to beauty - К from Saratov was sewing for herself and for her 
children in the 50 and 60s, while V's mother was sewing for V even when 
she was young woman (Moscow, 1960s). On the contrary, S regretted that 
for a long time during her childhood in the late 1950s, the room her family 
lived in was so small that there was not an adequate place for a sewing ma
chine. This data supports published statistics about the rapid growth of con
sumption of sewing machines in 1950s: according to the Central bureau of 
statistics the consumption of clothing in 1956 grew by 219% compared to 
1940, shoes by 205%, while sewing machine ownership increased by 
939%.750 

School and workplace, according to the interviews, played an important 
role in the development of Soviet beauty qualification. In the late 30s girls 
were usually taught how to handle metal fitter apparatus along with boys in 
school,751 but during the war the situation changed and schools started teach-

750 Statistic table "Indexes of selling goods to the population in 1950-56 (in % to 1940)" -
Советская жизнь, 98. 
751 See also memories by Zinaida Stepanishcheva - Зинаида Степанищева, В прошлом 
ответа ищу невозможного, (неопубликованные воспоминания), People's Archive, fond 
422, 189. 



ing girls how to sew and separated them from the boys.752 All my informants 
from the younger age group were taught how to sew at school. Other types 
of needlework like knitting, embroidery, and lace making sometimes sup
plemented sewing. For further sophistication in sewing skills, workmates or 
co-students were to help - G from Ufa told me that copying embroidery 
patterns from one another was very popular in the student dormitory where 
she lived, while С said that one woman at her workplace was teaching the 
others how to make patterns. 

The most important use of sewing and knitting techniques was, however, 
not used to make new clothing from scratch but rather to embellish or im
prove existing garments.753 Usually, the old dresses were used again and 
were refashioned several times. The ability to transform outmoded, worn-out 
dresses handed down from one to another754 into a new garment for oneself 
or the children was a source of pride for every woman in the 1930-50s, a 
kind of beauty qualification. For example, К from Saratov, born in 1932, 
proudly told a story about remodelling clothes for children. 

As they say, I was making new from old; I was remaking children's clothes. 
I remember once when my neighbour gave me her silk dress; I made a dress 
out of it for my daughter. She was running around, shouting: Look, auntie, 
my mother turned trash into something nice. She [the neighbour] answered: 
Oh, yes, I know, your mother can do it! [Pause] I was remaking everything. I 
took an old coat, and made a new one for X [name of older daughter] from it 
and then, from that for Y [name of younger daughter]. 

Whilst prolonging the life of clothes was important for the survival of the 
family, the remaking skills played an important role for female subjectivity. 
К was not just proud of her remaking talents that helped to save the family 
budget, but also pointed out that she received much respect for doing so. The 
production of nice clothes was traditionally seen as one of the most impor
tant skills for a women and her craftsmanship showed her female virtues and 
confirmed her normative femininity. 

Even in 1950-60s when ready-to-wear clothes began to appear in shops, 
knowing how to sew or knit (the latter was a relatively new skill and mainly 
performed by younger women) continued to be an important marker of 
proper femininity. P (born in 1939) looked happy when she told me about 
this: 

752 It was a result of the "separated education" reform introduced in many city schools from 
1943. 
753 And this looks different from countries like Sweden, where learning to sew was also im
portant for women - Maj Birgit Rörslett, "'I andra land' - kvinnliga vägar i 1990 -talets 
Sverige," i Påminelser om kvinnors liv i Sverige, red. Yvonne Hirdman, Kristina Bohman och 
Maj Birgit Rörslett, Stockholm: Carlssons, 1995, 204. 
754 The situation when mother was giving her dress to a daughter was particularly typical. 



In 1963, when we got married, my husband bought me coffee-coloured 
shoes. They were very nice shoes and inexpensive. He also bought me a 
dress, a brown velvet dress. But it was too big for me; I changed everything, 
making it fit my body. 

The interviews show that it was mainly women who were considered to have 
the duty to sew and/or to remake their own and family clothes, while men 
were said more frequently to use clothes made outside of the home. 

In spite of these duties, women were not specifically talking about the 
care of clothes, shoes and beauty artefacts, probably assuming our common 
knowledge about these practices. From the short comments on difficulties of 
getting water (O from Ufa), overcrowded rooms and kitchens of communal 
apartments (K from Saratov, S and N from Moscow) we might conclude that 
preservation and care work also required a lot of energy. Furthermore, we 
must assume that Soviet woman, particularly in the post-war period, had to 
care for her beauty differently than in a traditional society, because the tradi
tional cycle of beauty production was broken and the standards of appear
ance and technologies of its production were altered. For example, women 
living in overcrowded city apartments could no longer wash white garments 
in a river and dry them in the sun, while new synthetic clothes that were 
fashionable in 1950s, needed particularly careful treatment. Also some types 
of fashionable things, like permed hairstyles, boots or nylon stockings could 
not be produced or properly repaired at home. 

Hairdressing was another important qualification that had to be learned in 
order to reach a nice everyday look, not to speak about a more special one. 
While the perm, according to my older informants, was done at the hair
dresser's only 2-3 times a year, my younger informants went to hairdressers 
once a month for a setting, everyday maintenance usually required the use of 
specific products and equipment for revitalising the curls. Together with 
hair-rollers, it was corks that first had to be collected (E from Ufa) or elastic 
for leaving hair up (C from Moscow). 

My interviews show that unlike men, women in the cities, in spite of the 
fact that they were wage working, were considered to automatically take an 
interest in and also be able to make their homes beautiful as well as to be 
responsible for how they and their family looked. However, as we saw 
above, in the situation of the Soviet economy of shortages, even in the cities, 
the amount of industrially produced clothing, shoes or cosmetics were far 
below demand. It made many, especially new city dwellers, follow the pre-
modern practices of beauty production. Thus, the Soviet beauty qualification 
included skills of orientation in the complicated system of obtaining goods 
and services and the knowledge of how to produce, repair and remake beauty 
utensils. 

Good appearance and beauty care performed by women at home came at 
a hard price during women's "beauty shifts", the time after waged work and 



housework that woman had to spend in order to achieve the appropriate look. 
The beauty shift required a lot of energy and was realized at the expense of 
sleep deprivation and reduced leisure time. 

To conclude this subchapter about beauty places and qualifications, I 
would argue that the beauty practices of city women were closely connected 
to consumption and the market. These practices were intended to overcome 
shortages of consumption goods and official restrictions through speculation 
and semi-legal private services, by using the system of privileges and 
through improving one's own skills of the beauty qualification. In spite of 
the fact that a money-based, socially unequal, Soviet consumption system 
slowly was gaining in importance, domestic beauty practices continued to be 
very meaningful, not least as a resource for women's self-actualization. 

6.2. The body as an object and a tool of beauty practices 

This subchapter is dedicated to the notion of the body as both a site for the 
inscription of the cultural meanings and the primary instrument through the 
help of which beauty was created, as presented in the interviews. At the 
same time, the narratives of my informants show the important role of the 
"lived body" that was not just transformed or marked as a result of beauty 
practices, but was actively participating in these practices through signals of 
discomfort, pleasure, pain or suffering. I will discuss how the role of the 
body in beauty practices was understood. How much should the body be 
altered in order to become beautiful? How would the beauty of the body be 
taken care of? 

Soviet women were expected to have a natural beauty and this assumption 
was to various degrees shared by all of my informants. However, as with 
contemporary Western consumer societies,755 this naturalness assumed tacit 
knowledge of an ideal image of the body as well as multiple efforts to pre
serve natural beauty or to make the bodylook more beautiful with the help of 
various techniques and embellishments. The majority of my informants con
sidered external beauty as important as internal beauty and usually praised 
the good looks of a young female body, bodies with visible feminine shape 
that should be "not too slim and not too fat" (H, born in 1927, Bashkir vil
lage). 

The interviews show that there were parts of the body that were consid
ered to be crucial for good looks. When my informants spoke about neces
sary beauty improvements they mostly concentrated on the face and their 
hairstyle. To have naturally voluminous hair was considered fortunate, while 
hair care was an important reason for going to the hairdressers and spending 
additional money even for those women who had scarce recourses. The case 

755 Liz Frost, Young Women and the Body, a Feminist Sociology (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 
2001), 78. 



of J from Saratov is very remarkable here: in spite of having to bring up two 
children alone in the 1940s, she visited the hairdressers at least twice a year 
- "you should look appropriate when you work with people." The transfor
mation of a rural woman into an urban woman and of an adolescent girl into 
an adult person usually started by cutting off one's braids. City women, es
pecially those who were married, tried to achieve fashionable hair styles at 
least for their holidays and some special events, no matter what their educa
tional background or social status was. C, born in 1922, brought up in Mos
cow said: "We combed our hair according to the fashion at that time. At one 
time we had curly hair, later on some special kind of braids." In the 40s and 
50s, when the perm became popular, it slowly became important to make 
regular visits to the hairdresser. In the 60s, using synthetic hair dyes and 
having a hairstyle with a windblown touch, symbolised the beginning of a 
new period in beauty practice. This was when appearance rather indicated 
whether your belonged to the trendy in crowd or not, not just emphasising 
the difference between your everyday and your special occasions. 

The interview material shows a considerable variation in the usage of face 
cosmetics. While many of the informants lived in different places and had 
varying social status, they all presented themselves as using at least some 
cosmetics throughout their adult life. While the older informants, preferred 
to stress either medical need or concealment reasons for their usage of cos
metics, like creams and powders, informants from the younger age group 
spoke more about purely decorative cosmetics. However, regarding only the 
division of age is not enough to explain the (non) use of cosmetics. Like with 
the styles and treatments of hair the attitude of the older age group to cos
metics could be rather divided along urban/rural family backgrounds. L from 
Saratov (born in 1920) and В (born in 1919) who grew up in an educated 
family in Kazan showed themselves to be rather interested in decorative 
cosmetics (not just in powder) during all of their lives. 

Another aspect of "appropriateness" of the body look was the connection 
between femininity and kindness or neatness that the interviewees kept mak
ing reference to. According to P from Ufa "a woman didn't have to be par
ticularly beautiful, but feminine, soft and kind." L and J from Saratov said 
that a woman had to pay attention to her appearance, having a "neat look" 
while being in the public space, the work place and even whilst travelling or 
taking public transport. 

In most interviews, the beauty of the body was perceived as having a lim
ited lifespan. Some of the interviewed women highlighted the fact that femi
nine beauty was more about the preservation of what nature had already 
achieved and the prolonging of youth than something that can actually be 
improved on. Answers to my questions about the use of make up pointed to 
this temporal dimension. For example, G from Ufa (born in 1935) said: 



I didn't use curlers, lipstick or makeup. I started to use lipstick after I became 
30 years old. [Pause] We were told that if a woman were to use makeup at an 
early age she would loose the natural colour of the skin. [With added empha
sis] Indeed, it's true. Those who didn't use makeup preserved their beauty 
better. 

According to this informant, makeup is good only when it serves as an imita
tion of a youthfulness that has already faded, an opinion shared by several 
other informants from different cities. 

The women's stories indicate that natural, healthy skin and hair was a 
sign of good looks and signalled sexual attraction and healthy offspring. 
Indeed, the interviews show that hairstyle and makeup also conveyed infor
mation about proper or deviant female sexuality. Using cosmetics or hair 
care products at an age considered too young could be a sign of a tainted 
personality. A woman who was too interested in sex, too open in showing 
her desires could be classified as cheap and/or promiscuous.756 

According to some of my informants, the use of make up was especially 
risky to the appearance of young girls757 since obvious traces of makeup in 
her face immediately associated her with the appearance of a sexually ex
perienced women. 

We were girls and we looked like girls... One time my friend and I... She 
was from Odessa. We went to Odessa. We were students at that time and 
went to the seaside. She told me: "You should dye your eyebrows." I have a 
very pale face, so I dyed my eyebrows; I have a picture [of me] that I've kept 
until now. You know, it gives such an impression! Can you imagine an at
tractive young girl that suddenly was converted to a kind of a woman of the 
street! I cried and cried, but they said that I had 6 months guarantee [of the 
preservation of the colour of the eyebrows]. I was doing sun bathing back 
then [The informant hoped that the sun bathing would fade the dye quicker]. 
But when 1 came home, my mother said: "Oh God! What did you do to your
self!" [M, born in Minsk in 1933] 

While several of my informants were reluctant to use decorative cosmetics in 
their youth, the interviews suggest universal explanations rooted in a rural 
tradition, and not, as I expected, in ideological notions about the appropri
ateness of makeup. The young look, an attractive figure and nice hair were 
seen as very important assets for a woman, and had to be used properly. 
Several of my informants made a direct link between their attractive young 
look and happy marriage - H and О from Ufa, L from Saratov and В from 
Moscow. Thus, in the frame of the heterosexual matrix of Soviet society the 

756 For more about beliefs and the connections between abnormal sexual desire and prostitu
tion see: Engelstein, The Keys to Happiness, 131-152; Frances Bernstein, "Envisioning Health 
in Revolutionary Russia: the Politics of Gender in Sexual-Enlightenment posters of 1920s," 
Russian Review, April 1998, 191-217. 
757 "Girl" (девушка) is a word that has clear connotations of "virginity" in Russian. 



proper use of the beauty of the body was frequently interpreted as getting 
married and then becoming a mother. 

In conjunction with this the interviews show that serious deviations from 
the ideal image of beauty, like a hump could be crucial for the life of 
woman. О from Ufa, for example, told me that her older sister had a hump 
that meant she never got married and instead took care of her sister's chil
dren. The young and feminine look seems to be a particularly important fe
male resource in the 40s and 50s when women outnumbered men due to war 
and repression. 

Unlike women who were expected to be at least feminine if not out
standing beauties, men could easily be considered attractive for other quali
ties. Hence, in speaking about the importance of beauty for men and women 
my informants highlighted some differences: "Besides his good looks he 
also had something very special"(P about her husband), "I never liked good-
looking men, but I liked intelligent men" (C). 

Thus, a young appearance and a nice figure had to be preserved for as 
long as possible. However, as pointed out earlier, only a few women (mainly 
belonging to the younger age group) showed any interest in sport and train
ing as a method of body care, while keeping body shape through diets was 
the sign of belonging to better-off groups. B, who worked in the countryside 
in Tatarstan during the war and the difficult years that followed, experienced 
shortages of everything, even potatoes. Despite this, she said that she was 
trying to keep her fat intake down. Several other informants presented the 
hard physical labour they did as something that helped them to preserve their 
beauty: "...the physical work, means that you move, something that is neces
sary [for the body]" (G). 

Aging was considered to be a serious distortion of the natural beauty and 
had to be postponed or concealed. While many of the informants' photo
graphs that depicted their mothers and grandmothers showed them in cloth
ing that covered most of their arms and legs and in scarves even during the 
summer my informants preferred to use other "decorations" of aged bodies 
like dying and make up. It is interesting that even those of my informants 
who, like G and A from Ufa, presented internal beauty as more important 
than good looks, started to use more make-up when they got older as if try
ing to salvage what remained of their normative feminine beauty. 

In spite of attempts not to spoil the young body and to preserve its natu
ralness, many practices of beautification brought considerable discomfort or 
even pain to the body. These practices were remembered as a source of diffi
culties and pain.758 This is particularly associated with the everyday usage of 
curling irons or sleeping with curlers on. T (born in 1946), who was the most 

758 The saying "Beauty requires sacrifice" (Красота требует жертв), i.e. "no pain, no gain" 
continues to be very popular in Russia. 



critical to the beauty normativity of the time of her youth, said she was 
happy to lay off these habits: 

I also remember, that in the evening we were putting curlers in our hair. I 
hated it! It means that you had to sleep with them on the whole night. They 
were so hard! Yes, we used curlers. It's so nice that we don't any longer. 

Another disturbing memory from the various age groups is associated with 
wearing high heels. L from Saratov told about the difficulties of adjusting 
her feet to the unusual position of adult footwear when her mother bought 
her shoes with high heels (she was around 16 years old in 1935 and had used 
only cloth slippers before). T told a story about a long theatre performance 
that she had to endure standing due to shortages of seating tickets in the 60s 
when she could not allow herself to take her shoes off because she was in the 
company of a man. 

It is possible to conclude that in spite of praising the naturalness of 
beauty, women had an imaginative picture of the appearance norms they had 
to abide by. The interviews show that in spite of the lack of beautification 
facilities and beauty products, the Soviet norm demanded that women keep 
their bodies under control according to the narrowly defined feminine look. 
The latter was particularly important due to the discursive focus on women's 
role as mothers and contributed to the use of the patriarchal schemes in de
fining women's appearance. In addition to these expectations, due to the 
underdevelopment of facilities and products, beauty practices like domestic 
hair care, could be hazardous to women's bodies even to a larger extent than 
the more advanced beauty practices of "Western" consumer societies. 

6.3. Beauty on display 

In spite of the shortages of goods most women during the better parts of their 
life had certain choices with respect to what to wear and for what occasion, 
what hairstyle to choose and what kind of make to apply. In the following I 
will focus on appropriateness and non-appropriateness of certain looks and 
styles in connection to opportunities and locations of displaying beauty. 
What occasions were considered to be important for special care to be ap
plied to one's appearance? How this holiday or evening look would differ 
from an everyday one? 

The everyday life of city women during the studied period was regulated 
through several appearance norms as a rule. First of all, it is necessary to 
point out that while discussing beauty and appearance, the informants almost 
never mentioned how they looked at home. On the contrary, home was 
mostly remembered as a place where beauty was achieved through activities 
like laundry and ironing, application of curlers and the sewing of dresses. 
One of the important reasons for this neglect of domestic beauty can be con



nected to the overcrowding of the living space that the informants lived in -
as it was said earlier, many of the informants lived in rooms together with 
between 4 and 10 relatives. Thus, neglect of one's look at home in memories 
and recollections about beauty could be interpreted as an effect of the reality 
and lived transparency at home, as shown by the Russian anthropologist II'ia 
Utekhin.759 In the case of beauty it could be connected to the habit of avoid
ing looking/gazing on others and oneself in order to keep privacy. 

Besides, the stories of my informants show that the home was a space of 
relative freedom where women could allow themselves not to think about 
any onlookers and to wear comfortable clothing. As pointed out in chapter 5, 
pictures taken at home were rare and are most common in the 60s. Neverthe
less, even these photographs were intended primarily to show objects of 
value (like a carpet) or important events rather than the appearance of 
women. On several home pictures from their collected albums women wore 
gowns (khalats)160 that coincide with the analysis of women's clothes in the 
1960s made by Olga Vainstein.761 However, my Moscow informants also 
told me that from the late 1960s trousers started to be considered another 
comfortable way of home dress. 

According to the interviews, a nice look was mostly intended for an out
side spectator, while the relationship between a woman displaying her look 
and the observer had to correspond to a certain appropriateness. Usually 
appropriateness included a set of norms associated with hygiene and sexual
ity as well as social status expressed through good taste. However, the com
position of these elements differed according to a woman's status, location 
and social group and the period she lived in. As it was said earlier in this 
chapter, according to M, the use of cosmetics was totally inappropriate for a 
young girl in the 1950s, whereas wearing looted "Western" dresses which 
frequently had a more revealing style than dresses produced by Soviet indus
try (even underwear used as dresses) in post-war Moscow was considered 
appropriate according to D.762 

The male gaze per se also played an important role in setting up beauty 
norms, usually insisting on stressing femininity and eroticism in form of a 
more visible mouth and eyes or a more highlighted waistline. According to 
two of my interviewees from Saratov, L (born in 1920) and К (born in 
1932), it was the husbands that insisted that their wives start to use lipstick, 
while С from Moscow (born in 1922) said that her husband often gave her 

759 H'ia Utekhin has an interesting comment about neighbours who were not considered to be 
important spectators - Илья Утехин, Очерки коммунального быта (Москва: ОГИ, 2001), 
80. 
760 See figures 18, 56, 57 in the end of the book. 
761 Vainstein, "Female Fashion," 85. 
762 About the special beauty of looted underwear see also Память тела. Нижнее белье 
советской эпохи. Каталог выставки. Кураторы Екатерина Деготь и Юлия Демиденко 
(Москва, 2000), 88. 



luxurious textiles as holiday presents in the 50 and 60s. To attract men's 
gaze/attention, for instance being the centre of attention of all the men in a 
tram, was also mentioned as one of the important signs of female beauty. P 
(born in 1939) spoke about her older sister who received such attention when 
both of them moved to Ufa in the 60s. 

All of my informants agreed that until the 1960s appearance norms as
sumed a division between everyday dress and Sunday best. The everyday 
look in cities was the one applied when going to work outside of home as 
well as studies and social activity. It also corresponded to everyday chores 
like shopping and socialising with friends and relatives. Interviews show that 
the use of different kinds of uniforms was rather wide. First, as G from Ufa 
and V from Moscow highlighted that, school uniform, particularly in the 
post-war period, was worn not only to school, but, due to lack of other 
clothes, also during post school activities. In the case of V, who grew up in a 
family where her father was killed in the war and her mother was partially 
handicapped, school uniform became a dress that V wore to her work when 
she started working in a closed military enterprise after finishing school in 
1956 - "The foreman there only told me that I had to take away my apron." 
Second, among the informants there were two who had been medical staff, 
one who was an asphalt layer (E) and another a construction worker (N) who 
all wore state-prescribed uniforms. 

However, in most of the cases when a uniform was not worn, women had 
to abide by normative requirements of appropriateness, most frequently de
scribed as "modest", "neat" and "strict". Properly ironed, washed and pleas
ant clothing worn with neat hair was particularly highlighted by women from 
Saratov (see previous subchapter on L and J). "Strictness" of dress was 
stressed by A and G who worked as teachers. 

At the same time, modesty as presented by my informants was more con
cerned with asexuality than social equality. "Strictness" of teachers' clothing 
in the case of A and G, together with "strictness" of school uniform in the 
1950s-beginning of 1960s described by U from Ural and S from Moscow 
could be contextualised rather as not being too frivolous rather than too 
luxurious. R (born in 1923) who worked as a nurse and later as a doctor in a 
psychiatric hospital in Moscow was cautioned that makeup or embellish
ments could provoke sexual interest from the male patients. Another infor
mant, С (born in 1922) in Moscow related a story of when she came to work 
in a suit made from a nice sparkling fabric that her husband had given her as 
a present and her look was seen as inappropriate by her male co-workers: 
"Oh, C! Are you going to the theatre tonight?" Thus, it is possible to say that 
the working environment played an almost invisible, but important role of 
disciplining women's sexuality. 

These forms of tacit collective control were added to, or sometimes coin
cided with, more focused and directed attempts of regulating appearance 
according to the dominant discourse or individual political campaigns. F, for 



example, spoke about Komsomol meetings which she participated in during 
her studies in Tashkent where those who were dressed to extravagantly were 
accused of philistinism. 

We had this campaign [against philistinism - YG]. If somebody would perm 
their hair, wear too extravagant clothes, we would question her: Why are you 
wearing that? It wasn't like everyday conversation, but a Komsomol meeting. 
It would happen, for example, if somebody would wear a skirt that was too 
short, or something overly pretentious, for example like with a very low 
neck. 

On the other hand, according to other informants, they could not recall any 
direct regulations of appearance or any discussions about "philistinism". For 
example, G (born in 1935 in a Bashkir village) told that she never had prob
lems with wearing earrings in spite of her studies at a so called exemplary 
school in Ufa and when she worked as a teacher, while В (born in 1919) 
considered it to be particularly important that she, as a teacher, be well-
dressed. 

[YG] - When you started to work at the school, how was a teacher supposed 
to look at that time? [B] - We didn't have any special requirements, but the 
students saw the teacher's clothes, and this influenced the students' attitudes 
toward the teacher. 

It was at work that women spent most of their active time (this is particularly 
true for the period before 1967, when Saturday was an ordinary workday), 
and where they could find spectators that were interested, i.e. friends and 
colleagues. Thus, it was at work where women attempted to show off or 
experiment and where they shared their tastes and preferences with others. 
Thus, together with disciplining women's bodies and tastes, places of work 
and study were the locations where norms were altered and codes of appear
ance broken. Several of the interviewees informed of collective acts of beau-
tification connected to their workplaces or educational institutions. L said 
that the head of the Saratov hospital (presented by L as a kind and nice look
ing non-Russian woman763) where L worked as a nurse in the 50s, suggested 
that they pierce their ears and many young doctors and nurses including L 
followed this suggestion and started wearing earrings, something they never 
had worn before. U (born in 1947) who came from an industrial city in the 
Urals told a story about how she and five of her classmates in 9th form went 
to the hairdresser to get their braids cut as a group in order to avoid repri
mands at home by saying that the other girls had started the trend.764 

7(b After my question about the nationality of the head of the hospital, L told me that she was 
Polish. 
764 See also chapter 7, subchapter 5. 



An important form of resistance to one of the dominant discourses was 
the non-use of uniform at places where it was considered to be mandatory. 
For example, D who worked with the classified state agency in early 50s 
said that her superiors did not mind her not wearing military uniform and 
rather coming in civilian clothing. A uniform could be also modified and/or 
made at a tailor (as С did with her daughter's school uniform in the 60s). In 
other cases, work was converted into a display for showing wealth, taste and 
femininity as we saw from the stories about the full fox collar told by J from 
Saratov that I mentioned earlier. Another example comes from the story of В 
who was showing her femininity and taste through wearing high heels in a 
village.765 

The leisure time appearance was intended for important celebrations and 
"cultural leisure time."766 According my informants, the leisure time clothing 
was frequently called "smart dress" (Sunday best), that was supposed to 
beautify rather than just being practical, like everyday clothing. They were 
usually made from the best textiles a person could get, had special accesso
ries and embellishments and were worn at particular occasions for several 
years. While mass production in the "West" after the Second World War was 
slowly eliminating the strict distinctions and suggested diversity of styles in 
everyday clothes as well as overt social differences of appearance,767 in So
viet Russia 1930-50 the distinction between everyday dress and Sunday best 
was still very persistent, not least due to the constant shortages. 

Whilst the majority of young women wore fancy dresses when going to 
the places where young people gathered (parks, dance halls, clubs, schools 
and home parties) the ones with higher education put on leisure time cloth
ing when visiting so-called cultural locations like cinemas, theatres, concerts 
or art exhibitions. M, who graduated from school in Perm in the 1950s, de
scribed the clothing practices of her and her friends during the last years of 
school as balancing discipline and the aspiration for beauty, where the rare 
opportunities to wear fancy clothing were seen as particularly important: 

It was a girl's school. We saw boys only at some school parties. We had to go 
to all the parties in a white apron, but for New Year's we were allowed to 
wear a civilian768 dress. And of course, all the girls and their parents tried to 
make new dresses for them. We went to the opera in those dresses. Our 
school was one of the best. 

The educated informants from Moscow and Ufa told me that in order to ad
here to good taste they even brought shoes to the theatre and changed there. 

765 See more in chapter 7, subchapter 4. 
766 According to the kul 'turnost ' campaign, leisure time was divided between that what was 
"cultural" (reading newspapers, practicing sports, visiting theaters) and "non-cultural" (play
ing cards, drinking, gossiping) - see Kelly, Refining Russia, 276-277. 
767 Crane, Fashion, 9-13. 
768 By this M practically equated a school uniform with a military one. 



Stories by S and С from Moscow also show that in the late 50s to the 60s 
makeup, especially lipstick, began to play an important role in making the 
difference between fancy and everyday dress. 

In a few cases restaurants and bars were also mentioned as places for dis
playing beauty. D, for example, told me that her graduation from the Mos
cow institute for communication in 1950 was celebrated at a newly opened 
cocktail bar that she remembered well because it was there where she 
spoiled her new crêpe de chine blouse. 

In spite of the discourse on sport as being important to beauty, few of the 
older informants, and particularly those living outside of Moscow, were in
volved in recreational sports activities after school.769 Thus, sports arenas 
were not considered to be one of the special locations where bodily beauty 
should be displayed, but was rather looked upon as kind of children's play
ground or a mandatory class. However, D participated in sports parades dur
ing her student years in Moscow and expressed pride over her tanned bare 
legs.770 

Work places and open-air celebrations of the new Soviet holidays, like 
May Day and the October Revolution were other occasions when women 
could display their beauty and get attention from men.771 Unlike school chil
dren who sometimes had to come to these celebrations in school uniform, 
working women usually were especially nicely dressed for these occasions. 
For example, L recalled that during her work in a children's hospital in Sara
tov in the late 40s to 50s the work place celebrated New Year, October 
Revolution day and the Day of the Medical Worker. Those who were off-
duty were expected to come to the celebration, to wear nice clothing and to 
bring homemade food and their spouses in order to eat, drink (sometimes 
diluted medical alcohol was used instead of vodka) and dance. 

The interviews show that traditional religious celebrations continued to be 
important for many of the informants in the 40s and 50s, but unlike the offi
cial Soviet holidays, they became rather private domestic celebrations and 
did not require displays of beauty in public. A similar situation was charac
teristic for wedding celebrations up to the 60s. Many of my informants did 
not celebrate their marriages at all because of lack of money, the ongoing 
war or because of being far from home on "work mobilization" trip.772 Even 

769 According to several of my informants skating was particularly popular among Moscow 
schoolgirls in 1930-1950s. 
770 D said that the rather short trousers that girls wore were rolled up during preparation meet
ings in order to show the uniformly bronze legs, see more ch. 5, subch. 4. 
771 This kind of demonstration is shown, for example, in the film "Zastava IFicha" (1964, dir. 
M. Khutsiev) - Козлова, Советские люди, 452. 
772 E met her future husband when she was "mobilised" from a kolkhoz in a Bashkir village to 
a peat excavation near Leningrad in 1954. During several months of work they were married, 
not by civil registration, but by a Muslim religious ceremony. N. being construction worker in 
Moscow before the war, was mobilised (командирована) first to build defense constructions 
to the west from Moscow and then, to accompany one of the industrial plants evacuation to 



when weddings were celebrated in urban areas it was usually home celebra
tions where only a few close friends and relatives were invited, which dif
fered from the celebrations in the countryside. The white bridal dress that 
was characteristic for Christian wedding ceremonies in the beginning of the 
century was excluded from the Soviet beauty norm and, as the interviews 
show, was usually substituted by fancier types of leisure clothing. C, who 
lived in Moscow, celebrated her marriage in such a dress in 1944, while L 
from Saratov had to borrow a fancy crêpe de chine dress with small flowers 
on it from her mother when she married in 1937. 

Unlike my Russian urban informants, none of whom celebrated a proper 
religious wedding ceremony in a church,773 most of the Bashkir informants 
had also a religious celebration before or after the civil registration. In this 
case, however, the religious celebration consisted of a reading of a Koran 
surra (the nikah) and did not require a visit to a religious building.774 

In the 1960s the situation of appropriateness with regards to wearing dif
ferent kind of clothes slowly changed, particularly for young women. As we 
saw in the chapter 4, styles of appearance began to change faster and more 
radically, while the need to follow fashion became ever more important. Not 
only the leisure time, but also the everyday look had to correspond to fashion 
and trend, which led to a decrease in the strict differences between the two. 
Another aspect was that fashion was getting more and more associated with 
the "West" and the few accessible examples of "Western" consumptive cul
ture that came in the form of films, fashion magazines or clothes, shoes and 
accessories bought on tourist trips or purchased illegally from foreigners 
were widely imitated. 

My interviews show that putting on a nice Sunday best made by a profes
sional tailor from an expensive textile was not enough to display beauty in 
the late 1960s. One of my youngest informants, T from Moscow, defined 
young women's attitude to appearance, comparing it with the present day 
situation: "Fashion was more strict back then. And we were upset if we 
didn't look up to date." In order to look good a young woman was expected 
to abide by changes in fashion through remodelling the cut and length of the 
dress, wear clothes that resembled the "Western" designs and properly apply 
various accessories and make up. The style of appearance,775 not just the 
quality of textiles and craftsmanship drew a line of social stratification. 

Central Asia. During this period of time N.'s family was formed, child was born, however the 
marriage never was officially registered. 

73 However, several of my informants spoke about their acquaintances that had Church cele
bration of marriage in 1930-1940s. 

74 At village weddings, more traditional forms of celebration were usually practiced. One of 
my Bashkir informants, H, who married the head of a kolkhoz in 1947, had a celebration that 
even included a dowry. 
77 ' Particularly important for this period were knitted garments, mini-skirts, dyed hair, and 
winter boots and nylon stockings. 



At work, criticism of inappropriate appearance that was encouraged from 
above had practically disappeared and thus it became a particularly impor
tant place for displaying beauty. U, who worked in a factory in Ufa in the 
late 60s remembered that women were usually gossiping about each other's 
look. T from Moscow stressed a collective form of taste judgment at work 
by telling a story about two older women in her research institute who were 
trying to help her to find a good husband because she was divorced and had 
small child at that time: 

When I started working in this research institute in 1970, there were two 
women working there. They were older than me and they wanted me to be 
happy. They said that I had to get married. It was very important. But how 
could anyone possibly marry someone in such a coat? So they started to pick 
out clothes for me and these clothes were very strange to me. But they said it 
made me look good. 

Social equality, still important for the uniformed school children, was much 
less of a concern at work. On the contrary, the women who had higher posi
tions in the hierarchy were supposed to show off their wealth. R (bom in 
Dnipropetrovsk in 1923) who worked as the head of a department in a Mos
cow hospital in late 1960s showed me a picture where she was wearing large 
jewellery clearly visible in spite of the medical overall. 

Sports, recreational activities and excursions finally became an important 
sphere for showing beauty that was different from beauty for everyday or 
leisure application. The increased possibilities to spend holidays in summer 
resorts776 led to the appearance of a new type of clothing. At first, women 
would be depicted by tents in long summer dresses,777 and then, slowly, spe
cialised clothing increased in production and more and more young girls and 
women began to be portrayed in sports trousers. A similar situation arose 
around swimming suits, which in the late 1950s to the beginning of 1960s 
were usually rather functional and similarly styled778 or were substituted with 
ordinary underwear,779 but then gradually became very diverse in colour and 
style. 

White wedding dresses (at first custom made and from the mid-60s indus
trially produced) began to be the norm of dress for most young brides. How
ever, the white wedding dress was also influenced by fashion. U, who got 
married in Ufa in 1968, said that due to a craze for mini skirts, her white 
wedding dress was extremely short. Even though the length of dresses 
changed, the children or their daughters-in-law of almost all my informants 

776 As for holiday resorts, the number of beds were around 195,000 in 1939 and 222,000 in 
1967. The sanatoriums had an additional 500,000 more. In 1956 in Bashkortostan there were 
22 sanatoriums and 8 holiday resorts - СССР в цифрах, 149, 156-157. 
777 See figure 60 in the end of the book. 
778 See chapter 5, subch. 2. 
779 See figure 61. 



were also depicted in white dresses of different styles in the marriage photos 
from the 1960-80s regardless of where they lived. 

Thus, beauty was an important characteristic of female appearance, par
ticularly outside of home. Beauty normativity in 1930-50s is remembered as 
consisting of two categories of appearance intended for either everyday ac
tivity or festive situations. In spite of the long time preservation of this rather 
traditional division (not least due to shortages of consumer goods) the mean
ings of these two categories changed significantly and incorporated demands 
brought on by urbanisation, hygiene and the numerous achievements of in
ternational fashion. From the late 1950s the line between everyday and spe
cial clothing began to whither away, while fashion and style became more 
important to appearance. However, as some interviews indicate, due to the 
lack of fashionable garments and accessories, fashion sometimes was ex
perienced by younger women as a kind of controlling and homogenising 
practice and not just as a form of self-expression and experimentation.780 

6.4. Knowledge and spaces of maternity 

Unlike beauty practices that are actual for a long, if not the whole, period of 
a woman's life, maternity, understood in this research as a period of preg
nancy, childbirth and nursing a small baby, supposes a unique and time lim
ited set of tactics, techniques, choices, experiences and feelings that in some 
cases (for those women who only had one child during the life course) could 
be not repeated even in its schematic moments. Due to the heavy emotional 
stress that normally is connected with both the physical and social aspects of 
the maternity practices, they can be either very difficult or very easy to re
member. This fact reflects the uneven memorization that was typical for my 
informants in this case. However, memory about one's own experiences of 
becoming a mother, as in the case of beauty, is seriously influenced by a 
collective narrative tradition, which in the case of maternity during this pe
riod, did not support reflective, coherent and detailed stories about preg
nancy, childbirth and nursing. Nevertheless, the interviews are very rich 
when it comes to how "common sense" and normative routines of maternity 
are presented. 

Knowledge about the body's reproductive capacities 

All my informants were convinced of the importance of being a mother, and 
in their stories maternity was mainly presented as a "natural" and expected 
continuation of marriage, where pregnancy signified the beginning of a new 
stage of the life circle. Those who had given birth in the city regarded mater
nity hospital as an obvious place for delivery. From these views, however, it 

780 About body as a "vehicle par excellence for the modern individual to achieve a glamorous 
life-style" - see Davis, "Embodying Theory," 2. 



did not necessarily follow that the women were well informed of and pre
pared for what was going to happen during pregnancy and childbirth. 

This absence of information about pregnancy and childbirth is a particu
larly pertinent problem that, to my view, can be explained by the fast change 
of everyday life. A majority of the interviewed women, independently of 
when they became mothers claimed not to have had any substantial knowl
edge about maternity before getting pregnant and even during pregnancy. 
However, their understandings of this lack of knowledge and the reasons for 
it differed considerably. 

The women who grew up in the countryside were mainly following tradi
tional reproductive practices up until the early 50s.781 Many of them had 
observed their mothers and other women in the village when they were 
pregnant. Sometimes they had even been present (like A in the late 30s) 
when their younger siblings were born at home with the help of a traditional 
midwife. However, they would not regard the knowledge they got form 
watching the events, as adequate when it came to their own pregnancy and 
delivery. 

In spite of the existence of some kind of general knowledge, according to 
the rural patriarchal tradition, more precise knowledge about how a woman's 
body changed during pregnancy and what really happened during child birth 
was not supposed to be spread to young unmarried girls. Most probably, to 
my informants this kind of knowledge was equated with knowledge about 
sexual intercourse and the erotic body. In this sense maternity first of all 
meant "sexual experience" and thus, belonged to a life after girlhood (sin
gling out the life of a woman as different from the life of an innocent girl). 
Knowledge about the pregnant and birthing body - how the belly grows, 
when delivery starts and how it happens - was probably understood first of 
all as something you get by experience, while "knowing" meant to loose 
your innocence. Furthermore, a close tie between maternity and sexuality 
made "thinking" and "knowing" about birth and pregnancy shameful. Thus, 
they were silenced topics, and the rural tradition supposed an introduction to 
this knowledge mainly after marriage through traditional mediators - a mid
wife, sisters-in-law (which was presented by informants from Bashkortostan 
as Bashkir tradition) or other elderly women in the village. We have to note 
that most of my informants who grew up in the countryside declined my 
suggestion that maybe mothers or mothers-in-law would be the ones to 
enlighten about pregnancy and delivery. 

However, because of the rapid modernisation of the countryside in 1930-
1950s, this traditional system of introducing women to maternity does not 
seem to have worked fully even for those informants who delivered their 

781 David Ransel came to similar conclusions on the base of his material - Ransel, Village 
Mothers, 127, 145. 



children in the countryside. Only H, born in 1927, who was living in a re
mote village, could remember her sister-in-law explaining to her "what 
would happen when giving birth." According to E, who was born in 1932, 
and who gave birth to her first child in a Bashkir village in 1955, young 
women like her didn't always have elder sisters-in-law, since so many young 
men had died in the war. E is an example, also, of rural women who often 
were moving from place to place for a long time and who got married, often 
without the parents even knowing about it. E got married according to Mus
lim tradition nikah)782 and got pregnant when she and her future husband 
were mobilised for some months to do peat extracting in the Leningrad re
gion. 

The influence of the medicalised motherhood discourse, which marked all 
traditional ways of obtaining knowledge about childbirth practices as back
ward seem to have been very strong. All the informants giving birth in cities 
were convinced in normality and safety of giving birth in a hospital. Several 
of them mentioned that maternity wards were good and clean, whith doctors 
telling women what they were expected to do and when. The obvious prefer
ence for a delivery that is scientifically organized by responsible and knowl
edgeable persons is particularly visible in the case of B, who had her first 
child in Kazan in 1939 and then had the second and third child in 1941 and 
1949, respectively, in a village where she worked as a teacher. Even if she 
did not experience any specific problems giving birth, her comments on the 
work of a traditional midwife clearly indicated that she blamed the lack of 
modernity in this remote village for making her full of insecurity during 
delivery. 

She was an old woman, who was attending births in the whole village. She 
had neither education, nor culture. [YG - Do you mean medical education?] 
- No, she did not have any education at all. I was not even told the weight of 
my son when he was born. 

It is interesting however that further on in our conversation, В remembered 
that this traditional midwife once even helped a woman to deliver three 
babies. (Successfully!) 

Similarly, A, born in a Bashkir village in 1932, who was teaching in a set
tlement in Cheliabinsk region and gave birth to all her three children there 
(1955, 1959, 1964) was surprised when I asked where she had delivered her 
children. "Of course", she said, "I had them in the maternity hospital in the 
centre of the district." Thus, the idea of having a traditional midwife to help 
her was perceived by her to have indicated cultural backwardness.783 

782 According to my informants, in the case of lack of a mullah, every educated man, who is 
able to read a necessary surra, can perform a nikah. 
783 It is necessary to bear in mind that traditional midwifes were frequently involved in illegal 
abortion practices. 



Hence, a strong centralized pressure converted the majority of the tradi
tional "customs" of how knowledge of maternity was introduced and the 
practices of traditional midwives' work into an object of suspicion. Even H, 
who lived in a village until she was 38 and gave birth to all her six children 
with the help of a traditional midwife, a "navel cutter" (pupochnaya ba
bushka) recognized the precarious status of the profession: 

It was an old woman [that was helping]. She would cut the navel. After the 
war we had only one medical nurse for three villages. How would she find 
the time to attend [all the deliveries]? All the time it was only that old 
woman. Later she got blind, but she went on cutting [navels] at least twice 
more. How come she didn't cut something else, as well? Maybe it was just 
the long experience? 

However, even if traditional practices of how knowledge about maternity 
were distributed due to the medical propaganda branding the danger of tradi
tional non-hygienic midwives, the new scientific system of preparing women 
for maternity did not seem to function even in the cities up until the 60s. And 
there are several reasons for it. 

Firstly, the breaking down of the customary system and making the tradi
tional midwife lose her authority, did not lead to substantial changes as far as 
an intergenerational communication about maternity was concerned. In fact, 
in this respect there were no substantial differences between my Bashkir 
informants born in the countryside and the Russian ones, including those of 
who grew up in educated families in Moscow. G was born in 1935 in Bash
kortostan, grew up in a family headed by an uneducated mother with high 
educational aspirations for her children. G recalled conversations she had as 
a young girl with her mother: "They were very reserved somehow, I mean 
the conversations on those kind of topics". S, born in 1945 in Moscow, 
whose mother was a teacher and Communist party member, in the similar 
way said that she never dared to ask her mother: 

I don't know why [it was so difficult]. But it was. [Pause] I cannot say that 
my mother really was... [Pause] Well, she was very severe. Still, I do not 
think she would tell me something bad. [Pause] I do not know why. I do not 
think she would judge me too severely [for asking these questions]. 

The understanding of knowledge about maternity (in particular its connec
tions to sexuality) as something shameful was inherited by many of my in
formants, preventing them from speaking with their daughters about topics 
of body and procreation. And this was valid for educated, as well as for 
working class women. For example, Q, born in 1930, who had graduated 
from the Ufa pedagogical college, answered as follows to my question if she 
had informed her daughter about the female body, pregnancy and childbirth: 



No [I didn't talk to her about those things]. This topic was not prohibited, but 
it was simply not touched upon. If she asked something, I would answer. But 
to take the initiative and tell her...? In those times we just didn't act that way. 
The children somehow would know it one from another. Sometimes she 
would ask me: Where do I come from? - From my stomach. - But how come 
I look like my father? Then, I had to stop the conversation immediately. 

Secondly, the newly established system of medical enlightenment did not 
seem to have reached its goals. Books about pregnancy and childbirth were 
considered to be "adult" books and thus, were not easily accessible for 
young girls. D, born in 1927, coming from a Tula city family (her father was 
a hospital commissar during the war and her mother a school teacher), told 
the following story about getting knowledge about her body and its repro
ductive capacities when she was around 15 years old: 

We had a black spot concerning these issues in our childhood. When we were 
evacuated to Kuibyshev region784 we discussed about babies, for example 
[with friends]. When we arrived we started to live in a house where a medical 
doctor had lived before. She went to live somewhere else in the district. And 
she had left some of her books in the house. In this way, I got to know about 
gynaecology and anatomy. They had very good illustrations and schemes. I 
remember the position of the foetus. We never had any conversations about 
it, with my mother. Never. 

Thus, in accordance to what e.g. Anna Rotkirch has shown, knowledge about 
both maternity and sexuality, was obtained by many of my informants 
through observing the behaviour of relatives and neighbouring couples, help
ing with the care for small sisters and brothers, and discussing such issues 
with peers in the yard.785 At the same time, collected stories also support 
Rotkirch's conclusions about silence as a norm with respect to maternity and 
sexuality in 1930-1960s. 

A special role in the preparation for maternity was attributed by the state 
to maternity clinics. However, most of my informants described them as a 
place primarily for the control of how pregnancy was progressing: blood 
pressure was measured, the belly observed and examinations made. Thus, 
the clinics were presented in the stories of my informants, as rather doing 
something physically to the bodies, whilst the feelings and expectations of 
those to whom these bodies belonged, were not taken into account. In par
ticular, several of the interviewed women complained about a lack of knowl
edge concerning possible complications of pregnancy - J from Saratov said 
that she was not told that she was going to have twins in 1946, N who gave 
birth in Omsk in 1942 said that at the beginning of her delivery doctors did 
not want to listen her complains about pain and only later recognised the 

784 Now Samara region. 
785 Rotkirch, "'What Kind," 101-109. 



feet-first appearance of her child. Actually, in many cases, particularly in 
1940-1950s nobody seemed to be able to advise women on what to do. D 
from Moscow, who gave birth to her child in 1954, told me the following: 

The three months of morning sickness786 were the worst. I was reading a lot, I 
liked reading books. I was reading a book published for midwives. I was not 
afraid that something would happen [during the pregnancy] since I was a 
healthy person. My pregnancy was proceeding fine -1 had such a healthy or
ganism. But when my organism started to change... Oh, how bad I felt dur
ing that time. And it was just necessary...[Pause]. Nobody would tell 
me...[Pause] I just had to drink coffee while still in bed in the morning and 
only then I could rise slowly. This is because 1 had nausea, I had morning 
sickness. All during the first three months. It was awful. 

My interviews show that another important role of the maternity clinics, 
particularly in the 30s-50s consisted of being a mediator between the 
woman's reproductive and productive capacities. Doctors in maternity clin
ics were the first agents with a right to officially give a woman the status of a 
"mother to be." The interviews show that, besides medical check-ups, ob
taining confirmation of this status, which was accompanied by social and 
material benefits (maternity leave, e.g.), was an important reason to visit 
maternity clinics. J, who delivered her twins in Saratov in 1946, told me that 
at that time "we visited doctors and we trusted them". Further on in our con
versation she explained that women were expected to get registered in a ma
ternity clinic as early as possible in order to get a correct prognosis of the 
date of delivery so that she could get the confirmation of paid pre-natal 
leave.787 However, she complained that even if the women were trying to do 
what was required from them, the doctors were still "cutting the pre-natal 
leave within 10-14 days". "May be it was difficult to count correctly?" - she 
asked me. 

It is interesting to note that even if knowledge about childcare was pre
sented as something useful and not really shameful like knowledge about 
giving birth, still several of my older informants (usually those who lacked 
experience in helping with younger siblings) presented themselves as being 
ignorant about childcare as well. С remembered when she returned home 
from Moscow hospital after the birth of her first child in 1946: 

I came home, took off the diapers from the baby and didn't know what to do 
with it.... Then I called my mother-in-law and she said: Oh! I don't know, I 

786 In this case like in many others, while speaking about pregnancy and childbirth, women 
were using mainly medical terms instead of an evasive way of talking about sexual inter
course or contraceptives. In the case of "morning sickness" it was Latin "toxicosis" that was 
used by D. 

87 Between 1938 and 1955 pre-natal maternity leave was the shortest in the Soviet history -
34 days, in 1955 it increased till 56 days. 



have forgotten everything! And then we called a neighbouring woman and 
she said: Oh! I am so afraid! So, I had to learn by doing. 

The poor knowledge about pregnancy, delivery and childcare seems to have 
slightly improved only during the 60s. At that time women in maternity clin
ics were taught techniques of the so called natural anaesthetics of giving 
birth. This meant mainly breathing and massage. J from Saratov who gave 
birth to her second baby in 1962 noticed that doctor's attention in maternity 
clinic was better, while in the maternity ward she even became a point of a 
special attention - a young doctor was writing her dissertation about women 
giving birth after 30 and was asking her many questions. G and U who had 
their children in Ufa in 1969, as well as T who gave birth in Moscow in 
1968, recollected being offered special courses in maternity clinics that in
cluded knowledge about childbirth and childcare ("We had lectures. Once a 
week we were gathering in maternity clinic and they were telling us [about 
delivery and childcare]", G). Even if the substance of what was taught then 
could look rather meagre and not always adequate from today's perspective 
- my informant U, for example, was told that the most important thing dur
ing pregnancy was not to carry heavy things and not to drink vodka in the 
first and last trimester - these women gave the impression of having more 
self-confidence regarding maternity knowledge than the informants who 
gave birth to their children earlier. Consequently, complaints from infor
mants who had children in the late 1960s and beginning of 1970s were 
mostly about the lack of information about contraception and unwanted 
pregnancy in the maternity clinics. 

Knowledge about contraception and availability of contraceptive means is 
an issue that needs special attention. According to my informants, contracep
tives were beyond the imagination of young people (15 of my informants 
became pregnant at the age of 24 or earlier), but the situation with birth con
trol looked very different after the birth of the first child. Almost all my in
formants had 1-3 children (except H, who lived in the countryside practically 
for her whole reproductive life and B, who had four children) that of course 
represent a much lower figure than what a "natural" procreation capacity 
normally would produce. Thus, we might safely suppose that maternity was 
a carefully planned thing after the first child was born. This leads us to the 
question of whether or not the interviews add something new to what is 
known from the previous research that has regarded prolonged breast
feeding, self-induced, done by a village-woman or medical abortions and, to 
a much lesser extent, coitus interruptus and condoms as most typical for 
rural women in 1930-1950s?788 

My informants living in cities as well as in villages, similarly to village 
women described by Ransel, mainly were telling about their "husband's 

788 Ransel, Village Mothers, 109, 119. 



care" as well as some ways of self-made abortion or abortion made by illegal 
abortionists.789 L's mother, who was a trained medical doctor, applied some 
chemical elements in order to get rid of an unwanted foetus (that would have 
become her second child) in the mid 30s. В told about women in the village 
where she was teaching that were doing repeated abortions in 40s and 50s: 

They were doing it themselves, they knew somehow how to open the womb 
and then, they did it themselves. Then many of them had to be brought to 
hospital... [Pause]. But they were doing it. It was a bad thing. 

Q from Ufa had an abortion (probably illegal) after the birth of the first child 
in 1953 and after that she couldn't have any more children. 

Another reason for the limited number of children during this period of 
time could be seen as a kind of "natural regulation" - long periods of ab
sence of a stable partner due to the losses of men during the war and the 
post-war lack of men. В who taught in Tatarstan did not see her husband 
from 1942 when he went to the front and she married again only in 1948. J 
from Saratov was left by her husband in 1946 and remarried only in late 
1950s. N's husband was sent to the front in 1942, was killed in the war, she 
remarried again in 1948, but her husband was severely ill during several 
years after coming back from the war. 

Similar to the findings of David Ransel, my interviews show that after 
1955 abortion became an acceptable way of family planning,790 even if it was 
considered somehow shameful to speak about. Thus, several of my infor
mants were lowering their voice while telling about their experience of abor
tions. However, К who was living in Saratov, and U who was living in Ufa, 
had several abortions between their first and second child, i.e. between 1957 
and 1960 and between 1969 and 1972 respectively. 

Nevertheless, the interviews indicate that women from a younger age 
group were questioning abortion to a larger extent that shown by Ransel. 
One of my informants, U from Ufa, was particularly concerned by the awful 
condition of the procedure. The absence of pain relief led to anxiety and an 
enormous emotional stress ("when you arrived at the clinic your whole body 
was shaking of fear"). For two other informants, A and F from Ufa, teachers 
by education, religious considerations against abortion continued to be very 
important. A who worked as a teacher in Cheliabinsk region stated her reli
gious motives as decisive for not making an abortion in 1964 (she then gave 
birth to her third child, after which she immediately divorced her husband 

789 According to statistical data, the number of officialy registered abortions in the late 1930s 
was growing. Thus, in 1937 there were 567 900 abortions, in 1938 - 681 300, in 1939 - 722 
900 (656,4 from them started outside from medical institutions) - "Информационное 
письмо заместителя начальника ЦУНХУ Госплана СССР В. Старовского H.A. 
Вознесенскому, 15 августа 1940," Советская повседневность, 250. 
790 David Ransel wrote that it was important even for villages, for Russian as well as for Tatar 
women - Ransel, Village Mothers, 119-120. 



who was a drunkard, and moved to Ufa where she raised all her three chil
dren alone). E from Ufa said that it was mainly "Russians" who were doing 
abortions. Furthermore, T from Moscow was more into talking about how 
"unnatural" an abortion was and how it might damage the body. In 1968 she 
had her first child, soon divorced her husband and had to send away her 
child to live with her mother in another city for almost a year. 

While some of my informants mentioned that at least starting from the 
50s it was possible to buy condoms in pharmacies (T who lived in a city in 
North Kazakhstan said that even her parents kept condoms), nobody men
tioned any other kinds of contraceptives or was willing to discuss use of 
condoms in their own sexual life. 

Thus, it is possible to say that with respect to knowledge about maternity 
the interviews confirm the results of previous research on maternity and 
sexuality made by David Ransel and Anna Rotkirch791 and shows a lack of 
knowledge about reproductive capacities of the body and the silencing of 
topics on pregnancy and childbirth in spite of the fast decline of family size 
and médicalisation of maternity practices. My informants mostly saw 
knowledge about maternal body as closely connected to sexuality and thus, 
reproduced the patriarchal pattern of "silencing" the female body. 

It is possible to conclude also, that médicalisation of knowledge about the 
maternal body was perceived by women becoming mothers during the stud
ied period mainly as a positive change, a cultural enlightment. However, the 
quality of this knowledge was frequently, particularly before 1960s, seen 
rather as non-satisfactory and not given at the time. 

Changes in the environment of maternity 

The period under investigation was characterised by a rapid change in the 
whole environment of maternity, the transition from large to small families, 
from home births to hospital birthing and the overall state supervision of 
maternity. In order to better understand what the practices looked like and 
why some were considered to be normal and others were seen as extraordi
nary or deviant, I am going to analyse how my informants presented their 
family and medical environment when their maternity began. 

Due to the Bolsheviks' initial efforts to destroy the traditional family sys
tem by abolishing the Orthodox Church marriage, by changing the inheri
tance legislation and inflicting serious attacks on the Muslim marriage cus
toms, the connection between the notion of the family and the notion of the 
legally registered marriage was made significantly more flexible.792 An inti
mate connection between the parties of a couple, called "love", was the 
main reason for starting a family for almost all my informants. Obviously, 
family based on "love" did not abolish different "additional" reasons for 

791 Ransel, Village Mothers; Rotkirch, The Man Question. 
792 Engel, Women in Russia, 198-204. 



marriage such as possibilities of getting a better living place or avoiding the 
threats of the Stalin terror.793 Particularly, after the war the lack of potential 
grooms caused several of my informants (like H or J) to make their choice 
very fast. However, most of my informants highlighted "love" when they 
were recalling how family life started. 

On the other hand, several of my informants' stories from the 30s and 40s 
demonstrate the frequent lack of matrimonial ceremonies in this period; and 
sometimes the couple did not even have a place where they could live to
gether. Thus, B, who got married by a civil registration procedure in Kazan 
in 1939 at the age of 19, did not tell to her parents about this, but continued 
living with her parents until her husband at last visited her home and pre
sented himself as "'B's husband". In the case of E, born in 1932 in a Bashkir 
village, her new family life started in 1954 with a religious ceremony in the 
Leningrad region, but the registration of marriage took place in a village 
municipality in Bashkortostan only when her child was one year old. In con
trast to this, O, also from a Bashkir village (born in 1935) who was studying 
in a district centre, had her marriage in 1954 officially registered and cele
brated with friends in Ufa. She, went back however to continue her studies in 
a regional centre for another several months, while her husband continued 
his studies in Ufa (finally, one year later, the family was legalized for rela
tives back in O's native village through nikah. 

In spite of all the differences in the "legalisation" of marriage, the word 
"family" was usually used by my informants to mean the start of a sexual 
relationship, independently of the fact of whether this "family" was legalised 
by state registration or religious ceremony or if it just became a de-facto 
family as a result of moving in together. However, I find it surprising that, in 
spite of all the flexibility of the family institution and the frequent stripping 
of its traditional meaning down to just "sexual and emotional relationships", 
the next step in the development of these various family relations seems to 
have been unanimously understood by my informants as childbearing. Thus, 
this fact was not seriously challenged or changed, and the majority of my 
informants who had a good reproductive health (independently of what their 
economic or educational circumstances were) gave birth to a child normally 
no later than one and a half year after the beginning of their family life.794 In 
the case of Q from Ufa, who was thinking of beginning to study when she 
got married, the child that appeared after two years of marriage (in 1953) 
was described as a "long awaited child". 

793 About marriage as "cover" for incorrect social origin see also in memories by Anna 
Dubova: Engel and Posadskaya-Vanderbeck, A Revolution of their own, 19. 
794 According to Valentina Zhiromskaia, in 1930s every second woman at the age 20-24 was 
married. Women in Russia in that period of time had a long childbearing period, however, the 
most important age for childbirth corresponded to 22-23 years (in 1933 women between 20 
and 25 delivered 45% of infants) - Жиромская, Демографическая история, 20, 32. 



It is possible to suppose that in this case a traditional normativity of the 
necessity of having children was supported by discourses that were born in 
Soviet times. This could be exemplified by the way A from Ufa answered to 
one of my questions: 

[YG] - Weren't there any women who did not have children, for instance be
cause of medical reasons? [A] - Probably, for medical reasons, I would think 
so, yes. But otherwise, no. Our traditions demanded [children] and then there 
were all these posters, you know - about the "Mother-heroine." No, I never 
heard about that [women who voluntary would not have children]. 

Most of the women continued to work almost till the end of their pregnancy, 
sometimes they even did not ask for pre-natal leave. В told that she was 
grading her pupils' papers when her contractions started in 1949, while for N 
who gave birth far from her home during the war and could not attend ma
ternity clinic it was difficult to get permission for a leave. In spite of the 
widely propagated practice of transferring pregnant women to easier job 
duties, those of my informants who had children before the 60s did not men
tion this as part of their experience. However, the informants who had lived 
in the city having their children in the 60s claimed that it was very easy to 
get sickness-leave during pregnancy and to be transferred to other work du
ties. Some, even (as in the case of T from Moscow) were put in hospital long 
before the expected day of delivery in order to avoid complications. At the 
same time, due to feelings of shame most of the women continued to hide 
their pregnancy in earlier periods, which in some cases even lead to miscar
riages. T, for example, described a situation of the early 70s when she lifted 
heavy boxes at the party of the schoolmaster's birthday at school and conse
quently, she had a miscarriage. 

As we have already seen, the period investigated involved a fundamental 
change in the space of maternity practices, foremost the moving of delivery 
to maternity hospital. Often, the hospitals were places faraway from my in
formants (A, for example, was transferred to a district centre of Cheliabinsk 
region in the late 50s), but some of them walked to the hospital or went by 
tram. My informants said that the maternity ward was closed for "unauthor
ised persons" including the father of the child ("nobody was allowed to en
ter, nobody was allowed to approach [window]" - С about her delivery in 
Moscow in 1946) and women stayed there for a week or 9 days, usually in 
bed. It was almost impossible to be released from the hospital earlier or to 
question its internal regulations. B, who after the birth of her fourth child in 
1950 had to leave the ward in Kazan earlier since the only one to look after 
the other three children was a neighbouring woman, had to refuse to eat in 
order to be released. 

Hygienic treatment and security of the scientific control seems to be a 
main factor that made the hospital ward a very attractive place for birth. 



Most of the women thought that the conditions in hospital were very good. G 
from Ufa directly connected good conditions for childbirth with her move 
from countryside to city - "Of course I gave birth in the maternity ward! It 
was so good to live in the city! It was only in the village that delivery some
times happened at home." D from Moscow also said that the "conditions in 
the ward were good, better than today." A bed regime could probably be 
seen as important in a situation when women usually were heavily occupied 
with work at home and outside of home. It was regarded as particularly posi
tive in the case of complicated delivery as presented in the story of O. After 
having a very difficult birth with her first child in 1955 (with eclampsia), О 
spent about two weeks in the ward. After coming home, she, however, im
mediately had to deal with the usual women's work, particularly, with bring
ing water from a water fountain that was a distance of several blocks away. 

On the other hand, my interviews show that the hospital did not offer 
much "help" or "care". In most of the cases, except for situations when 
medical complications threatened the delivery, women were not given any 
pain relief. Some of my informants like G from Ufa and К from Saratov 
were surprised by my question about anaesthesia and said that they did not 
need it at all. Informants who gave birth in 1960s in Ufa and Moscow said 
that they were informed about breathing and relaxation techniques, however, 
the growing expectations based on consumer choice meant that women of 
the younger age group seemed to have a higher expectation of maternity 
care. According to T from Moscow, new relaxation techniques were not very 
helpful: 

I remember, I was doing it, pressing here and there; a special massage, yes, 
they were saying something like this, [after discussion of several ward rou
tines conversation returned to pain relief] It was not anything [that helped 
pain]. It was rude, hard and cruel. 

Furthermore, women who were about to give birth in hospitals had not sim
ply changed the space for birth, but also become participants of rituals and 
routines that significantly differed from their previous experiences or experi
ences of their mothers. Becoming a mother necessarily included practices of 
communication with doctors in a hospital and/or clinic. Similarly to histories 
of maternity written in the "West,"795 my interviews show that this commu
nication presupposed, among other things, explaining one's body in medical 
terms, learning hospital routines and managing to negotiate physiological 
needs and intimate desires with the public figure of a doctor. However, in 
contrast to the usual opposition between male doctor and female patient,796 in 
the stories of my informants it was mainly a female gynaecologist who was 

79b Our Bodies, Ourselves435; Oakley, The Captured Womb, 151. 
796 Oakley, The Captured Womb, 140, 143-144; Lisa Öberg, Barnmorskan och läkaren, kom
petens och konflikt i svensk förlossningsvård (Stockholm: Ordfront, 1996). 



described as being so knowledgeable that "she was giving birth instead of 
me" (J from Saratov about her delivery of twins in 1946), or even having 
authority to grade "they said that I made it good, like a 17 years old they 
said" (G, about her delivery in Ufa when she was 34 years old) or so stupid 
that she could not even find the necessary information about a blood group 
in the documents (K, Saratov, about delivery of her fist child in 1957). Even 
if doctors were evaluated in different ways, from "not paying any attention" 
to "being very good", they were usually presented as distant symbols of au
thority and were never referred to as anything like an informed and careful 
friend. 

In spite of the fact that traditional explanatory schemes for delivery sur
vived for a long period and, according to Russian ethnologist Tatiana 
Shchepanskaia,797 are present even in contemporary birth narratives, the ap
pearance of a separate space for delivery made remembrance to be structured 
according to certain events of a new kind. Thus, memories about women's 
thoughts and emotions were centred mainly on hospital routines: arrival at 
the maternity hospital, registration, hygienic treatment, medical reaction to 
body pain, joy and surprise of seeing the child, laying in bed waiting for the 
child to be brought for breastfeeding. The descriptions of these routines in 
1940-1950s included verbs like "to command", "to give a scolding" (C, de
livering in Moscow, late 1940s), "to rate" (A., delivering in a Cheliabinsk 
region, 1950s), "to let go" (B, delivering in Kazan in 1950 and Q delivering 
in Ufa in 1953). 

From the 60s onwards the maternity hospital was a place where women 
from time to time were advised to register earlier than the expected date of 
birth, which contributed to an earlier introduction into a hospital routines. 
Sometimes, however, this was perceived by women rather negatively. T, for 
example, who spent almost a month in the hospital before her delivery (this 
was 1969, in Moscow), had to listen to a lot of horror stories about giving 
birth.798 

Practices of giving birth in medical institutions had certain material con
sequences as well. On the one hand, apart from being free of charge, mater
nity hospitals could also help woman with the application for a so called 
"child dowry" (usually a certain quantity of diapers, baby clothes and a 
blanket) in cases where the mother was in a difficult economic situation. D, 
who gave birth to her child in Moscow in 1954 recalled that as a single 
mother, she was offered such help from the maternity hospital. 

At the same time, from the interviews we understand that the consump
tion of services offered by maternity clinics and maternity hospitals rein

79' Татьяна Щепанская, "Мифология социальных институтов: родовоспоможение," в 
Мифология и повседневность, вып. 3. (С-Петербург, 1999), 389-423. 
798 Compare to Tat'iana Shchepanskaia's presentation of maternity hospitals of 1970-1980s 
as special places for the production of horror stories about birth - Щепанская, "Мифология 
социальных институтов. " 



forced social differences. The system of maternity clinics that belonged to 
the hierarchical structure of "special" clinics, promised differentiated levels 
of treatment and comfort for the mother. D, for example, did her maternity 
checks in a special clinic for employees of the Ministry of Interior (MVD) in 
1954, something that automatically meant a high level of hygiene, comfort 
and medical professionalism. Q who was pregnant in Ufa in 1953 also pre
sented the services as "really good" in a clinic that she had access to due to 
her husband's position. Thanks to her father's high position in the local party 
hierarchy, В was able in 1950 to take advantage of the services of the best 
ward in a Kazan maternity hospital, and was attended by two professors. On 
the other hand, my informants from different cities who used services of the 
ordinary maternity clinics did not remember getting specifically good atten
tion - "they were measuring mainly" (J, Saratov), "they measured and 
touched" (E, Ufa). 

Giving birth in a hospital also presupposed some forms of gratitude to the 
doctors and nurses, consisting of a small sum of money, flowers or a cake. 
The interviews show that this gratitude was considered to be voluntary, but, 
in reality they were almost mandatory for all the women (probably, exclud
ing the very poor ones). D from Moscow was very proud to be able to give 
money "to nurses"799 in 1954, while U told that in Ufa in late 1960s-early 
1970s every father taking his wife and baby from maternity ward was bring
ing two big cakes and two bunches of flowers for the medical staff. 

Concluding this subchapter, I would argue that during the studied period 
maternity was remembered as a natural continuation of the beginnings of 
different forms of partnerships based on "love". At the same time, pregnancy 
and particularly, delivery, were remembered as almost purely a woman's 
experience (not a family experience) realised in a special space designed by 
medical science. Medical authority played the role of evaluator and creator 
of the status of the "mother" that women could obtain by following medical 
prescriptions and hospital routines. Due to the fact that in Soviet Russia the 
doctors and nurses represented the state, maternity hospitals were "granting" 
a woman her new important responsibility vis-à-vis the state. 

My interviews indicate that women viewed maternity wards as an obvious 
hygienic and safe place for birth corresponding to the modern city culture 
promoted by Soviet authorities. The level of medical attention seriously in
creased in the 1960s comparing with the earlier period. However, my infor
mants also presented maternity clinics and wards as places of harsh 
disciplining and social differences during the whole of the period under re
search. 

799 See more chapter 7, subch. 3. 



6.5. Maternity as a body project 

A woman's body becomes pregnant, delivers a baby and nurses it thus be
coming a mother. One might say that the whole of maternity is just about 
bodily sensations, experiences that, however, are particularly difficult to 
verbalize due to the associations with a strong and complicated mixture of 
both very negative feelings (pain, suffering, fear) and positive feelings (joy 
and pleasure). Delia Pollok, who studied stories about childbirth told by 
American women in the 90s, claims that when a woman tells a birth story, 
she places her body in the secret divides between nature and culture and life 
and death.800 Indeed we might suppose that the existential dimension of a 
process that includes painfully loosing part of your body, creating a new 
human being and getting a new social identity and relationship is extremely 
difficult to tell by words. However, modern medical discourse is known to 
pay attention rather to the technical moments and the signs of "normality" of 
pregnancy, childbirth and breastfeeding.801 Thus, in this subchapter I am 
going to study to what extent and in what way the maternal body was re
ferred to in the collected stories. 

Probably, the most striking is the difference between the maternity ex
perience of the interviewed women and the stories they tell about their 
mothers' experience. A majority of the informants spoke about their mothers 
giving birth to too many children, some of whom (sometimes as many as 
three) did not survive their infancies. My older informants belong to a gen
eration that was able to raise past infancy almost all of their children. Never
theless, we might suppose, that a feeling of insecurity of the outcome of 
pregnancy and child's survival was rather strong, arising from the relative 
frequency of maternal mortality in a not very distant past.802 

Nevertheless, for the majority of my informants, as I have already noted 
in the previous subchapter, pregnancy doesn't seem to have been regarded as 
an event that definitely meant the beginning of a new stage of life since it 
was expected to happen. It is possible to reconstruct from the stories that 
pregnancy was not seen as per se important, but rather its outcome, the baby. 

The stories show that many of my informants welcomed the ideas that 
women should have an education and a professional work and that they 
should engage in political activities. О from Ufa, for example, told a story 
about how she was passing an exam to be accepted to a pedagogical college 
a few days before she was having her child in 1955.803 The interview with T 

800 Della Pollok, Telling Bodies Performing Birth: Everyday Narratives of Childbirth (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1999), 248. 
801 Our Bodies, Ourselves, 435; Margareta Bredmar and Per Linnell, "Reconfirming normal
ity: The constitution of reassurance in talks between midwives and expectant mothers," in 
Talk, Work and Institutional Order. Discourse on Medical, Mediation and Management 
Setting, ed. S.Sarangui (Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter, 1999), 237. 
802 Черняева, "Производство матерей," 120-138. 
803 See more about this in chapter 7. 



shows that in the late 60s female students of the Moscow University who 
could expect a good professional career, did not postpone pregnancies: "And 
then, during the fifth year it started: the girls started to be married and give 
birth, or vice versa - to give birth and to get married." 

Thus, many of my informants were telling about their experiences of ma
ternity as if separating their intimate and private pregnant body from their 
public status - just continuing their work or studies without paying too much 
attention to the transformation of their bodies. As we have seen already, 
these were transformations that easily could be defined as "natural". 

On the other hand, the pregnant body was remembered as deformed and 
shameful by several of my informants, something that, probably, contributed 
to many silences804 in the stories about maternity. Even if the interviewed 
women themselves were not able to identify a reason for this shame, one 
might suggest the following two explanations: firstly that the pregnant body 
contradicted the beauty norms, like when С states that "you feel uncomfort
able because you are transformed so much" and secondly that pregnancy 
makes visible and shows the result of sexual intercourse. Several Bashkir 
women, who noticed that according to tradition, woman had to hide their 
transformed body from people around, even from their parents, expressed 
the feeling of shame. This non-visibility of the body could be seen also as a 
part of the archaic normativity according to which a pregnant woman had to 
keep to a special behaviour, to avoid some actions or looks as protection of a 
child from evil forces. Nevertheless, my informants did not mention very 
many traditional restrictions, except for some typical rules, some of which 
the interviewed women were rather attributing to "other women". These 
taboos included such rules as "not to drink too much milk" (H, Bashkor
tostan) or "not to have men present during the child birth" (B, Tatarstan). 

Since remembrance about "natural" body processes is lacking, the mater
nal body exists in the stories of my informants in its opposite form, as a 
powerful and self-acting body. My informants presented themselves as being 
dependent on their bodies, as if the body was living its own life. Bodies got 
pregnant, grew bellies, caused miscarriage, and produced easy/difficult 
childbirths. In contrast to the notion of social motherhood and the medical-
ised motherhood discourse, where the women (in the role of mothers) were 
the addressee, in the women's own stories it was the body that played the 
leading role in the maternity choice, while the woman only had to adjust to a 
situation and thereby making herself a winner or a victim. 

804 Regarding silences about menstruation and delivery experiences in stories of Swedish 
women during the same historical period see Yvonne Hirdman, "'Det ska börjas i tid' - Kvin
nor och underordningar," i Påminnelser om kvinnors liv i Sverige, red. Yvonne Hirdman, 
Kristina Bohman och Maj Birgit Rörslett (Stockholm: Carlssons, 1995), 48. 



A particularly significant role was played in the stories by the suffering 
body, the body in pain. Thus, cases of complications of birth and pregnancy 
were sometimes clearly remembered and narrated by my informants. 

There was no window, no light. It was to prevent getting hit by bombs.505 She 
[a nurse] told me: lie down and prepare yourself for labour. Oh - I say- some
thing soft is coming out of me. She shouts: Doctor! Doctor! It was a feet-first 
birth. The doctor came [...]. They put me down. They fastened my arms and 
legs, I became so scared! Finally, I gave birth. (N speaking about her delivery 
of her first child in 1942) 

When I was pregnant with [name of her younger son] I was told that I had to 
give birth in the city, under control, because I could need a caesarian [sec
tion]. But the baby changed position and came out correctly. My father took 
care of me. Two professors were near by me - a surgeon and a gynaecologist. 
But he was born normally; only I had a bleeding afterwards and had to stay a 
while longer in the ward. (B speaking about the delivery of her fourth baby in 
1950). 

Even if I specifically asked my informants to tell me some pleasant memo
ries about their pregnancy few of them would comment on sensations like 
that. С was recalling pleasant feelings from "the child's movements inside" 
of her. It was only T, one of my youngest and most Western oriented infor
mants, who gave birth to her first child in Moscow in 1968, that talked about 
a special relationship between foetus and mother: "I took it very seriously, I 
was speaking to it inside of myself, it was not born yet, but I was just speak
ing to it." Other informants would state that their feelings of happiness did 
not emanate only from the pregnancy itself, but also from the support they 
felt from the people around them, first of all from their husband. Q remem
bered for example, how in 1953 her husband almost "carried her in his arms" 
showing her how happy he was that she was pregnant. 

Thus, my analysis of the oral material points to the fact that many women 
follow the discourse on maternity as a natural predestination of women. In
deed, the interviewed women saw pregnancy and delivery as rather natural 
biological processes that could be easily separated from their lives as persons 
while the interconnection between what the body "does" and their social and 
professional identity could be left without reflection. In spite of this, the 
materials still reveal that in the stories of the lived bodies of the Soviet 
women maternity practices were also connected with surprise, fear, shame 
and/or pain that frequently contradict and subvert the dominance. 

805 In spite of this my informant delivered her child in 1942 rather far from the front line in 
Omsk, she said that black-out rales still had to be observed. 



6.6. Child, family, community, work and the choices of a mother 

The birth of the child granted the woman a new status of mother. In what 
practices, then, was a mother of a small child involved? How were mothers 
defining their priorities? What practices were seen as particularly important 
for a child? What kind of help and support could mothers count on? 

Infant and parents 

My interviews show that the beginning of maternity was connected with 
many practical issues, some of which directly referred to the child (breast
feeding, care, baby clothes) while some presupposed a reorganization of 
many aspects of the life of the mother (sleeping hours, work, laundry, cook
ing). Furthermore, maternity usually lead to a rearrangement of relationships 
inside of the family. 

Among the first group of issues, breastfeeding was considered to be the 
most important. All the interviewed women did every effort in order to be 
able to breastfeed their children, including leaving breast milk with other 
people, relatives and neighbours, who were looking after the baby when the 
mother was working or had to do something outside of the home. The pres
ervation of the breast milk was a particularly difficult task before refrigera
tors appeared in many houses in 1960s. Thus, according to D, who gave 
birth to her baby in Moscow in 1954, the breast milk was kept frozen outside 
of the window in wintertime. However, my informants from Bashkortostan 
told me that, in spite of Bashkir and Tatar traditions that expected a woman 
to breastfeed her child for quite a long period, several years in fact, few 
Bashkir and Tatar city women actually did this in the period that I am study
ing. City women mainly followed the medical advice, according to which 
breastfeeding would better be reduced or stopped after one year. Q from Ufa, 
who gave birth to her child in 1953, recalled her difficulties in ending the 
breastfeeding. In order to do that, she had to cover her breasts with mustard 
and similar bitter essences. 

As for baby clothes, many women stated that they were made in advance, 
and that a lot of clothes were brought to the mother as gifts from relatives 
and friends. Some part would just be second-hand clothes. Starting from the 
late 50s, baby clothes also became available in shops and my younger infor
mants purchased the essential part of their baby clothes. 

The baby's health was the most important preoccupation for the mother. 
Many of the women followed the hygienic recommendations received in 
maternity clinics and maternity hospital. Consequently, they were bathing 
the child with manganese solution, kept a necessary amount of diapers and 
were doing laundry every day. It goes without saying that in the absence of 



running water806 and with the shortage of various goods, to follow these rec
ommendations meant almost heroic efforts and sometimes led to real health 
problems. As I already mentioned above, О from Ufa who still felt very 
weak after a complicated delivery, had to bring water herself everyday from 
a water fountain several blocks away from her house. J from Saratov and С 
from Moscow also remember the period of caring for a small baby as a diffi
cult period in their life when they had to do a lot and frequently were de
prived from sleep. 

For some women, who had children in the 30s and 40s under extreme 
conditions of hunger, repression, war or evacuation, even minimal care for 
the life of the child required heroic efforts. Some of these cases have been 
described in autobiographies that were published recently.807 Among the 
stories of the women I interviewed, the most heroic one belongs to N, who 
was born in a village in the Penza region. She gave birth to her child in 1942 
while being evacuated from central Russia to Siberia. When N told me her 
story she started to cry because of the pain the remembrance caused. After 
giving birth at the age of 18, N brought her daughter from the hospital to a 
provisional apartment in Omsk that had been given to her and her husband808 

for a short period, since they were temporally staying in the city to work 
(,komandirovany). Several months after the child was born, N's husband was 
sent to the front and she never saw him again. She was now completely 
alone in a city she had never visited before and she barely survived thanks to 
the special ration she got from the state. The ration was too small, only 400 
grams of low quality bread for her and another 400 for the child. After one 
month of this extremely hard life, her husband wrote from the front that he 
had been able to get a special permission for her809 to go to his parents in 
Saratov region. N had to travel for almost a month by train with her six 
months old baby in order to get to the village where they lived. Once she 
almost lost her child. The train where she had left her child with another 
woman in order to search for food in the station suddenly went away. Finally 

806 Around 1965 even in Moscow only 40-50% of apartments had a bath tub, while the pro
portion of bathing tubs and running water outside of Moscow was much lower -
И.А.Курганов, Женщины и коммунизм, 129, 253. 
807 More about childbirth and childcare in GULAG see Simeon Vilensky, Till my Tale is Told: 
Women 's Memories of the Gulag, 262; Tiina Kirss, "Three Generations of Estonian Women: 
Selves, Lives, Texts," in She who Remembers, 122. 
808 N was not married officially, but she referred to her partner as "husband". Since he died in 
the war, the marriage was never recognised, and their child was considered to be fatherless. 
809N did not have any money for a train. Also she was considered to be on a business trip 
(командирована) and could not leave the city without special permission. Her husband suc
ceeded in getting for her a special permission for travel that solved both problems - it was a 
permission for a free travel by train. 



N found her child, but had to fight for a place in the next train810 and at last 
they ended up in her mother's village.811 

To keep your baby alive did not demand an exceptional courage in the 
late 50s and 60, but the care continued to require a lot of efforts. Collected 
interviews show that a major problem for many city women was to find a 
separate space for a child in an overcrowded room or to deal with hygiene in 
a communal apartment kitchen. The new arrangements you had to undertake 
after your baby was born included making the compact living in the over
crowded room even denser, by moving furniture. Thus, one room would be 
inhabited with not only the young couple, but also often the parents of one of 
the spouses and sometimes even some other relatives. К from Saratov re
called that in the room she lived in after the birth of her first child (1957), 
another seven persons were living: her husband, her own brother and two 
minor sisters and also her elder sister with her husband and their child. The 
fact that D from Moscow was able to get a room in a newly built house (in 
1954 D was working with the classified state agency in Moscow) when her 
child was small is practically a unique case among my informants (see chap
ter 7). 

A child was considered by my informants to be a "natural" product of the 
female body. In spite of the many problems and tragedies that this "natu
rally" brought, like overwork, over-responsibility for the survival of the 
child and a heavy emotional stress, several of the interviewed women indi
cated situations when it actually was beneficial to be pregnant and have a 
child in the strictly regulated Soviet system. We have already mentioned the 
case with D's new room. Another example is L who told me that pregnant 
women at the front (they were sent there as nurses and doctors) were fre
quently permitted to return to their homes.812 As we can see from the stories 
of С from Moscow and К from Saratov women could rather easily stay at 
home with small children for several years as housewives in the 40s and 50s. 
It goes without saying, of course, that this depended very much on the eco
nomic situation of the family. 

The interviewed women were all in tune with the basic traits of the dis
course stressing women's natural predestination for maternity, and the emo
tional ties between the child and the mother - not the father - continued to 
be enhanced in their stories. In spite of the heavy enrolment in wage labour, 
most of the women considered it "natural" that fathers did not take part in 

810 During the war time trains were going irregularly and were overcrowded. 
811 At some moment of her trip N realized that train was going through a familiar landscape (it 
was her region, neighbouring to her husband's) and she left the train. 
812 L went to the front after being divorced from her first husband. At the front she found a 
new husband with whom she returned to Saratov in the end of 1945. L said that her mother 
usually wrote to her that she wanted to see her and it would be good if L would get pregnant. 
However, it did not happen due to medical grounds and L returned home only after the end of 
the war. 



childcare and did not spend time with small children. The exception was the 
case of Q whose husband, a party official at the time when their daughter 
was born (in 1953), was spending a lot of time with her. In many cases fa
thers were not considered to be well suited to care about the children's 
needs. Even in cases of harmonious and long lasting marriages (as in the 
case of О and P from Ufa, С from Moscow or К from Saratov) men were 
seen first of all as breadwinners performing important jobs outside of home, 
while doing laundry or entertaining a baby would be seen as unnatural for 
them. 

Actually, the deviant father was not a man who did not take care of his 
child, but a man who started a new family or who did not perform socially 
established rituals of fatherhood. According to F, who had her first child in 
Tashkent in 1958 her husband was a bad father because he was not there to 
welcome his wife and child when they got back from the maternity hospital. 
The informant A divorced her husband after she had their third child (in 
1964 in Cheliabinsk region) because he continued his severe drinking. 

Probably, the following factors reinforced the conformity with the idea 
that women's sole responsibility for childcare was a natural thing: the Stalin
ist repressions, the war and the fact that the whole society was militarised, 
making the men play the role of "defenders of the Fatherland."813 The fathers 
of two of my informants, M and F as I previously wrote were arrested when 
their daughters were about four years old. G's father was mobilised in 1939, 
when she was four, and then he died in the war. Missing fathers continued to 
be an important fact in the post-war period as well. Thus, in 1950, B's hus
band was drafted to the army when her youngest children814 were at the age 
of a few months and two years, respectively. The same year, S's father died 
in a nightly combat in the Far East, when S was only five. 

Childcare and the mother's work outside of home 

Even if the mother's responsibility for the child was bigger than the father's, 
it did not necessarily mean that she was the only caretaker. Instead of ex
pecting help from the husbands or the government women often tended to 
regard their children as a concern of their extended family. Children were the 
result of marriage and or/love and they were to be cared for and to be ready, 
in their turn, to care for elder family members when they themselves had 
grown up. This image coincided well with rural traditions and was particu
larly stressed by my Bashkir informants depicting the importance of paying 
attention to parents as an important feature of Bashkir culture, which contin
ues even in today's society of Bashkortostan.815 

813 Zubko va, Russia after the War, 15-24; Engel, Women in Russia, 224-225. 
814 В had two older children from her first marriage in 1939-1942. 
8,5 The care for older people, including frequent visits to elderly parents in villages, help 
around the house and garden was presented to me as an important feature of "the life here", 
in Bashkortostan in communication with people by different ethnic backgrounds. 



Basically, the female members of the extended family were the ones ex
pected to be naturally interested in childcare. Many of my informants pre
sented themselves as being raised by grandmothers and they considered this 
kind of relationship to be traditional (Russian, Bashkir and Tatar). In the 
preparation to be a mother many of my women included arrangements for 
future assistance on the part of their female relatives. These arrangements 
would include arranging a separate space in an apartment for the grand
mother of the child or someone else to move in to. J brought her mother to 
Saratov from a village after she had her twins in 1946. In the case of T, the 
arrangement was that her mother asked for retirement (1969). O's (from 
Ufa) elder un-married sister moved from her village to live with O's family 
in 1955. In many cases the mother in-law was the main helper. Thus, H 
who's husband died and left her alone with six children in a Bashkir village 
in 1960, still remembers with greatest gratitude her mother-in-law who 
helped her raise the children. С from Moscow, who had her third child in 
1956, but still wanted to finish her university studies, left the youngest one 
with her mother who took care of the child in her own home six days a week 
while the two elder children were taken care of by the mother-in-law. Con
sequently, H and С stressed during the conversation that they were trying to 
behave similarly towards their own grandchildren. 

In several cases, children of my informants stayed in their grandparents' 
home for longer periods of time. Consequently, N's child stayed with her 
mother-in-law during the war and for some years after the war in a village in 
Saratov region while N was securing work and a place to stay in Moscow. 
From N's presentation of the story we are left with no doubt that for her 
mother-in-law816 this situation was quite "normal."817 Another example is T, 
who after she had divorced her husband in 1970 sent her less than two year-
old son to stay with her parents in Kazakhstan for almost one year. The rea
son for sending away the child was that he repeatedly got ill when visiting a 
day-care centre. 

The fact that the elder female relatives offered their help with taking care 
of the children often meant that the mothers became breadwinners of the 
family, frequently even the sole breadwinner during several years of the 
period of childrearing, as was the case with half of my informants.818 This 
was particularly characteristic for my informants belonging to the older age 
group. Divorces and separations can be added to the cases of participating in 
the war or being victims of the state repressive politics as reasons for why 

816 N was not officially married to her husband and saw her mother-in-law only after her child 
was born. 
817 Barbara Engel stated that it was typical for peasant women who were going to city looking 
for work - Engel, Women in Russia, 94. 
818 According to statistics published by I.A.Kurganov, the number of mothers who were 
bringing up children with help from the state was about 2 million in 1950, 3135 thousand in 
1960 and 1831 in 1965 - Курганов, Женщины и коммунизм, 198. 



women were main breadwinners and relatives were taking care of the chil
dren. Five of the women were separated from their husbands when the 
youngest child was only two years old.819 

Rarely our stories mention the informant's mother or mother-in-law 
showing reluctance to be the principal caretakers for their grandchildren. 
Only in a few cases we find situations when the grandmothers simply did not 
fulfil this function, like B's mother who started out as an actress and later 
became a party official in Kazan, which meant that В never could count on 
her help (late 30s and beginning of the 40s). K, who raised her children in 
Saratov in the 50s, could likewise not count on the help of her mother-in-
law, this time, however, because of the way her mother-in-law was not atten
tive enough to the children, and even could not prevent physical damage to 
them occasionally. As a matter of fact, grandmothers were usually blamed 
when something went wrong with the children. 

The fact that the elder generation participated so much in the caretaking 
meant that it was regarded as natural for my informants that their children 
were introduced to various religious ceremonies. Even those who declared 
themselves as "non believers", considered it important to introduce children 
into traditional religious believes and rituals. This introduction to religion 
often symbolized women's concern with traditional normativity more than 
being a sign of deep religious belief.820 

According to the stories of my informants, the state sponsored childcare 
was less significant than the help of female relatives. F and L certainly liked 
to work in childcare institutions (L in late 30s in Saratov, F in late 50s in 
Tashkent), and L claimed that the conditions in the institutions were good. 
Generally, however, the access to day-care centers was very limited and you 
needed to have special privileges as well as all kind of connections to get 
your children a place there. Thus, О managed with an Ufa day-care center 
(late 50s), due to her husband's position, a PhD student,821 while Q managed 
to achieve the same thing because she had connections to an "important per
son" - her uncle was acquainted with one of the directors of the day care 
centre. This system of taking advantage of personal connections {blat) was 
also important for finding place in childcare for К from Saratov in late 
1950s. 

819 J from Saratov in 1944, R from Moscow supposedly in 1957, A from Ufa in 1964, F from 
Ufa in 1961 and T from Moscow in 1970. In spite of the legislation on child support in the 
case of divorce, in many cases it was not paid or was very insignificant. Thus, in the men
tioned cases, J did not get support because of the lack of official registration, A - due to her 
husband's heavy drinking and T due to irregular character of artistic work her husband was 
doing. 
820 See more in chapter 7, subch. 3. 
821 In 1940-1950s acceptance for a PhD training signified important up-ward social mobility. 



Public day care in Soviet Russia was a paid service, that was not always 
perceived as cheap, particularly for single mothers.822 T, who divorced her 
husband soon after the birth of their child, had to pay 12 rubles from her 100 
rubles salary for day care in the late 1960s. Even if there was some reduction 
in payment for divorced women and single mothers, they were not so big, 
about 4 rubles less than the ordinary fee, according to her. 

The quantity of child care centres substantially increased by the end of the 
studied period, i.e. in the 60s.823 However, the growing expectations of a 
better standard of living and the discourse of "intensive motherhood" that 
was spreading during theses years, partly involved a situation where the 
elder generation was in even more demanded as caretakers. The wish to let 
the children stay at home was a logical consequence of the growing feeling 
that the state care was too impersonal and did not provide the best "hygienic 
conditions". 

Apart from the female relatives and the state-provided day-care centres, 
there was another, officially invisible, but in reality quite important agent of 
the childcare, namely the nanny,824 especially frequent in the pre-war and the 
years soon after the war. The interviews indicate that for young country girls 
in the 30s-50s, the possibility of becoming a nanny or a domestic servant 
meant a chance to move to the city, a way of social mobility typical for other 
parts of Europe, as well, in the first half of the 20th century.825 Two of my 
informants mentioned this as a case. N (born in 1924 in the countryside of 
Penza region) started to do babysitting at her teacher's place in the village 
and then went to Moscow to continue working "in families". К (born in 
1932 in Saratov region) first went to Saratov to help her elder sister with the 
newborn baby and later worked as a nanny with several families in the city. 
Two of my other informants were also familiar with domestic servants. R 
from Moscow kept a village girl as nanny for her daughter (late 50s). Apart 

822 Mothers of several children and single mothers from 1944 were allowed to pay half of the 
price for sending their children to a day care center (however, their family incomes should not 
overpass a certain limit of the medium income). 
823 According to a statistical data, in 1937, there were 1 045 300 children in day care centers, 
in 1942 - 1 225 700 - "Сведения Госплана СССР о численности детей в школах и 
дошкольных учреждениях, 6 октября 1943," Советская повседневность, 272. In 1950 
1788 000 children were in day care centers, in 1960 - 4 428 000, in 1967 - more than 
9000000 (Курганов, Женщины и коммунизм, 219). However, the number of children visit
ing day care centers in the beginning of 1960s still consisted of only 12,65 % from all the 
children of preschool age - Айвазова, Русские женщины, 89. 
824 According to Valentina Zhiromskaia data, 1937's census showed 376 000 domestic work
ers most of whom were below 20, about 30% were illiterate - Жиромская, 
Демографическая история, 143. 
825The film "Women"- "Женщины" (Mosfilm, реж. П.Любимов, 1965), for example, shows 
Soviet domestic servant coming from the countryside from the 1950s. For a comparison to 
Germany with respect to certain similarity of status and duties of domestic servants see Doro-
thee Wierling, Mädchen fuer alles: Arbeitsalltag und Lebensgeschichte städtischerdienstmäd-
chen um die Jahrhundertwende (Berlin und Bonn: J.H.W. Dietz Nachf. GmbH, 1987), 25. 



from being in-house nannies, people would do babysitting or some other 
services for money. Q left her child with a neighbouring woman after that 
she had decided to continue her education in Ufa in 1953. The woman, who 
looked after her daughter from the age of one month, did it for a smaller sum 
of money. In some cases, babysitting would be done for free, like in T's 
case. She described the atmosphere of the Moscow university dormitories as 
full of solidarity where friends would regard the children as an object for 
"common care". 

As already stated above, the income, and sometimes also the social ac
tivities, of the mother was in many cases of crucial importance for the sur
vival of the family. Most of my informants had to continue working soon 
after giving birth. The fact that women often worked outside of the home 
although they were still nursing their 2-3 months old babies was not always 
due to something that the state demanded through a direct coercion. Instead 
various factors "forced'Vdisciplined the mothers to work full-time. One is the 
salary, which was very low in the 40s and 50s. Taking into account that 
many women were raising children as main breadwinners - widows, aban
doned women or wives of men who were severely ill or wounded as a result 
of the war - their salary was often the only source of income for herself and 
the child. Also shortly before, during and a few years after the war (until 
1947) people working for the state were not paid in money (or sometimes 
only a small sum of money), but in kind of goods or as a food provision 
(payok), necessary for survival. 

Additional work performance would occasionally, even in the Soviet 
economy, give possibility to obtain some extra salary. As a consequence, 
women in a difficult economic situation tended to work more than the others. 
В who raised two children as a single mother in the 40s could not afford to 
take summer holidays, but worked instead during the summer in children's 
camps (pioneer camps). 

Nevertheless, women, especially with higher education, often considered 
work to be their duty to society. According to this interpretation, the mater
nity leave itself was understood as mainly a holiday for the mother, not as a 
time when the mother's contact with the child was especially important for 
the child's further development. Like P said: "These were the days when not 
working was considered being out of the norm". My informants referred to a 
woman who stayed at home with a child usually as "sitting" at home as if 
she would have a privileged position compared to those who "worked" doing 
something important. Some of my younger informants told me that even 
after 1956, when paid maternity leave had increased to 56 days (it was 45 
days from 1944), they could not stay home the whole maternity leave period. 
A answered my question about what the possibility was to stay at home for a 
longer time after her child was born (1959) in the following indignant way: 



How can you even ask such a question? We were guaranteed this (the pre
natal and post-natal leaves), but after my second son was born, when he was 
only 20 days old, they called me to work. They couldn't find anyone to do 
the teaching. [YG - Could you possibly have said no?] - No, I didn't even 
know that it was possible. Now you can find more knowledgeable youth, but 
at that time it would be difficult. 

On the basis of the interviews we might conclude that maternity was a hard 
period in the life of many women, a period when they had to manage to 
combine several roles and care for their babies in the circumstances of short
ages of time, resources and space. Sometimes, taking care of a child was an 
extremely tiring experience. In most of the cases, fathers (when available at 
all) were not considered to be responsible for everyday childcare routines 
and were rather seen as a source of economic support for the family. 

On the other hand, the interviews show that a mother should count on the 
help of her extended family, particularly of her mother and mother-in-law. 
Since the help of elder female relatives as well as women's need to work 
were taken for granted, lots of women with small children could continue to 
work outside of home, even making a professional career. 

Summary 

My interviews indicate that women's stories show that discourses of printed 
publications were to a large extent appropriated. At the same time in the 
process of everyday practices of maternity and beauty these discourses were 
also mixed up and modified through the application of common sense nor-
mativity. 

In the Soviet situation of non-market industrialization beauty experienced 
a separation from consumption and consumerism. During the 1930-5ÜS 

demonstratively "feminine" appearance was frequently unachievable due to 
poverty and lack of accessories rather than being thoughtfully rejected on 
ideological grounds. 

International fashion was followed by Soviet women throughout Soviet 
history (including the 1930s) and Soviet women were expected to have hair
styles and clothing that did not differ radically from those in the "West." 
This was possible until the 1950s thanks to both official and semi-official 
resources and domestic production of beauty accessories. Domestic produc
tion of clothes up till the late 1950s was characteristic not only for Russia, 
but also for more developed countries such as Sweden, where fashionable 
dresses were in part produced at home826, but not by employed women. 
However, from the late 1950s truly fashionable clothes could generally no 
longer be domestically produced due to the breakthroughs in technology. 
Thus, from the beginning of the 1960s the issue of achieving beauty became 

826 Interview in Stockholm, June 2005. 



particularly acute for Soviet women who thanks to the liberalisation of atti
tudes, had even greater access to international styles and fashion. 

The naturalness of female beauty continues to be seen as important for 
contemporary Western consumer society and was particularly respected and 
demanded of women in the Soviet society due to the strong traditional leg
acy of the village culture and the fact, that "natural beauty" did not need any 
"additional" recourse to be achieved. However, as in the "West," Soviet 
women were expected to invest in their beauty and to be ready to suffer for 
it. The lack of consumption goods and services frequently made Soviet 
women suffer more than their Western counterparts, while their specifically 
female work can be defined as an additional "beauty shift". 

On one hand the Soviet publications on social and gender equality de
manding women to be modest were supported by traditional rural attitudes of 
chastity and purity. On the other hand, claims that family and motherhood 
constituted one of the important values for Soviet women (besides work) 
made them display their beauty. Thus, one of the most important features of 
the everyday beauty norm was the production of a femininity subordinate to 
the male gaze. 

As I wrote in the introduction, with respect to maternity, change in every
day practices in the studied period is obvious through previous studies. My 
interviews, however, helped to discover contradictory attitudes toward medi
cal control over pregnancy and hospital childbirth. Médicalisation of mater
nity seems to be remembered as an important improvement in the life of 
women that was bringing them security and help. On the other hand, medical 
institutions of maternity were remembered as places of disciplining where 
doctors (female as well as male) were acting in the name of both science and 
the Soviet state. As in the case of beauty, growing levels of demand with 
respect to an aspirational level of comfort and care as well as information led 
to a situation where women were frequently not satisfied with medical insti
tutions. 

My informants' knowledge about maternity confirmed the results of the 
previous studies about knowledge of the body and sexuality,827 a serious lack 
of information not only about contraception means and techniques, but also 
about pregnancy and childbirth. The situation only improved in the late 
1950s. 

In contradiction to the social motherhood discourse and supposed effects 
of the "social help" for mothers on the "burden of maternity", individual 
mothers during the studied period continued to experience a strong responsi
bility for child-rearing, feeding and child-care, whilst state help with milk 
kitchens and day care centres was seen as providing inadequate facilities up 
to 1960s. In many cases the state help was replaced by very traditional ar
rangements of female relative's care that was interpreted as "natural" for 

827 Kon, The Sexual Revolution; Rotkirch, "What Kind," 93-120. 



women. In some other cases, as in the sphere of beauty production, child 
care services could be seen as an important sphere of private entrepreneur-
ship. 

Everyday practices of beauty and maternity could be seen as practices 
where social differences were created and reproduced. Both practices were 
characterized by a rather unequal access to the same quality facilities and 
services. 

Similarly to beauty, the stories of my informants confirmed a wide spread 
attitude to maternity as to important practices of femininity and support of 
the discourse on women's natural predestination to maternity. My infor
mants considered motherhood to be an "obvious" continuation of love and 
family. At the same time, being pregnant, giving "normal" birth and nursing 
a baby usually was perceived as "natural", however important, events and, 
thus, in no need of special remembering of bodily sensations. The silencing 
of the body that came up through interview materials looks similar to that 
found in "Western" countries in the similar time period.828 

The beauty and maternity norms of Soviet society in the early 1960s be
came more homogeneous than those in the early 1930s. Many "Western" 
attitudes to beauty and maternity, including hygiene, médicalisation and 
functionalism, were incorporated in the Soviet discourses and became sym
bols of modernisation. In the case of beauty, paradoxically, during the period 
of most intense ideological pressure and isolation, Soviet women did not 
only follow the general course of "Western" fashion (with a certain delay 
and in somewhat less sophisticated and peripheral form), but also slowly 
mastering the Western/modern/city/capitalist femininity norms of clothing, 
accessories and practices of body care and appearance. However, as the in
terviews with Bashkir women showed, this modernisation and westernisation 
was frequently interpreted as a form of Russification and thus, could be seen 
as a continuation of colonial politics, a cultural colonialism. 

We might conclude that everyday practices of maternity and beauty could 
not be reduced to discourses expressed in the magazines or in advice books, 
but should be seen as highly influenced by everyday rituals and common 
sense normativities. The last ones were particularly connected with the func
tioning of different spaces like maternity hospitals and/or beauty salons, 
where practices of maternity and beauty were taking place. At the same time, 
also traditional (rural, ethnic, local) routine practices influenced everyday 
normativity and beliefs. Moreover, women's bodies, the lived bodies, could 
be seen not only as a main object of beauty and maternity practices, but also 
as an important, additional way of confirming or questioning established 
normativity. 

828 Our Bodies, Ourselves, 469; Rotkirch, "What Kind," 102. 



7. Doing femininity: some case studies of beauty and 
maternity 
This chapter is dedicated to a more detailed review of a selected number of 
my interviews in order to make a closer analysis of how maternity and 
beauty practices were remembered and presented by women who live in 
three different cities in the Russian Federation today.829 In contrast to a gen
eral overview of maternity and beauty normativities made in the previous 
chapter, the main aim of this chapter is to analyse the interconnections be
tween different categories of social belonging (like professional status, eth
nic/religious "tradition", generation and class) that were actualised in the 
process of interview. Thus, every subchapter deals only with a limited num
ber of stories (three to five) that I found the most appropriate to use when 
studying issues of diversity and the everyday politics of the body. By choos
ing only a few stories for every case, I want to make a closer examination of 
the connection between how women present themselves, thus expressing 
their identity, and what kind of details they present from their biography and 
practices of beauty and maternity. 

As I have already written in the introductory chapter, I see different cate
gories of social belonging as interacting (and intra-acting830), thereby creat
ing a complicated and even contradictory picture of Soviet everyday life. 
While in some cases when practices of maternity and beauty are remem
bered, femininity is enacted as a superior, all explaining category, in other 
cases femininity seems to be annihilated, absorbed or expressed through 
other categories. To pay attention to women's stories about individual prac
tices of beauty and maternity also helps to analyse the mechanisms of sub
version that are incorporated in everyday practices and mechanisms that are 
frequently invisible when analysing a larger amount of interviews. 

7.1.Growing up, discovering "beauty" and dealing with looks 

This first subchapter details the path of women's introduction into beauty 
practices as part of a socialisation process in the mid 1930s and in 1950-
1960s. I am particularly interested in the process that starts when women 
begin to learn how to apply gender differences in the norms of appearance 
and how those applications shaped them. 

829 Earlier versions of some parts of this chapter were published in two collections of articles -
How can women's stories about beauty and maternity help us to study Soviet social history of 
the 1930s-1960s?, in Oral History and (post)socialist Societies, Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 
2007 (forthcoming); 'We were very upset if we didn't look fashionable': Women's beauty 
practices in post-war Russia, in Gender, Equality and Difference: From State Socialism to the 
Postsocialist Era, ed. Rebecca Kay. Glasgow and London: Palgrave, 2007, (forthcoming). 
830 Nina Lykke, "Nya perspektiv på intersektionalitet - problem och möjlighet", Kvinnoveten
skaplig tidskrift, N 2-3, 2005, 7-19. 



First, I am going to analyse a story of one of my oldest informants, L, 
born in an urban family in Saratov in 1920. L's mother was very young 
when she gave birth to L, she did not have any work place and was not mar
ried at that time. During L's early childhood she was working as a state bath
house worker. At the same time, the family of L's mother, where L spent her 
childhood, most probably could be classified as a petit bourgeois city family. 
L's biography includes 9 years of school education (L was not doing very 
well in school, so she had to spend two more years studying to be able to 
graduate from the seven-year educational program). At 18 she finished 
medical school, and then she worked as a nurse in a day care centre, got 
married and became a housewife at the age of 19. She divorced when she 
was 20, just before the outbreak of war in 1941. 

From L's story we can assume that the post-revolutionary politics of 
women's liberation and the new morale influenced the life of her mother, 
who gave birth to L when she was only 17 (L never met her father). She 
never married officially and graduated as a medical doctor when she was 
about 30. L grew up in a household consisting of, besides herself and her 
mother, who for several years of L's childhood was absent due to studies and 
work, her grandmother, grandfather and several aunts. All the family mem
bers considered beauty to be very important for a woman. Even if the family 
incomes were not very high, there were the possibility of dressing nicely, 
since one of L's aunts, who lived in another town, was a professional dress
maker and sewed for her relatives in the extended family while visiting 
them. L's grandmother also knew how to make clothes and L remembered 
she once made a pretty dress for L out of her shawl, it became an opportu
nity to visit a photo-shop and have a family picture taken with the little girl 
in her neat dress. For this occasion L's hair was curled also.831 

The fact that L's mother was so young and keen on looking her best, also 
contributed to L remembering her adolescence environment as an atmos
phere where beauty was closely attributed to a feminine look and attractive
ness. For example, it was L's mother, who taught her daughter to dye her 
eyebrows in the way that she did and who ordered shoes with high heels 
from a private shoemaker when L was 18. 

On the other hand, L presented her grandmother as being strictly opposed 
to L looking excessively erotic, and L explained this by pointing to the feel
ings of guilt and shame the grandmother had because of L's mother being 
single. Thus, the preservation of L and her mother's "modest" appearance 
and behaviour was carefully guarded by the elder generation in the family, at 
least in the 1920s. 

What about the influence of the Bolshevik policies on people's everyday 
life? We get a fairly ambiguous picture as to what extent family practices 
were sovietised in the late 20s and the 30s. According to L, on the one hand 

831 It was mentioned in chapter 4, subch. 1. 



all the Christian celebrations were followed; on the other hand, L was a 
member of a pioneer (Soviet "scouts") organisation and wore pioneer uni
form in the Soviet celebrations. Obviously, the Soviet normativity was not 
felt as very strict or limiting. L went to school before the introduction of a 
mandatory uniform (it appeared in 1940s) and the way schoolgirls looked 
varied a lot. They were wearing dresses of different styles, and some of 
them, like L, had their hair cut short, while some girls had braids. Indeed, L 
presented herself as always being keen on looking good, and she viewed this 
as "normal" and did not experience any discrepancies with the social norma
tivity at school or in the broader environments. 

When L was about 17, she and her girlfriends started to visit parks and 
dancing places, meeting with men, particularly young Red Army officers. 
Thus, in L's story attractiveness was definitely aimed for the young men 
around her. She recalled that she met her first husband when she and her 
friend were "making eyes" at men while queuing for beer in a park. Fur
thermore, L (who devoted a lot of her thinking to beauty) regarded an attrac
tive appearance as important for the professional career as well. At one mo
ment in the conversation L mentioned that she wanted to be an actress, but 
she couldn't because of her bad performance at school. At the same time she 
said she never used to wear real "smart dresses", just rather ordinary dresses 
for leisure time (one, for example was made of sateen-rubikon, a material 
considered to be almost like natural silk). 

L's stories about beauty practices in the period of her youth are very im
portant for this research not only because she is one of my eldest informants, 
but also because of her social status. Only a few of the interviewed women 
who where born in the city did not get university education.832 L is one of 
them. Her biography shows that there were city women, who in their every
day clothing practices were not primarily influenced by discourses on mod
esty and naturalness, but instead, considered a feminine style of clothes to be 
an important marker of their social belonging. 

In her striving to make herself look pretty for men, L was like lots of 
women in this period, women that easily could be found in many "Western" 
cities as well. At the same time she was different, due to her professional 
education. Another factor making L look like women from other European 
countries of this period were the methods she used to obtain an attractive 
look. L and her friends used private dressmakers to obtain fashionable 
clothes and tried creating hairstyles at home. Furthermore, L's teenage de
velopment was not overburdened by Soviet discourses on "culturedness" or 
"taste" and also did not include so many changes of style (probably, former 

8j2 Thus, L's biography does not fit in one of two categories that were in the centre of interest 
of the previous research: city intellectual or former peasant. See, for example, Козлова, 
Советские люди. 



peasants, intellectuals and those who aspired for an upward social mobility, 
were more concerned with such practices).833 

In this subchapter I also examine some cases of growing into adulthood in 
the post-war years. Here I am going to analyse three stories of my younger 
informants, two of whom were born in the 30s and one in the mid-40s. Two 
are Bashkir women and one is ethnically Russian. Still, we cannot easily put 
their experience into a specific generational or ethnic framework. Instead, I 
will study how their way of presenting normativity of beauty could be placed 
in the intersection where femininity interacts with categories of social be
longing including concepts like "the generation of modernisation", "educa
tion" and "ethnic tradition". 

G was born in 1935 in a small settlement near a railway station in West 
Bashkortostan. Her father joined the war in 1939 and was later killed in 
combat. G's mother was an uneducated woman who raised four children. G 
studied in a rural Bashkir school up to the 7th year. Because she was doing 
well in school and her father was a war victim, she was made an offer to 
continue her studies in a boarding school in Ufa, labelled a "model 
school."834 After this she became a student of the Ufa Pedagogical Institute. 
Arriving in the city when she was only 14 and being a student of an elite 
school, G can be believed to have been eager to reproduce the dominant 
discourse of modesty and achievement. 

Thus, in presenting the dress styles and clothing practices of her adoles
cence G consequently insisted on the "similarity" in her look and the "non 
importance" of ethnic or social differences, statements supported also by 
several others informants, particularly those who were born in the 20s and 
30s. "Similarity" in her interpretation, was obviously a result of the poverty 
of the war and the post-war years. However, this kind of similarity had rather 
positive connotations. It was connected to a moral behaviour and it allowed 
young people to occupy themselves mainly with studies and not with ap
pearance or flirtation: 

Everyone was modest. It was such a social surrounding and such a time.[...] 
If you ask what nationality people around me belonged to, I wouldn't be able 
to tell you. We were all like one nationality. 

8j3 Indeed, L's presentation of beauty practices the city of the 1930s is also supported by some 
pictures from Moscow and by stories of В and R; however shortages of memory about this 
period of their life do not allow us to make a comparative analysis of the beauty practices of 
1930s. 
8j4 Bashkir boarding-school where G studied was a unique educational institution for Bash
kortostan in that period of time. Like similar educational institution in other autonomous 
regions it was aimed for a preparation of the cultural elite of the "titular nation". Compare 
Valentina Zhiromskaia's conclusion that in the late 1930s intellectuals consisted of about 50% 
of state and party apparatus employees - Жиромская, Демографическая история, 145. 



The similarity ideal could be interpreted as a mixture of traditional, rural 
patriarchal, values like chastity on the one hand and Soviet (Communist) 
ideas of modesty, showing a need to be like others without too much deviati-
ation, on the other. When she spoke about similarity, G was drawing a line 
between "normal" and "deviant", stressing the opposition between perform
ing well in one's studies that could be interpreted as a marker of the inner 
beauty and flirtation that was seen as an inappropriate sexual behaviour: 
"We did not kiss in open places ... We performed well in our studies [...] We 
tried to be outstanding in our studies [not in our clothes]." 

G was strongly against attractiveness aimed for the male gaze, but, at the 
same time, she demonstrated an explicit hetero-normativity by stating that 
"women have their duties, and men have theirs." Also, marriage and chil
dren, according to her, were very important things for every woman. 

The everyday dress and the one that G would remember most positively, 
was the school uniform, while clothing for leisure time was one that she, like 
the other schoolgirls made themselves in the textile handicraft class. Tradi
tional ethnic components of dress (Bashkir) were viewed positively - how
ever, only as a kind of folklore dress for the folk dance classes in school or a 
small "addition" like embroidery. According to G, prescribed Soviet changes 
in dress code were developing "smoothly" - it was the elder generation 
(people elder than her mother) who still wore traditional, Bashkir ethnic 
dress, while young people that she described as the "other" and "more mod
ern" generation,835 automatically preferred the "modern" (in this case, "non-
ethnic" or, maybe we could call it "Western") style of dress. 

Thus, G's story could be read as a narrative of the transition from a tradi
tional rural culture associated with an "other" (pre-modern) generation, to an 
urban culture that, even in its Soviet variant, included important universal 
elements of "beauty practice" like the separation of consumption from pro
duction, meaning that shops and hairdresser salons were used instead of tra
ditional homemade beautification. At the same time, recalling her beauty 
practices, G easily combined interpretations of "modesty" originating from a 
dominant Soviet order of discourse that were connected to claims for social, 
ethnic and gender equality, with traditional rural patriarchal practices of 
control over female sexuality. Thus, she mixed different sets of normativity 
that, at least from the outset, seemed to be opposite to each other. 

The next two informants, P and S, belong to the youngest age group. P 
was born in a Bashkir village in 1939 and came to Ufa only at the age of 18 
in order to study at the pedagogical college. S, whose parents originated 
from Moscow, was born soon after the war in a small military settlement in 

835 The thinking of the differences between the modern and older generations is practically 
absent from L's story, who presented her clothing practices rather as continuation than a 
rupture. 



the Soviet Far East and came to Moscow at the age of six after her father, a 
pilot, was killed in combat in the beginning of 1950s. 

The biographies of S and P resemble G's with respect to the main line of 
events. All three of them, unlike L, went to school for 10 years and got 
higher education. They graduated from school at the age of 18, entered Ufa 
Pedagogical College and Moscow University, graduated when they were 
about 23 and soon after that they got married and had children. All three of 
them lost their fathers when they were quite small as a result of wars. Beside 
these similarities, the mothers of both S and P were schoolteachers. 

Therefore it is not surprising that there are lots of similarities in how the 
three women remember how they discovered beauty. Firstly, they all talked 
about the shortage of clothes, textile and shoes. They also stressed the 
importance of having education and performing well at school as well as in 
the university system. However, S and P, unlike G, stressed the importance 
of beauty and gave examples of the many efforts that girls had to make in 
order to appear "beautiful." Their stories, in fact, resembled L's story more 
than G's when it came to beauty practices. 

P's attitudes to appearance were more consumer-oriented. It was very im
portant for her to buy new clothes, so she and her friends would always try 
having lunch at home in order to save their scholarships entirely for clothes. 
They experimented with their looks and seemed to play with identity and 
attractiveness. P recalled herself changing the colour of her hair so many 
times when she was a student that during one year she would cover a whole 
range of nuances, from blonde to dark brunette.836 Also, she remembered 
herself and her friends striving to be stylish (,stilyaga). Thus, for example, 
they would come to class in tight skirts. 

S, in her turn, had picked a high school that offered a dressmaking educa
tional program and she was very proud to be able to make beautiful dresses 
(by this she mixed a rural tradition of making clothes at home with the con-
sumerist demand for a "fashionable" look). She would stress, "the girls were 
always trying hard to look pretty."837 For example, female students spent a 
lot of time in the rest rooms between class, to check their appearance and to 
style their hair. 

Thus, S and P did not follow the norms of "similarity," in the way that G 
did, but instead they chose to "stand out" and have their own personal style. 
However, in their narratives they did not seem to regard these practices as 
contradictory to the dominant Soviet discourses on "modesty" by "not stand
ing out." Below we find a passage from the interview with S, when she talks 
about parties at school. 

836 Other interview material shows that experimentation with hair (probably due to the ease of 
change by domestic means and their relative independence from income) was one of the most 
important ways for looking fashionable. 
837 Several of my informants, particularly those who came from the cities, also insisted on the 
importance of good looks. 



When I was studying in another school, in the 7 th  grade, it was possible to 
wear a party dress for evenings in the school. The girls there tried to look as 
pretty as possible. They tried not to wear the same dress at the next party. 
There was nothing special about this, some people had a variety of clothes, 
and some just didn't. But then [in a new school she started after 7 th  grade] we 
had to wear a white apron, everyone until the 11 th  grade. And in a way, I 
think that was good. People had different possibilities. That's just how it is. 
But still the girls tried hard. They tried in spite of everything: they were mak
ing the skirts for example, look like., [she demonstrates how the skirts 
looked]. They tried to make their skirts look fluffier. Or they were changing 
collars. Your were supposed to wear an ordinary collar in school. But, I had 
made mine out of poplin. So, first you wear one collar, then another one. You 
change collars. 

On the other hand, P and S present their dressing habits in differing manners. 
The way P tells her story indicated, I would say, that she relied on the dis
course of kul'turnost'. For example, when she described her childhood in a 
Bashkir kolkhoz, she gave the impression that she lived better than many 
others did. She spoke of the benefits she enjoyed, coming from a family 
where her mother had an education. She was wearing a "proper" school uni
form, for example, - the only one in her village, sent to her by faraway rela
tives in Kazan. When she started her college studies in Ufa, a "big" city, 
capital of the republic, P saw herself (and in this she very much resembles 
G) as a person with a future, distinguished by her education. 

S, on the other hand, did not experience such a dramatic upward social 
mobility. She also presented her life (with respect to the process of becoming 
beautiful) as "difficult". The room her family lived in was so small that for 
some years it was impossible to keep your own sewing machine there and it 
was difficult to find clothes and, frequently, even textiles in the shops. How
ever, the family was in fact able to buy some ready-to-wear clothes when she 
was young, even a coat in a state run dressmaking establishment. To be able 
to dress nicely and fashionably meant for S, first of all that you needed per
sonal skills and lots of careful attention to how you looked. S's "beauty 
shift" included sewing, standing in lines for clothes and textiles, searching 
for various consumer goods and chasing fashion magazines. She mentioned 
particularly the Estonian magazine Siluett. "To get hold of one you had to 
run from one kiosk to another". S interpreted the "modesty" of her own look 
as connected to the existing social differences in her environment. She 
would compare herself with other female students at the university, who 
came from the more "fashionable" Department of Philology, where foreign
ers also studied, who occasionally would sell clothes to the Soviet students. 

The personal attitude to their "beauty practices" of their youth as well as 
personal identity in the field of beauty also differed for S and P. P seems to 
have been happy with what she achieved in her profession, connecting 
beauty experimentation with culturedness so that she felt she belonged to an 
educated stratum, a generation that could enjoy an urban life style. Accord-



ing to P, she changed together with the people around her. By stressing that 
even when she visited her village for a holiday or weekend there were 
mostly students there, she obviously wanted to say that she belonged to the 
first generation of her region and ethnic group that had been granted higher 
education. I would take her narrative as evidence for the fact that city culture 
and style became accessible and important for others as well as for her. In 
this way, P presented herself as leaning against ideals of modernisation and 
kul'turnost\ while S was rather stressing "the efforts" she had to make to 
become beautiful and by that, in a way subverting the dominant discourses 
on taste and culture insisting on easiness of access to beauty. Both of them 
were trying to describe not only personal attitudes, but to give a generational 
portrait of what practices looked like, by talking about "how people were in 
that time". Thus, "times" came out differently in the two stories. Times were 
mostly static for "girls like her" in the case of S, but were dynamic and full 
of political changes for the young Bashkir group, that P represented. 

Still, P was the one to most clearly question modernised appearances, 
both when it comes to the victory of modern (Western) dress over traditional 
(ethnic or village) and to the contradictions within the rights of women to 
express their sexuality through appearance without having to loose their 
"morals". In spite of many similarities between the biographies of G and P, P 
did not limit herself to point to the fact that traditional (ethnic) culture was 
considered less important, but she also questioned Soviet modernisation838 

from what I would call a "subaltern"839 position. 

National traditions were becoming more Russian very quickly... It looked as 
if they [the national traditions] were somehow suppressed by the parents. I 
might be wrong, though. 

Could we by this imply that Bashkir women acquired a "modern" look, 
which at the same time represented the destruction of traditional Bashkir 
beauty practices? The adjective "Russian" with respect to dress (not Euro
pean, Western or modern) shows that the changes in practices of beauty were 
not as "smooth" as they were presented by G, for example, but were re
garded with a certain suspicion. Thus, I think it is proper to say that the re-

838 According to the publications of some authors from Bashkortostan, adaptation of Bashkir 
women to a modern urban culture is an important subject to discuss for policy makers -
Гульдар Ахметова, Башкирская женщина и современный город: конфликт или 
гармония? (Уфа: РИО РУНМЦ ГКН РБ, 2001); Шаура Шакурова, "Современная 
башкирская женщина в семье и обществе," в Язык, сознание, коммуникация, ред. В.В. 
Красных и А.И. Изотов, Москва: Диалог МГУ, N 10, 1999, 120. 
83 Gayatri Spivak, "Can the subaltern speak?" in Marxism and the interpretation of culture, 
eds. Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg (Houndmills: Macmillan Education, 1988), 271 -
313. 



suits of modernisation and urbanisation during Soviet regime were memo
rised in ethnic terms.840 

Furthermore, striving for a modern appearance was not always whole
heartedly supported in P's story, for example when she recalled herself as a 
school teacher fighting the use of cosmetics among young girls. She tried to 
convince them to wash away the make up from their faces, by assuring them 
that they surely one day would find a man that "would love them and with 
whom they would have a family". Here, obviously, P abdicated from her role 
of style-monger oriented towards a Western/Russian/modern fashion to take 
the position of a guardian of good morals. Thus, I would tentatively argue 
that she was stressing the importance of traditional (rural) understandings of 
chastity and hetero-normativity represented by a "natural" look. Accord
ingly, I would also claim that she was trying to defend her ethnic traditions. 
In any case, it is clear that "standing out" and "being attractive" was inter
preted by P' as "normal" only when this kind of "individualisation of 
beauty" did not question a broader patriarchal construction of hetero-
normativity and did not damage the traditional rural ethics, meaning a con
trol over female sexuality. 

Concluding this part, I would argue that femininity that has been recon
structed on the basis of remembered practices could be regarded as a com
plex interplay between normativity based on changes (the generational 
changes through modernisation) and a normativity based on traditions. On 
the other hand, both the categories "generational changes through moderni
sation" and "ethnic traditions" are rather flexible categories that from time to 
time could be both totally opposed to or even reconciled with each other 
inside the same story. 

7.2. Performing a "natural duty" 

According to Anna Temkina and Elena Zdravomyslova's examination of 
Soviet gender regimes, the Soviet woman was "mobilised as a reproductive 
force meaning that she was obliged to produce new citizens for the state."841 

Taking her assumption as a starting point, in this subchapter I am more in
terested, however in women's personal attitude to their pregnant bodies, to 
medical personnel and to their new born babies as well as in the explanatory 
schemes that were used by women to understand the changes associated with 
giving birth in hospital, which became the norm, instead of giving birth at 
home. When I have studied my informants' memories, I tried to put their 

840 P's short comment about "Russian dress" substituting Bashkir traditional dress was sup
ported by my Tatar informants saying that those women in Tatar villages (1940s) who were 
wearing "city dress" or, in later years, "too styled dress", got to be named as "Maria" (a word 
that brought forward symbolic connections between "dominating discourses" and "Russian-
speaking majority"). 
8 1 Здравомыслова и Темкина, 'Тендерное (gendered) гражданство," 43. 



attitudes to medical help in a cross-section with their interpretation of con
cepts such as "femininity," "traditional and/or ethnic belonging" and "educa
tion and culture". 

Here I have focused on interviews with three women, all of whom were 
born in the countryside, О in 1935 in Bashkortostan, К in 1932 in Saratov 
region and A who was also born in 1932 in Bashkortostan. О and К gave 
birth to their children in cities - К in Saratov and О in Ufa. Only A gave 
birth in a village, in the Cheliabinsk region. The two Bashkir informants, О 
and A, had three children (O in 1955, 1957 and 1966; A in 1955, 1959, 
1964), and the Russian woman, К - had two children (1958, 1961). All the 
three women were already married when their first child arrived. 

А, О and К presented similar stories about their pregnancies. To have 
children after they were married was seen as "normal" and "natural" for 
women. They did not, however, seem to have paid very much attention to 
their pregnant bodies but continued to work during this period. К worked as 
a factory seamstress,842 A as a teacher in a village school, while О had just 
graduated from one stage of pedagogical training and was preparing for the 
next, by taking her entrance exams to a different pedagogical college. In 
spite of her being in an advanced stage of pregnancy, О decided that she 
should not postpone her entrance to college to the next year: "This is how we 
thought at that time: If I do not make it (to the college) this year, it means I 
will not make it at all... And I seem to have taken the right decision; I just 
seem to have figured out the right thing to do." Thus, О supposed that she 
would have more problems to get into college with a small child, but from 
her answer I could also feel how convinced she was about the importance of 
higher education. 

Since A lived in the countryside, where full medical services for pregnant 
women were not available until the 60s, she did not have regular contacts 
with medical professionals until she was about to give birth. О and K, who 
lived in cities, were supposed to follow regular medical checks during their 
pregnancy. However, from the way they talked about this, you could see that 
they viewed their visits to the maternity clinic as some sort of mandatory 
procedure and not as a source for useful information and advice. This per
ception of medical observations of the body as something not important in 
comparison to a career development, kept О occupied mostly with her en
trance exams, which led to serious problems during delivery: 

On August 10 I passed my last exam. On the next day, August 11, I finally 
went to the doctor; finally I had found time for doing it. He said to me: I will 
immediately send you to a hospital! [He said so] because my legs were like 
this [she shows how swollen they were], I was like this [she demonstrates] 
and they told me my blood pressure was 180. 

842 К saw the work as seamstress in Saratov as rather easy compared with her previous 7 years 
of work in a smaller city in the Saratov region where she was a Stakhanovite-spinner. 



O presented the moment of giving birth to her first child as one of the most 
dramatic events of her life. In spite of the pre-eclampsic diagnosis of her 
pregnancy, she did not get any pain relief during her delivery and she fainted 
repeatedly. She remembered herself feeling lost and helpless, while her 
medically defined "problematic" childbirth was aggravated by the lack of 
understanding of what was happening with her body and the fact that she 
was alone in a "foreign city" (O had arrived in Ufa from a small town to start 
her college studies and her mother had died 2 years before this event). The 
indifference that the doctor demonstrated to her feelings and problems, ac
cording to O, stands out in her story as opposed to discourses on the state 
taking good care of women: 

Once the baby's head appeared they left me [as if saying] - help yourself as 
you can. Oh, we had such high ideals then! You should serve your Mother
land! Be kind! Be moral! Be faithful to your husband!843 

О started to cry when she told me the horrible story about her delivery, and 
she recalled that these painful memories had made her think that she inevita
bly would die when she got pregnant the second time. 

The stories of A and К differ very much, however, from the last one. Both 
of them emphasised their "normality" and, thus stressed that there was 
nothing specifically interesting about their experiences of giving birth. K, in 
particular, presented the medical procedures in the hospital as disturbing, 
unnecessary, partly comic, partly violent, while she herself stands out in the 
story as a kind of fairy-tale heroine, able to perform her role well and over
come all the obstacles. Particularly, К showed herself surprised by my ques
tion about painkillers. 

1 gave birth very easily. With X [name of the elder daughter] it started at 
home, W [her husband's name] and my mother-in-law took me to the hospi
tal. At 7 o'clock in the morning I gave birth. But V [the name of another of 
her daughters ] was born in the evening. Then I also had contractions at home 
while my husband was sawing firewood. [...] And then we ran together to 
the hospital. It was 9 o'clock in the evening. I felt it starting [the contraction], 
I said "Ouch!" and the pain was relieved a bit and we started again. It is good 
that the hospital was near. I arrived there. I had taken a shower and made the 
laundry at home before I went to the hospital. So I got there and they told me 
to take a shower! I told them I'd just taken a shower! But they told me I had 
to do it all the same. I went to the shower and my waters started to run. They 
told me to lie down and the midwife asked me about my blood group. But, I 
couldn't tell her, I'd forgotten everything. I said I'd given the doctors my 
card, couldn't they find about it on the card? But at that moment the midwife 
took up my clothes and immediately I gave birth. Close to me there were two 

843 This quotation is also a good example of the Soviet picture of the world where "serving to 
Motherland" implies "care" from the part of the state. At the same time it shows that "serving 
your Motherland" includes rural patriarchal values like being "faithful to your husband." 



other women. They had spent already three hours there, but were far from de
livery. They said to me: How lucky you are, you have just arrived and you 
have already given birth! 

Thus, according to К she gave birth easily, not because she had taken in the 
latest scientific knowledge (she thought it ridiculous to have to remember 
her blood group), but because she knew her own body and could understand 
what it needed. On the other hand, one could also interpret from the way К 
told her story that she regarded giving birth as an important part of the per
formance of femininity. 

A's story looks very similar. "I arrived around one o'clock and about 
three o'clock I delivered my child". However, A particularly emphasised her 
dissatisfaction with the medical routines and demands, and unlike К she 
presented them not only as "unnecessary" and "disturbing", but also as dis
criminating toward Bashkir culture and traditions. As an example of these 
traditions she mentioned when her mother gave birth to her younger sisters. 
"She did not make a sound before the baby was born", said A, and referred 
to how doctors from Moscow used to praise the strength of Bashkir women 
who were ready to get up from their beds very soon after the delivery. When 
telling about how she gave birth, A particularly emphasised that when she 
wanted to get out of bed soon after delivery to wash herself, the hospital 
nurse loudly told her off for doing such an inappropriate thing. 

Thus, médicalisation of pregnancy and childbirth was a "common sense" 
thing in women's everyday life in the 50s. Even if pregnancy usually was 
not seen as a special period in life and could be easily combined with normal 
work and studies, childbirth supposed that you were transferred to a specific, 
"medical space" that promised scientifically organised help and care for 
women, who because of their pregnancy were in a "difficult situation". 
However, my informants' interpretation of the role of medical professionals 
in maternity practices and their evaluation of medical help differed. Thus, 
the story of О showed that expectations of help and care frequently were not 
fulfilled in a Soviet maternity hospital and could put in danger the prestige of 
knowledge and morality of the medical profession as well as that of the So
viet discourse on "happy motherhood." On the other hand, as a continuation 
of the rural tradition, childbirths frequently were regarded as a kind of test of 
femininity where medical professionals were assigned to controlling roles. 
Furthermore, using de Certeau's understanding of everyday practices as 
connected with "multiform, resistance, tricky and stubborn procedures that 
elude discipline,"844 it is possible to say that finding themselves in a "safe", 
but humiliating situation of being the patient, women sometimes attempted 
to re-appropriate their bodies through making fun of doctors or following 

844 Michel de Certeau, "Walking in the City," in De Certeau Reader, ed. Graham Ward (Ox
ford: Blackwell Publishers, 2000), 101-119, 104-105. 



ethnic traditional practices of self-care. Therefore, one could perhaps say 
that subversion of the medicalised motherhood to a certain extent was con
tributing to a revival of "traditional (village)" normativities and "ethnic iden
tity". 

7.3. Burdens, happiness and advantages of maternity 

After coming home from the maternity hospital, where women were consid
ered to be in a very "special situation" and in need of medical control, "nor
mal" maternity started to be fully actioned. What did this mean for a 
woman? How did it correspond to her previous expectations and her views 
of herself? What problems did women see as important and how did they 
deal with them? What constructions of femininity were created through sto
ries about being mothers of small children? How much did various maternity 
practices differ? In this subchapter I am mainly going to look at the intersec
tions of femininity with women's self-identification as being or not being 
professionals and breadwinners, with or without education, as well as the 
different meanings ascribed to the belonging of a certain tradition (ethnic, 
religious, social or cultural). 

Here I focus on the stories of four women born in the 20s and the 30s - J 
(1924), D (1927), К (1932) and О (1935) - who had their children mainly 
from the mid 40s to the 50s in Saratov, Moscow and Ufa. Three of them 
were already working before they had their first child. J was a municipal 
accountant in Saratov, D was working as a communication officer at the 
classified state agency in Moscow and К (as we were acquainted with in the 
previous subchapter) worked as a seamstress. D was the only one of the 
three informants to graduate from an institution of higher education, Mos
cow Institute of Communication. К only finished primary school, while J 
finished secondary school and received a short time in vocational training 
afterwards. O, who we also met in previous subchapter, had just finished 
teacher's school before giving birth to her first child and had her second 
child while being a student of the Ufa Pedagogical College. 

The case of D is particularly interesting. Among my informants she was 
the only single mother who never married. Like the majority of my infor
mants she was starting from an understanding of maternity being crucial for 
a normal femininity, but she seems to have regarded maternity as more im
portant than marriage. When we talked about abortion, D said that she could 
not even think of having an abortion, nor "be humiliated" by asking the fa
ther of her child to marry her. On the one hand, D presented her single moth
erhood as embedded in the post-war situation when the male-female dispro
portion in the population was particularly visible.845 On the other hand, hav-

845 According to Göran Therborn, in the late 1950s 14% of births in Russia were outside of 
marriage (Therborn, Between Sex and Power, 167). According to Kurganov's data, the num-



ing a child was highlighted by D as a rewarding activity; she also stressed 
the "understanding" and "support" that she encountered from her social sur
rounding because she was a single mother: 

It was impossible to have an abortion at that time, but maybe I didn't need it 
anyhow. I had a commercial idea, if you can call it that. My mother also told 
me: you have reached the age - I was 26 at that time - to have a child. Who 
can say what your life is going to be!? And the military men whom I worked 
with, they were wise. They told me not to worry [about not being married] 
and that there were few men of my age. Almost all of them had died in the 
war. They told me: But if you have a child it means you have a family. 

With respect to maternity practices, D had a "commercial" idea, or what I 
rather would call "entrepreneurial" spirit that evoked my interest. She was 
aware of the possibility to get additional money and improve her living con
ditions by raising a child as a single mother. In this case, thus, D seems to 
lean towards the discourse of social motherhood, and particularly parts that 
referred to state support for mothers. Actually, D and her mother got a new 
room - "I got myself lodging" - in less than a year after the child was born, 
while without the child they would have waited for a new home for several 
years. On the other hand, D's "commercial idea" does not mean, however, 
that she was extremely dependent on state support, as one would expect. On 
the contrary, she presented herself as enjoying a certain degree of independ
ence because of her high level of professional qualification and her prestig
ious work place. As we have already learnt, D worked as a Communication 
Officer in the Classified State Agency (she called it KGB846). Thus, she re
lied on the state as an important partner in her maternity, but still she did not 
expect money for survival. She simply was well aware of her rights as a 
single mother. 

Even if D, however, tried to appeal to two dominant Soviet discourses, 
one on the "naturalness" of woman's desire to have children and the other on 
social motherhood, later on in our conversation she admitted the fact that she 
was a single mother was probably a reason for her being dismissed from her 
position in the KGB a couple of years later - although the people around her 
seemed to have accepted her status. Thus "normality" of motherhood like 
D's, although there were two important discourses there to support it, was 
still not fully acceptable and could easily be challenged through other every
day practices. 

What, then, did the maternity practices look like in D's life? From our 
conversation it seems clear that being a breadwinner and breastfeeding was 
particularly important for her to perform maternity in a satisfactory way, 

ber of single mothers in the USSR were: 1950-2 050 000; 1960- 3 135 000; 1965 -1 831 000 
- Курганов, Женщины и коммунизм, 198. 
846 Note the changing names of the state security system during this time (the KGB was 
named KGB only in 1956). 



while the actual childcare was transferred to her mother who lived together 
with D (in the only room they had) and took care of the child from her third 
month. D was particularly expressive while describing the breastfeeding. 
Thus, it seemed to have been very important for her and she refused to fol
low the doctors' advice to throw away the first drops of milk ("the most 
tasteful" according to her) and she did everything possible to continue 
breastfeeding even while she was working. In order to manage with this she 
put milk for the child between the windowpanes every morning to keep it 
cool (before the 60s refrigerators were rare items in ordinary households) 
and her mother fed the baby while she was away. She was unhappy when the 
baby-girl refused to suck from the breast when she was nine months old; D 
even blamed her mother for this because she made a hole in the bottle teat 
that was too wide. 

At the same time, D was eager to talk about herself as a professional 
woman with the qualities of a good breadwinner. She did not need material 
help from the maternity hospital, i.e. help aimed for un-married women or 
women in a particularly precarious economic situation. D said that her salary 
was enough for her and her baby. D's identification with the role of bread
winner became particularly visible in her story about her responsible posi
tion as a Hydro-communication Engineer (which became her new work after 
she was dismissed from the KGB). When she talked about her professional 
work D stressed qualities that usually are attributed to men: physical 
strength, self-restrain and a capacity of perforai work in spite of tiredness. 
This way of presenting professionalism was further enhanced when she 
talked about her love for sports and body training (see next subchapter). 

Furthermore, many of the everyday maternal functions were transferred 
to D's mother. That a grandmother should accept such a responsibility was 
regarded as "natural", while the mistakes she might make while caring for 
the child also fell into her area of responsibility. 

Thus, we could say that in the case of D, femininity was constructed 
through maternity as opposed to her identity as a professional, physically 
strong and well-trained person. Maternity in D's case did not only mean to 
give birth to a child, to breastfeed it and to take good care of it, but it also 
meant to secure the child's material wellbeing. It could be said that her in
terpretation of maternity included work outside of the home. 

D's story of a woman who never married and belonged to the officially 
registered "single mothers" list could be seen as rather exceptional among 
my informants. Let us therefore look into the stories of my other three in
formants considering maternity in the 40s-60s to see in what way they dif
fered from D. 

J from Saratov had a rather similar situation to D with her first twins in 
the sense that she was not officially married to the biological father, who 
abandoned her soon after the children were born. However, in her story J 
presented him as her "first husband" who later found the family he was sepa



rated from by the war. J lived in a provincial town where the moral control 
of women's behaviour was rather strict; also, she seemed to have religious 
motives behind her negative attitude towards being a single parent and the 
only provider for the family.847 In our conversation she complained a lot 
about how difficult, unstable and insecure the war and post-war situation 
was. 

Like D, J also had to bring up her first two children living only on her sal
ary as an accountant with the help of her mother who left the countryside 
especially to assist J. However, due to her rather low education and humble 
salary, J did not enjoy any special privileges. She referred to her boss show
ing "understanding" while allowing her to be late for work in the morning 
(something that basically was considered a crime at that period of time). J 
was proud of herself being an accurate and well performing worker, but her 
job was far from being a source of high professional and social status. 

Because she had her twins in a time when food shortages were especially 
harsh (1946) J could not fully enjoy breastfeeding (the milk was not enough 
for two), so she had to buy a small bottle of a milk for each of her children in 
the market every day, where it was very expensive (J said she was not of
fered any state help with breast milk substitutes). In spite of all her efforts 
one child died from pneumonia at the age of 11 months. 

Like in D's story, J's mother was described as an "obvious" helper who 
was responsible for taking care of the children. Consequently, J blamed her 
mother for the death of one of the twins, who caught a bad cold. Still, J tried 
to help her mother, who was fairly old, as much as she could, by taking care 
of the children in night-time, in order to let her mother sleep. 

The arrangements with J's next child were different, basically because J's 
family situation changed considerably. Now she was married but when her 
daughter was born (when J was 38) her mother died. In this situation state 
care was the only support the family could rely on. J continued working, 
while the child was sent to a day care centre that the family had access to, 
through J's work in a municipal department; later on the child was sent to a 
five-day child-care centre. J explained that her daughter stayed for five 
nights in the centre in wintertime, when it was too cold to pick her up and 
take her home and bring her back all the way to and from the centre. J and 
her husband shared the duty to bring the child to the centre and back. Thus, 
in J's life (when the youngest daughter was born) state support was more 
important for the child care than in the case of D, despite the fact that D was 
a single mother and J was married when the daughter was born. 

847 J said that she did not want to persuade her "husband", who was sending her money for 
short time after she gave birth, to continue supporting her. At the same time, she was not 
officially married (and could not apply for support) and was not officially recognised as a 
single mother. 



However, in the case of J, an Orthodox religious influence played a cer
tain role (compared with D who did not seem to be influenced by religion in 
her everyday choices). Thus, J said that she had all her children baptised, but 
when she talked about her younger years and about leisure time and her 
beauty practices it did not seem as if she was performing any Christian ritu
als. When she went to church after the war she does not seem to have en
countered any problems baptising her children, but when she had her young
est child baptised in 1963, the family ran into problems that were only re
solved by reference to her mother's request.848 

She was 3,5 months when we baptised her. When we came to the church the 
priest made us to write an application stating that we were not Communists849 

[party members]. We signed it and were told when to come back. And we 
came back. And she was baptised in the bathing hut. [Pause] Thus, we bap
tised her. And about one month later, two women came to our house. By 
chance I was home. Two women, not very young. They started to ask me: did 
you baptise your daughter? How could you do it? I answered that we had 
written an application, her grandmother had asked us to so. And that I could 
not refuse. How could I refuse to fulfil the wish of an old woman? I told the 
women: She is religious; she goes to church every month. The church is 
open. So, why couldn't I [baptise]? We are not Communists. So, we decided 
to baptise her. The women spoke with us, wrote down everything and never 
troubled us again. 

Thus, summarising J's story about maternity one can interpret from her 
statements that for her maternity meant doing everything possible for the 
children's physical survival. In this case survival was not imaginable without 
J working outside of home850 or, likewise, without the help of J's mother. 
Maternity simply required all J's energy and free time. 

The survival theme was very visible also in the story of К from Saratov. 
In contrast to D and J, К had her first child later than the others and was not 
influenced by the post-war gender imbalance in demographics. She was hap
pily married. K's child was born soon after marriage, which fully corre
sponded to a widespread rural tradition. By experiencing an easy delivery as 
well as being able to breastfeed K's femininity was confirmed as "normal". 
She enjoyed the physical beauty of her children and liked to show them off. 
However, even if the children had a father, he was infrequently mentioned in 
K's story about her maternity. K's husband was not the main breadwinner in 
the family, because his salary was simply too small to support his wife and 

848 A respect towards elderly people was an important part of the Soviet socialisation. 
849 While visiting a church and following Christian celebrations was viewed as acceptable for 
old and low educated - "not enough cultured" - people, priests were not allowed to perform 
any rituals or celebrations with respect to young and members of the Communist party. 
850 In difference to D, in J's case, her work did not promise her the pleasures of high social 
status, an interesting occupation or privileges. 



children. Still, since children were considered to belong to a women's 
sphere, the husband's minimal role in childcare was not questioned. 

К worked as a seamstress and then, after the second child was born, as a 
cleaner. Her salary was essential for the family's economic survival, but, in 
contrast to D, К seems to consider her work at that time unlike her earlier 
years when she was a Stakhanovite more as a burden than an opportunity. 
K's situation was particularly difficult because her mother, who had to take 
care of K's ailing father, was not able to help К with the children. Also the 
bad relationship that К had with her mother-in-law was a problem for K. 
(According to К her mother-in-law did not look after the children carefully 
enough; once a child was seriously burnt while playing with the stove). 
However, she managed well enough to mobilise available social resources. 
By using her and her husband's connections they found a day-care centre for 
their first child when it was 10 months old. 

It was very difficult [to find a place in the day-care centre]. My husband 
knew one woman, she was the chairwoman of the factory [trade-union] 
committee and before that she worked in the bread factory with my elder sis
ter and then she became head of the trade union committee there, in the sew
ing factory. She helped me to get [the daughter] into the day-care centre. She 
helped me to write papers stating that I lived in that municipality, she wrote 
everything - application, letters. I went.... [Pause] We went together with my 
husband to the district education administration. She [the daughter] had only 
started walking. And she was already running. She started to walk early. 
They looked at her, and said that she was a nice girl and she could walk - and 
accepted her. So, 10 months after birth I went back to work. 

К also got help from friendly neighbours until she finally had to stay at 
home for two years after the birth of her second child (it turned out too diffi
cult to find child care for both children). 

And then, after I had [names her child] I stayed at home. I said to myself: I 
won't go through all this again [to get a place in the day-care centre]. A 
woman next door, God bless her, helped me. One day she would give me cu
cumbers, the other she would give me potatoes. 

Even if К liked having children, she used one of the frequent methods for 
birth control of the time. She lowered her voice in our conversation when 
telling me about the three abortions she had between the first and the second 
child. 

Like J, К also baptised her children explaining the action by saying like J: 
the elder generation (in this case her husband's parents) wanted it and their 
opinion had to be respected. 

Thus, K's presentation of maternity looks rather "traditional". She "natu
rally" had a child after she had married, and she relied on her husband's 
salary when she experienced problems with childcare. She also performed 



the necessary Christian rituals. On the other hand, her performance of a 
"normal" femininity also involved practices of abortion, state childcare and 
wage work that made her rely on discourses of state care for mothers. 

If we look to the story of O, we see that it resembles K's story since О 
also had a husband. He, like K's husband, was not involved in the care of the 
child. О resembled К also in following the discourse on naturalness by hav
ing her children soon after she married. She also respected the religious tra
ditions of her family surrounding. Still, O's presentation of her maternity 
differs significantly from both the stories of J and К. О valued education as a 
particularly important instrument of social mobility as well as a source of 
personal pride. Thus, in spite of several complications connected to her de
livery, О decided to begin her studies in the Pedagogical College851 already 
two months after she had her child. As in the case of D, breastfeeding was 
O's most important contribution to the caretaking of her child. 

That's how we lived. My daughter was two months old and I started work. It 
went like this: I sit in with one class and some part of the second. Then I run 
home to feed the baby, it was 20 minutes from home. I feed her, and then 
again [I go back to school]. I managed to be back when the third class 
started... Somehow I managed [to go on studying]. 

The other caretaking tasks were performed by her elder unmarried sister, 
who moved from the countryside to live with О in Ufa. However, the sister 
was presented as an unlucky woman from the perspective of "normal femi
ninity" (she was never married, supposedly due to a physical defect, a hump) 
and became overtired from the work with the baby. And when О had her 
second child before she had graduated from Pedagogical College her sister 
left in protest for some period of time. 

О told me that she was not very happy about her husband not taking much 
part in the childcare, but she explained his absence as being due to his in
volvement as a post-graduate student in the social activities852 at the college. 
Further on, according to O, he was so occupied with his scientific work that 
he was excused for not taking part in the household work and the bringing 
up of the children. Thus, this time the excuse for the husband's absence from 
the household chores was not his being the main breadwinner of the family, 
but rather his well-respected social position, since being a postgraduate stu
dent in Ufa in the 50s meant the promise of upward social mobility in the 
future. Due to him the family was able, for example, to easily find public 
childcare for the three children. 

851 As was said in subchapter 2, О was taking her entrance exams to college while being in the 
last stage of her pregnancy. 
852 "Social activities" (obshchestvennaia rabota) were part of the Komsomol and Communist 
party's activity and usually involved communist indoctrination. This work was important for 
achieving a higher social position. 



Thus, it is possible to conclude that femininities created through maternity 
practice in the 40s and 50s were connected with complicated normativities. 
Indeed femininities were enacted through intersections of social status (de
pendent on the present or the expected profession), the economic situation of 
her family and thirdly, the tradition or culture as an important element of 
belonging to a social surrounding. The economic situation included, not only 
living conditions and salary, but also the availability of an extended family 
and its willingness to help the mother. The stories I have studied also dem
onstrate that during this period of time the state support for mothers of small 
children was considerably lower than what one could have expected on the 
basis of the robust discourse regarding the "care for mothers". In order to 
guarantee the physical survival of the child, to manage breastfeeding and 
childcare and to be able to practice "real" maternal love, the women had to 
develop what I would call entrepreneurial skills and mobilise all possible 
resources. By this they were frequently subverting the dominant discourses 
on maternity by readjusting or misusing them. If we take the discourse on 
social motherhood, for example, we can see that it was used for improve
ment of the family living conditions while the discourse on motherhood as 
women's natural predestination was used for getting lots of help with child-
care from the part of female relatives. Furthermore, maternity, being very 
important for the performance of femininity as such, also absorbed elements 
of rather contradictory normativities, including practices of religious ritual 
and abortion. 

7.4. Beauty as duty, pleasure and power in stories of educated 
women 

I will start this subchapter with a short story of a low-educated woman from 
the countryside. This is the story of H who was born in a remote Bashkir 
village in the Samara region in 1927. Her story could be seen as an example 
of the crucial change in appearance norms that was realised in the course of 
the Soviet cultural politics of modernisation. 

H, who lived in the countryside until she was 38, remembers the norms 
for appearance when she was young, as something that played a full part of 
the rural life style. The most important asset for being beautiful was to have 
"a young body" and the main decoration of her hair was a ribbon of different 
colours. H was very sure that her future husband, who was one of the few 
potential husbands in the village after the war had chosen her, first of all, 
because of her looks. In spite of the modern Soviet status symbols that the 
couple disposed of, such as H having special education as a tractor driver 
and her husband being the kolkhoz director, their wedding ceremony still 
had all the traditional religious attributes. 



In her narrative H particularly emphasised her aspiration for city clothes. 
While young, she was dreaming about a skirt and a blouse: 

When I was a young girl I wanted so much to wear a blouse and skirt, but it 
was difficult to get... Once I went with my grandmothers to Samara and 
there I immediately bought a blouse and a skirt! Oh, what a flaming desire I 
had! 

Also, after her husband died and she was alone with six children, she contin
ued to see modern (city) clothes as attractive and important. She proudly told 
me that her daughters learned to sew and had dresses that were "as beautiful 
as in the city." She was even one of the first mothers in the village who in 
the early 60s bought sport trousers for her young daughters for sport class at 
school. This was a courageous step against the village tradition853 and she got 
a lot of reprimands from other women in the village. Finally, she moved to 
the city in order to help her children get better education and work opportu
nities. 

Thus, for H the "city look" signified a particular type of beauty symbolis
ing pleasure and the power of being attractive and unique. Since the main 
focus of my study is directed towards city women, we might use H's story 
rather as a "control case" where we can sense what differences between an 
urban and a rural perspective of beauty practice meant. It might help us not 
to loose sight of the broader context of cultural change. 

My main interest in this subchapter is connected to how "culture" was in
terpreted and what it meant for beauty practice in general. What were the 
meanings of beauty and how it was accomplished, in the case of educated 
women living in the city? What categories of beauty did they use, what ap
pearance codes did they apply? How were they able to take advantage of 
their appearance? What were the conditions for and limits to looking good? 
How did women understand concepts like culture and good taste? What do 
we find on the other side of coin, that is with people and things that are not 
considered beautiful? 

Further to these points, I am going to examine the memories of three 
women with higher education. I start with the stories of two teachers. В was 
born in 1919 in the Crimea, in a family of mixed origin (most probably it 
was partly Jewish854), but she grew up in the city of Kazan where both her 
parents855 held positions in the state administration and party hierarchies. 
After graduating from Kazan Pedagogical College in 1939, В started to work 

853 H compared buying trousers with celebrations of birthday parties for her children - again, 
"like in the city" - that was also considered to be out of the tradition. 
834 B's story is very unclear with respect to her mother's origin, she was mostly stressing that 
she came from Belarus. 
855 B's father was a type-setter for Turkish language from Crimea, but, B's mother, an actress, 
divorced him and В used to consider her step-father, a Russian coming from Kazan, as her 
father. 



in a village school in Tatarstan, just before the Second World War. When 
she was only 23 years old, she became a school principal and continued to 
keep her position up until 1968. The second informant A, was born in 1932 
in a Bashkir family, in a big village in southern Bashkortostan. Her father 
was a schoolteacher, who during the war became the principal of the village 
boarding school, while A's mother was a housewife who, in the war period 
also functioned as a helper at the boarding school. A graduated from Ufa 
Pedagogical College in 1954 and was working as a schoolteacher in a village 
in the Cheliabinsk region up till 1964, when she moved to Ufa. 

Thus, here we have two women with higher education who both became 
teachers and therefore had a typical female profession in the 40s-60s. "Edu
cation" and/or "culture" were important professional and personal values 
that my informants to some extent shared, values that influenced their choice 
of style and everyday beauty practices. "Culture" and "education" also were 
important for their professional activities that contributed to a possibility of 
speaking from a dominant discursive position.856 However, they showed a lot 
of differences in approaching the interrelationship between culture, beauty 
and appearance in their life. Thus, analysing these stories I am particularly 
interested in how two informants differed in their ways of presenting the 
normativity of appearance, good taste as well as the practice of "becoming 
beautiful". I am also interested in the ways "femininity" was produced in the 
cross-section where "beauty" meets various categories of "culture", like 
education, taste and/or high social status, and religious/ethnic tradition. 

During our conversation В presented her attitude to beauty as an inherent 
part of the practices of "cultured people" to which she and her parents be
longed to: "I come from a quite cultured family." However, the meaning of 
"culture" is rather fluctuant and could be interpreted in various ways. Speak
ing about her mother's first career as a successful professional actress, В 
emphasised that the attitudes to appearance norms, which she learned in her 
family included a taste for modern, good quality and fashionable clothes that 
stressed the attractiveness of a feminine body. In this part of B's story "cul
ture" has a meaning of a rather artistic bohemian attitude to everyday life 
that was characteristic for parts of the educated city middle class. Following 
her mother's dressing customs, В presented herself as a rather superficial 
young girl who enjoyed looking good and was reluctant to wear a dress that 
someone else had worn: "If I was not the first to wear a specific garment, I 
would not wear it again." 

At this part of the story one could easily believe that B's attitudes to 
beauty would be seriously changed after she had joined the Communist party 
at the age of 18 and became a schoolteacher in 1939 (by then B's mother had 
stopped being an actress and was working as a district level party secretary). 

856 About Soviet specifics of a profession of a teacher see the book by Elena Trubina -
Трубила, Рассказанное я. 



However, in the interview В returned to the idea of having a feminine look 
and tasteful style for her everyday life as being something important. Living 
in a village, В regarded good looks as a strategically important goal, which 
could be supported by her story about her use of high-heeled shoes in the 
village. 

I was walking through the village in my high-heeled shoes. Once a month I 
had to walk to the district administration in order to bring a report. This was a 
distance of 20 kilometres from my village. I would put on bast shoes \lap-
ti*51]. When I arrived there, I put my bast shoes away in my briefcase and put 
on the high-heeled shoes. There I was walking in my shoes and had a kind of 
appropriate look. On the way back I was wearing my bast shoes again... 

Thus, in this situation, B's traditions of a "cultured family" get intersected 
with the new understanding of "culture" as part of Bolshevik "culturedness" 
politics. This new interpretation of "culture" starts with B's presentation of 
her father who as an "intelligent, competent and able" worker of a printing 
house858 was sent to study at a party school by the Bolshevik party in Lenin
grad. Indeed, here the meaning of culture has shifted from possessing a bo-
hemian taste to ideas of culture centred around high qualifications and men
tal capacities. Thus, В had become much more conformed to the Bolsheviks' 
understanding of "culture" as a form of rationality and the usefulness of 
knowledge. The quote from B's story (see above) could also be interpreted 
in a sense that an educated, city born and socially active young woman like 
В was supposed to demonstrate her "culture" through her appearance. And, 
according to her, it was appropriate to do so even if most of the people 
around her could not evaluate her taste. 

Nobody paid attention...it was so sad! All my clothes were...well... I was 
from that kind of family; I wore crêpe de Chine, chiffon. All of it was totally 
uninteresting for the kolkhoz people. 

This passage could be interpreted also as if certain "backwardness" of the 
kolkhoz people, would serve for B's possibility to show her higher social 
status through distancing herself from them. 

However, in B's presentation of her beauty practices it is possible to find 
another way of applying "culture" to everyday routines. Other parts of B's 
story show that "culture" presupposed a certain prosperity, and in her case, 
this was to a large extent connected with privileges that followed because of 

85 ; In this case "bast shoes" did not necessarily mean literally traditional wicker shoes 
(лапти), but was used also as perjorative name for different kinds of ugly self-made shoes. 
858 Father's profession of qualified worker in a printing house could also be seen as a special 
"status marker" - В presents him as belonging to the part of the working class that was con
sidered to be the most devoted to the revolution. Generally, B's story about her father seems 
very unclear. 



the high position that B's mother and stepfather held in the nomenklatura 
hierarchy in Kazan. In this sense "culture" served as an important mean of 
social differentiation. The elite character of B's "culture" and "taste" is par
ticularly visible in the story about her second husband. He was an ordinary 
kolkhoz machine-operator and she considered the marriage with him a "mis
take". She told the story about her first visit to a "special"859 dressmaking 
establishment in Kazan in 1950 in order to have a new suit for her husband. 
В calls her husband "bumpkin" and "blockhead", not only because he did 
not understand fashion and style, but also because he did not want other 
people to serve him ("in the dress atelier he felt awkward having people 
crawling to him"). On the other hand, although В often could use her (and 
her family's) privileged situation with respect to her "good looks", her poor 
everyday life in the village, particularly during the war and in the post-war 
years, as well as her position as a Communist party member, would suggest 
that her beauty practices were changed. Instead, from her story one gets the 
impression that it was B's special position as "leader of culture" in the vil
lage and the fact that she was able to preserve "taste" and "femininity" that 
helped her to keep her self-respect and helped her to exercise power and 
even experience pleasure. Following the example of her mother, who was a 
"beauty" and "at the age of 86 never left home without putting on lipstick", 
В learned "the power of beauty,"860 that gave her a certain influence over 
men. В had very different beauty care experience over time, especially dur
ing the years 1939-1950. This was the period when her four children were 
born. Most of the time she was single parent, and she remembered how she 
once had to exchange her fashionable fur coat for a bucket of potatoes. 
However, as soon as her economic situation improved, she went back to her 
beauty habits (and, probably, to "herself'). 

Thus, B's beauty practices could be seen both as her personal strategies: 
"I wanted to be the first and the best, everything should be beautiful", and as 
routine practices that, according to her own words, "became ingrained in her 
organism". By using the discourse of how important the "culture of taste" 
was for people with education, she was able to adjust a kind of bourgeois 
femininity to the Soviet discursive field. 

The second story, told by A, is seemingly centred on ideals of "educa
tion," which were very close to ideals of "culture." Nevertheless the story 
demonstrates a very different logic of beauty strategies and tactics. A came 
from a Muslim family, where men of the elder generation occupied a re
spected social position as teachers.861 Soon after we had started to talk, A 
told me about her grandfather, a Mullah, who had been an active participant 

859 Special dressmaking establishments as well as clinics and other facilities were aimed at 
different groups of the Soviet elite. Their level of services depended upon the position of their 
clients in the Soviet hierarchy. 
860 See Friday, The Power of Beauty. 
861 It supposed good knowledge of the Koran and Arabic language. 



of the jadidist movement for reformation of the education862 and decided to 
teach mathematics, geography and history in a Muslim primary school. Ac
cording to family memories, the first schoolhouse of A's grandfather was 
burned down by Muslim traditionalists, "old believers" (starovery) in the 
village and he had to move to another village where a new school was 
opened. According to A, her father continued the family tradition of tending 
to educational matters, however, just not as Mullah, but also as a Soviet 
teacher who "sacrificed himself to work for the state."863 Four of A's six 
sisters and brothers survived (two died at a young age) and later on got 
higher education. Furthermore, most of them became teachers in order to 
continue the "family profession", something that was emphasized by A. On 
the advice of her sister, A withdrew her application to technical college and 
turned instead to teachers' training college thereby continuing the family 
tradition. 

Unlike B, for whom a clearly visible femininity was particularly impor
tant, A paid more attention to "inner" beauty, that, in my understanding 
could be easily attributed to both Muslim and Soviet discourses on modesty. 
She talked of a woman as someone full of care, openhearted, hospitable and 
dedicated to her family.864 Her appearance should be modest (without exces
sive sexual attractiveness), clean and not vain. It seems that in her descrip
tion of beauty practices A also succeeded to combine in a smooth way the 
legacy of Muslim tradition and the Soviet discourses on modesty. For exam
ple, to my question about her use of cosmetics, she answered that when she 
was young, she would use only skin cream, while cosmetics were "not al
lowed according to the Koran." She also said she never went to the hair
dressers at that time. Then she added that her mother also did not use make 
up and after some moment of thinking she concluded: "Probably we (mean
ing the women of her family) just had it in our blood not to have a philistine 
attitude." Thus, it seems that through the use of the word "philistine", an 
important part of the Soviet taste discourse, A fuses both the religious and 
Soviet beauty normativities. 

Another interesting cross-section between Muslim (that could be read also 
as ethnic) tradition and Soviet discourse on beauty and appearance can be 
reconstructed from the fact that A repeatedly went back to the topic of how 
inappropriate it was to show your wealth through appearance, particularly at 
school or college.865 She always tried to be dressed "strictly and simply" and 

862 See chapter 1, subch. 4. 
863 A pronounced this sentence with a very solemn voice, similar to the tone of official Soviet 
TV reports. 
864 A, however, admitted that she was very unsuccessful in her own family life - her husband, 
who was an agricultural engineer, slipped more and more into drinking, and finally, in 1964, 
A had to divorce him and support her three children alone. At the moment of divorce A's 
youngest child was a newborn baby. 

65 В also said that she prohibited nail painting and use of earrings and bracelets in school. 
However, she mentioned it only after my question and also added that in case, if a mother of 



she did not wear jewellery as a student in the teacher's training college or 
later on, when she was a teacher. She also deplored that nowadays teachers 
would "one day wear one suit and the second day change to another one". 
"Do they want to show off their wealth?" - she asked rhetorically and went 
back to the practices of "her own time" when she had the same suit every 
day - an ordinary jacket and a skirt that she tried to keep clean and neat. 

At the same time as she described the difficult economic situation of the 
wartime and post-war period, A turned out to be well informed about fashion 
details of the time, mentioning that dresses made of staple were bought at the 
time in the black market. She claimed, however, that she herself did not buy 
fashionable clothes. This perceived connection between "beauty" and "cor
ruption" (which would be the opposite to the "inner beauty" of an educated 
person) became even more visible when she talked about the boarding 
school where her father was a principle.866 Here A accused her father's suc
cessor of having stolen a beautiful green piece of cloth (aimed only for chil
dren's clothes) to have dresses made for his wife and some other employees 
at the boarding school. She juxtaposed this corruption to her father's honest 
attitude to the property of the boarding school, an attitude that resulted in A 
having to go barefoot during the war period at the same time as the children 
of the boarding school got shoes from an international aid program. 

In spite of the particular importance of education in A's life story, she 
tended (in contrast to B) to draw a division line not between cultured people 
and people lacking culture in the sense of education, but rather between peo
ple who were modest and had an inner beauty and people who somehow 
violated these principles by demonstrating dishonesty, vanity (an expression 
of bad taste) or a tendency to show off. However, it is also possible to read 
into her story the opinion that many of these women, who had overly fash
ionably coloured hair and clothes, were not modest and behaved in a non-
modest fashion acted contrary to Bashkir tradition. Indeed, answering my 
direct question about ethnicity of these women, A told a story about a Rus
sian girl in her dormitory who went to her friend's wedding party, stole her 
husband, got pregnant and became a subject of a Komsomol meeting in col
lege. Thus, when she stressed the need to preserve a moral beauty it could 
also be seen as her way of maintaining her family identity as educated Mus
lim Bashkirs. This would give her power to keep up an everyday resistance 
to official politics that demanded that "traditions" should be forgotten and 
religion banned. 

If we, instead, look at A's story from a perspective of post-colonial the
ory, could we not say then, that A actually implies opposition to an ongoing 

some primary school pupil (non-Russian) came to her and said that her daughter should wear 
earrings, she would allow it - "if it is their tradition." 
866 According to A it was a kind of village boarding-school where children of those who 
perished in the war from several villages would get food and care during school week. 



"russification". Thus, from a subaltern position (like in the case of P, see 
subchapter 1) A expressed a protest against the Russian domination that was 
realised through modernisation campaigns from the centre of the Soviet 
power and under the control of a Russian-speaking majority. The modernisa
tion politics brought dramatic changes in everyday culture, and could there
fore be felt by A as a form of domination. Indeed, from several other conver
sations with non-Russian women in Ufa, it was possible to understand that 
changes of clothing was seen as only a part of the Soviet modernisation and 
urbanisation politics that as a whole was interpreted according to my under
standing as "brought in by Russians", "organised by Moscow" (where Rus
sian speaking people were in power), "made according to the Russian 
model" and thus, being "foreign", "suspect" or "dangerous" for "us." There
fore, power and domination in these cases got to be expressed in terms of 
race and ethnicity. 

Neither does the last story does not reveal open contradictions with the 
Soviet meta-order of discourse. However, it is focused on another kinds of 
discursive constructions and practices. D, whose story of the single mother
hood was analysed in previous subchapter, was born in Tula in 1927, in a 
Russian intellectual family. Her mother was a teacher, her father was first an 
accountant and then a party official in a military hospital. 

D presented herself as a "book-worm", very interested in reading books 
and visiting museums and theatres but not very interested in clothes or make 
up. On the other hand, she stressed that the body itself, including its signs of 
sexual difference, health and training, was the key element to "beauty". 

This is what I liked from my childhood. I read it in Kaverin's "Open 
book."867 There are two brothers there. One is very much attracted by beauty: 
a slender, bronze-like, physically perfect body. 

Even if she mentioned that when she was still at school the female pioneer 
(scout) leader told her that she had nice hair and legs, she mainly emphasised 
the need to exercise one's body and keep it "in trim". When D was a small 
girl in Tula buying clothes was a constant problem, since the family only had 
the official salaries from the state economy to live on, without any special 
privileges, in contrast to those who were employed at the large Tula military 
industry, who had special shops for food and clothes at their disposal. D's 
mother had to rely on her vacation trips to Moscow in order to get things for 
the family. During the war D and her mother were evacuated to Samara re
gion, where it was even more problematic to get hold of new clothes or 
shoes. Her interest for sports and gymnastics that developed at school - "I 
had small chest, but I had a lung volume like the champions of sports" -
could be seen not only as the result of the discourses on temperance and 

867 V. Kaverin is one of the most well known Soviet writers of children's books. 



physical exercise that were so strong in the late 30s and during the war, but 
probably also as a way to compensate for the chronic shortage of beauty 
accessories. 

D's later life course was characterised by a high level of consumption 
rather than by under-consumption. Her situation changed after she had 
moved to Moscow in the immediate post-war years, soon after which her 
father returned from the front bringing a suite-case full of beautiful German 
booty clothes, including textiles, stockings and a coat. Between 1950 and 
1958 she had a minor but convenient position in a classified state agency, 
which gave her access to special dressmaking shops. D developed a "taste" 
for good quality, durable and expensive things - she mentioned for example 
shoes made of chevraux (a fine sort of leather) and nice perfumes. This 
brings her beauty practices closer to that of B. Unlike B, however, D did not 
mention searching for an individual look, neither for a particular femininity. 
The latter is probably due to D's problematic relationships with men - "I 
cannot say that I valued them highly". 

At the same time, however, D repeatedly underlined how ordinary she 
was and how she did not like to "show off'. In this she does not differ very 
much from A. Speaking about school uniform, D claimed that "everybody 
liked it", and in others parts of the conversation she said that she was proud 
of "her own generation, produced by a communist system" and how little she 
cared for jewellery, something she probably associated with vanity and an 
excessive show-off of one's wealth. 

D found pleasure and also enjoyed the possibilities of showing off her 
beauty while exercising her body: "I was into sports all the time." She took 
part in sports parades, which gave her extra food rations and bathhouse tick
ets,868 and she exercised to avoid getting a big belly. By making efforts to 
look good through exercises of the body and by enjoying smaller privileges 
as a participant of sports parades, D exposed her body in a way that was not 
so common in the early 50s. She even rolled up her shorts during exercise in 
order to have her legs tanned like sportswomen: "This is what we were told 
to do, so then it was all-right." Thus, D seems to have welcomed this kind of 
authorised disturbance of the modesty norms for girls' appearance - as if the 
sports parades were seen as a place where the body could be enjoyed and 
exposed. 

In the case of D, her life in Moscow, which was the first city in the coun
try to follow the innovations in technique and trends in style coming from 
Western Europe and North America, gave her an opportunity to benefit from 
various kinds of Soviet privileges. D started to participate in the officially 
promoted hiking movement and insisted on her identity as a "backpacker" 
(turist% and that she, apart from taking interest in cultural events like visiting 
museums and art exhibitions, also valued the beauty of the body in its natu-

868 See also chapter 4, subch. 1. 



rai semi-nudeness, which "was not a subject of shame." Unlike my other 
informants, with the exception for the youngest, D continued to see bodily 
exercise as something important during her whole life: "We were all in good 
shape. It was wonderful, it is so important for your health". Thus, living in 
Moscow contributed, together with her educational and professional status, 
to her achieving an individual understanding of beauty that in several ways 
differed from many other women of her age group. 

On the basis of these interviews I would conclude that when it came to 
everyday practices of becoming beautiful, culture and education were no less 
important assets than the possibilities of consumption, the place of living or 
the ethnic/religious identity. "Beauty" was seen as an important trait of 
femininity, but all three informants showed different interpretational 
schemes and tactics for beauty practice. Indeed, comparing the first two ur
ban memory accounts, I would say that that В connected her "city middle 
class practices" of expressing a "feminine mystique" to the Soviet ideologies 
regarding the importance of culture and appearing cultured, while A adjusted 
the practices of progressive Muslim Bashkirs to the Soviet discourse on 
modesty. Even if both of them could be seen as participants of state discipli
nary practices through their work as teachers and their social activities, the 
"non-articulated" part of their everyday tactics of survival should not be 
omitted. For D, who followed the discourse on sports, exercising the body 
was seen as the most important. Even if her beauty practices could be re
garded as rather exceptional, she managed to preserve her androgyny and 
freedom because she was privileged enough to live in Moscow and be em
ployed at a high status work place. Thus, when we reconstruct the beauty 
practices of the 30s-60s we do not only get a reconstruction of the femininity 
performance, but also a mutual co-production of the social hierarchy, based 
on privileges and education, as well as cultural/ethnic/religious difference. 
On the other hand, the three stories show that following one's own way and 
developing everyday practices of beauty that are particular to your own 
situation could be viewed as a certain kind of subversion of the dominant 
discourses by damaging their internal coherence and threatening their he
gemony. 

7.5. From appropriateness to style? From natural to enlightened 
maternity? 

The interviews have shown that beauty and maternity practices were very 
diverse depending on the location, level of education, profession and the 
individual interpretations of "culture" and ethnic or religious tradition. In 
spite of the social and geographical diversity, however, we must not underes
timate some common directions of change that were experienced by women 
as a result of a combination of technological and political factors, including 



urbanisation, culturalisation, a broader distribution of medical services and a 
new industrialised production of beauty accessories and the development of 
a Soviet form of consumerism (see chapter 6). To what extent can this be 
detected in the interview material? 

My interest in this subchapter is connected partly with the differences in 
femininity construction between different age groups. How does the presen
tation of beauty and maternity practice among the youngest informants differ 
from those of the oldest? What are main differences of accommodation to 
Soviet discourse and the use of everyday tactics when comparing narratives 
from before and after the war? Also I will study how was femininity pro
duced in the process of conversation and to what extent was it used along
side categories such as culture, education, ethnic and religious tradition, 
modernisation, médicalisation and location were important for the descrip
tion of beauty and maternity practices in the case of informants from 
younger age group? 

Here I will analyse the stories of two younger informants who now live in 
Moscow: T, who was born in an industrial city in northern Kazakhstan in 
1946, and U, who was born in an industrial city in the Urals in 1947.869 Their 
family background and level of education differ significantly. T was born in 
a Russian family and her father was a local party officer. She studied at a 
prestigious department of Moscow University and worked at a research insti
tute in the late 1960s. U was born in a Tatar family, her father was a quali
fied worker and her mother was a waitress in a restaurant. U graduated from 
a vocational college in Ufa and worked as an engineer in a factory. In spite 
of these differences, both informants belonged to the same age group, both 
defined themselves as interested in clothes and both had two children around 
the same time. T's children were born in 1968 and 1974 and U's children in 
1969 and 1972. 

T and U, in contrast to many older informants and their own parents,870 

had a life characterised by a higher degree of stability and security. They did 
not experience any kind of political upheavals or profound social changes 
during at least the first half of their life, they had almost no other option but 
go through a secondary education system, like most of their friends, and they 
completed this education in the same city where they were born. 

T's and U's stories about beauty practices have many similarities. Both of 
them told remarkably similar stories about "Western" designs, homemade 

869 Unlike T, U moved to Moscow only after retiring. 
870 U's mother (a daughter of a city merchant) became an orphan at age 9 (her father died 
from a heart attack after the confiscation of all his property by the communists in the 1930s) 
and had to tell her friends that her father was a fireman. U's father moved to a city on his own 
at the age of 16 to flee collectivisation, while T's father, an active communist according to a 
family stories, was very close to being arrested in the late 30s. During the war T's family was 
evacuated from central Russia to Kazakhstan where they first lived in the southeast and then, 
due to the father's occupation, had to move to northern Kazakhstan where T was born. 



versions of these models and the pleasure connected with the idea of appear
ing in public in these clothes. These narratives are associated with the film 
about Babette871 and the appearance of the film's leading character who 
became one of the period's sex symbols. 

U: There was this film about Babette. That was then when it all started. This 
kind of ribbon [points to her head]. The special hairstyle was inspired from 
that film. With a fringe and here's the white ribbon. And the hair had consid
erable volume. It all started with her, didn't it? Of course we had to imitate 
it! The skirts were called "babettka". We put on stiff skirts, everybody be
came Babettes. [Pause] We wore, you know, "marlevka" [a type of light, thin 
cotton fabric] that appeared in the shops. It was stiff and was a nice cloth, 
covered with flowers. Underneath you would put on stiff gauze! That's how 
Babette looked! It was such a chic dress! Everybody started to wear it. 

T: When I was 15, this fashion was spread. You might have seen films from 
the late 50s with Brigitte Bardot. She wore starched skirts. And she had this 
very high and a small kerchief like this [she demonstrates]. So we also wore 
those starched skirts. My sister and me, we were just 14. We made the 
starched skirts ourselves. They were so stiff and I remember going to the cin
ema with a friend and everybody was looking at me because my skirt was 
making this rustling noise. And there we were walking through [name of the 
city], a small city. 350 000 [inhabitants] and everybody thought we were so 
fashionable because we had starched skirts. 

These stories show the rapidity of communication and relative liberalisation 
of the media that allowed young women to follow universal fashion even 
though they were living in provincial cities outside central Russia. It is also 
remarkable that in the stories about Babette's styled and sensual appearance 
(that due to the unusual shape and short length of the skirt could be consid
ered problematic or deviant) was presented as likeable to both informants 
independent of the cultural, educational and geographical differences among 
them. 

Thus, in the two narratives, the fashion discourse appears as a particularly 
powerful homogenising and normalising force.872 However, the informants 
situate themselves differently with respect to the beauty practices of their 
youth at the time of our conversation. 

T, who at the time of interview worked as a teacher in a school in Mos
cow, insisted that she was open-minded, liberal and even somewhat of a 
feminist. As pointed out earlier, T befriended a young American female ex
change student when she studied at Moscow University and thanks to her 
command of English was familiar with gender equality ideas. Thus, when 
retelling the beauty practices and beliefs of her youth she frequently viewed 

871 "Бабетта идет на войну" - shortened version of the French film Babette s'en va-t-en 
guerre where Brigitte Bardot played the lead role (Christian-Jaque, 1959). 
72 Bordo, Unbearable Weight, 24-25. 



them from the perspective of an educated woman aware of gender roles and 
being ready to discuss the gender inequalities related to appearance and the 
social pressures of consumption. On the other hand, T did not speak of eth
nicity or religion, generally presenting these categories as unimportant.873 

T talked about fashion as if it would be a system of regulation and strati
fication: "Fashion was stricter back then. We suffered too much if we could 
not abide by it." In another part of the interview T described how difficult it 
was to live up to the demands of fashion: 

There was this girl who acted as a fashion judge. She would say that one 
thing was fashionable for a certain period, and after a while something else 
was. She just had this role. It was very difficult to follow. You could hardly 
find anything [in the shops]. It was impossible to buy what you wanted. 

Judging from Ts story, one can assume, her perception was that the fashion
able style of the 60s did not just mean a city style of dress that separated the 
cultured from the uncultured, urban from rural and upper from lower classes; 
according to T, a stratification system based on style consisted of foreigners 
at the top, Muscovites in the middle and provincial women at the bottom. 
Coming from a small provincial town, T suffered from looking too provin
cial while studying at Moscow University compared with her classmates 
who had a lot of foreign clothes.874 In spite of T's comparatively lower in
come, she felt that it was important to occasionally buy the foreign clothes 
that were sold by her fellow students: "I bought two woollen jumpers, I was 
very proud of having them. Then I bought a French suit, that fitted me very 
well." Because foreign clothes were very expensive, T had to find other 
ways in order to adapt to changes in fashion: "In 1966 I trimmed my skirt 
and began to wear a shorter skirt." She also went to the hairdressers and 
considered it important to have a special hair style, one she criticises today 
from her present day feminist position: "I was going to the hairdresser, my 
hair was pushed up, there were some curls on the back of the head. Thanks 
to God all of that is behind me!" 

Preservation of an appropriate-looking body was just as important for T 
as foreign clothes. She spoke about preparing milk masks for her face, exer
cising her chest muscles in order to avoid using bras and about her fear of 
excessive weight: "Everybody in my family is rather corpulent and when I 
studied at the university, I never ate a roll or a cake. I was afraid of getting 
fat." 

87j It is important to note that T was obviously presenting herself as "one of all". Thus, 
following Ruth Frankenberg, T could be seen as a representative of the majority and thus, as 
my other Russian informants as if in "no need" for any particular reflection about ethnicity.-
Ruth Frankenberg, White Women - Race matters. The Social Construction of Whiteness 
(Minnepolis: The University of Minnesota Press, 1993). 
874 T was studying languages, which was considered to be very prestigious. Many students 
there could be qualified as belonging to the nomenklatura stratum. 



As for U, in the first part of the interview she presented her parents and 
herself as "russified Tatars" who did not follow any special religious tradi
tion - neither she nor her parents married according to a nikah. However 
later, after my questions about how common Tatar and Bashkir traditional 
dress was in Ufa during her young years, U presented herself, though search
ing for identity, she seemed to place herself more at ease with her Tatar heri
tage alongside her Muslim faith. At a different point in our conversation she 
spoke about the problematic relationships between Bashkirs and Tatars of 
today that she defined as "bashkirisation." U remembered her experience of 
benefits at work for those belonging to a "titular nation"875 during the Soviet 
years and, finally, about her attempts to read the Koran and to celebrate reli
gious fast (though the latter had been of limited success). 

As with T, U spoke not only of the joy she felt from being fashionably 
dressed and the difficulties to get clothes to achieve this, but also of the dis
ciplinary power of fashion that made her wear clothes that today felt strange 
to her. This was particularly obvious when she spoke of her wedding cele
bration when she wore a white mini-skirt, she added that rather ironically 
soon after her marriage the fashion changed and long white dresses became 
popular. To which extent could U's evaluation of her old clothes as strange 
be viewed from another, not just aesthetic, perspective? Unlike T's form of 
liberal (feminist?) attitude, U's views could be attributed to her present day 
search for her Tatar and Muslim identity, a process that, probably has made 
her see the beauty practices of her youth from a different perspective. 

On the other hand, judging from U's story about the beauty practices of 
her youth, it is possible to imply that during this period everyday normativity 
of beauty for her and T were very similar. They were both fashion oriented 
and strongly emphasised the universal urban culture, attributing ethnic dif
ferences to an uncultured appearance associated with older people or the 
rural population. Thus, the head scarves that old Bashkir women wore in Ufa 
when U moved there in the early 60s were associated with the village culture 
of the past (thus, being considered "pre-modern" rather than ethnic or reli
gious) while the look as such, unlike language or religion, functioned mostly 
as a cultural marker stressing age: 

Elderly women were wearing them [scarves and kerchiefs] and now they are 
doing it again. My mother-in-law was born in 1917 and when she came to 
live with us, she had lived for 76 years in a Bashkir village. Well, it was not 
really a village; it was a sovkhoz.876 There were Bashkirs and Tatars there. 
She was an ardent Tatar, but she did not have anything like this. Even in her 
wardrobe you could not find anything. Maybe just one item really - her 

875 U told a story from when she was a union leader and was responsible for giving a special 
work awards according to an unofficial ethnic quota. As a result of this, on every celebration 
of the international women's day she had to give the award for achievements at the workplace 
to one of the few ethnic Bashkir women working with her. 
876 The Soviet name for a state agricultural enterprise. 



clothes were mostly green. Perhaps this green colour was characteristic for 
elderly women. 

U also spoke about the stratification system produced through beauty prac
tices. However, this was different from the fashion-centred system that T 
described. With her back-ground in a small industrial city in Cheliabinsk 
region, U found that Ufa had more venues for beauty improvement (though 
of a different style and taste from that considered nice by T) as well as a 
higher availability of consumption goods, thus making the stratification 
based on the differences between foreigners, Muscovites and provincials 
more complicated: 

It is interesting - you could find almost nothing in [name of the city] in those 
years. It was so difficult to buy anything. And in Bashkiria,877 many years af
ter that, you could suddenly find vegetable oil and various types of cheese 
there. And my mother [U's parents moved to work in Ufa before that, while 
U still had to finish her last year of school] bought textiles, then she bought a 
piece of arctic fox fur in Ufa. Can you imagine? When I was in the 9lh grade 
she made me a coat from this cloth with a deep blue colour and put a fur col
lar to it. Everybody looked at me and thought "how was this possible"? 
Where had they got this? 

It is possible to assume that for women living in cities in the Urals, like U's 
native city or Ufa, foreigners and foreign products existed outside of the 
beauty practices and could not be included in the norm, while the most obvi
ous differences were between different cities and city and countryside. U's 
beauty and fashion discourse included several more lateral rather than the 
purely vertical hierarchies878 of T, based in comparison to Moscow and other 
regional centres. 

Differences in beauty norms between modern and backward, city and 
countryside played a more important role in U's story. In speaking about her 
studies in Ufa, U said that some of the students in the late 60s were Bashkir 
girls from villages who started their city life by cutting off their braids (and 
thus altering the rural attitudes to beauty; similarly Russian, Tatar and Bash
kir young women were doing the same all over the Soviet Russia starting 
from 1930s) and having perms and dying their hair. Thus, U's story suggests 
that the process of modernisation as regards appearance continued to be im
portant for the region she lived in and for people of her own social group. 

Furthermore, U and T were very similar in their presentations about their 
change of hairstyle, this was a particularly important way of expressing iden
tity and individuality for them. U told a story about cutting her braids in the 

877 Here U uses the Soviet name of Bashkortostan - Bashkiria. 
878 Some of the regional cities also had a good supply chain of consumer goods, like Moscow 
being the capital had the best supply chain. This of course influenced differences in mentality 
and beauty practices. 



9th grade as if it would be a collective protest against conformity and, at the 
same time, an open resistance to disciplinarian parental control. 

All of us had braids. In the 9th grade all of us, six friends altogether, cut our 
braids off without telling our mothers beforehand. We just blamed the others 
afterwards: "She did it first". We were scolded [at home], but we didn't do it 
until the 9th grade. We had uniforms until the 11th grade and we all looked the 
same. No one wore bright colours. 

However, while going through the same situation, T, unlike U, described her 
parents as understanding and told a story about her mother's reaction to her 
friend changing her hairstyle and being reprimanded by a teacher: 

The history teacher told her "N [the name of the friend], I don't like your 
hair." But N answered "And I don't like yours." My mother, who was a 
schoolteacher, said that N was absolutely right. 

It seems that in this situation one could interpret this retort as acceptable due 
to T belonging to an educated class with a high social status that had enough 
authority for individual opinion that did not have to coincide with the gen
eral norm. 

Summarising the presentation of beauty practices by the two younger in
formants, one can conclude that fashion slowly substituted discourses on 
culture and taste and acquired an important normalising and homogenising 
power. Femininity produced by practices of becoming fashionable was in 
accordance to the universal (or, rather, Western) beauty politics. However, in 
a situation of constant shortages of consumer goods and preservation of the 
Soviet order of discourse, practices of achieving beauty in the 60s were pro
ducing hierarchies and identities where place of living and social status (usu
ally associated with level of education) played a particularly important role. 
Thus, on the one hand the practices of achieving beauty continued to pro
duce hierarchies in the 1960s, like in the preceding decades. On the other 
hand, the construction of femininity was undergoing considerable changes 
during the late 1950s and onwards, in the direction of universally dominant 
looks. 

At first glance, changes in maternity practices seem to have been less 
visible. Like the older informants, U and T kind of presented themselves as 
not having been aware of the functions of their bodies and unprepared for 
maternity. U said, "Our generation married and became pregnant but did not 
know how to give birth or how it would happen." However, she also said 
that a teacher at her school told the girls to wait after class several times 
while the boys were sent home and explained to them that they should pre
pare themselves for "something." Even though U never named the some
thing but from the context of our conversation, it was obvious that she meant 
menstruation. Furthermore, T presented herself as not thinking about mar



riage, but about free love, as in novels by Remarque, while her pregnancy 
came completely unplanned and unexpected. Later she returned to this topic 
saying that even though they were discussing love all the time, "no one knew 
anything" - it seems that by "anything" T meant here the physical consum
mation of love in contrast to emotional love. 

On the other hand, T regarded herself as particularly fortunate thanks to 
her American girlfriend who enlightened her about her body and her rights 
to it. 

My American [friend] enlightened me. She told me a story that made me very 
surprised. When she was about 18 her mother had taken her to the doctor and 
he gave her something like a diaphragm. She told me: "A woman should 
know her own physiology". This was where enlightenment was coming from, 
from Western people. Over here it was a nightmare. 

Furthermore, T mentioned that she was informed about pain relief methods 
during the delivery, something that she perceived as rather normal. It is pos
sible to assume that her expectations, associated with a high level of educa
tion and social status of her family as well as her belonging to a prestigious 
peer-group, were rather high and oriented towards a level of service that you 
could find "abroad" (za granitsei). 

Both informants felt the lack of education with respect to contraception as 
harmful and difficult to justify. While T saw the Soviet system as its back
wardness would be the main problem, U blamed the doctors for lack of in
formation on birth control. She directly connected the lack of knowledge 
about reproduction with the widely distributed abortion practices. However, 
the following dialog shows that the availability of abortion did not necessar
ily make it easy to get. 

[U] - Even in the maternity clinic they didn't tell us anything. Nowadays, 
yes, now you can find 'Schools for mother' or 'Schools for this and that'. But 
nothing of this was talked about before! We just couldn't speak about it! Do 
you think our mothers would tell us? [Pause] That is why we were rushing to 
get an abortion. [YG] - Were there many people who had abortions? [U] - Of 
course. It was a terrible thing. We were talking amongst ourselves at work: 
"Girls, how should we act [if they got pregnant]? What shall we do? How can 
we go about doing something about it?" [YG] - You had just gotten married 
at that time. [U] - Yes... I still feel so angry. Why didn't the doctors tell us 
how to protect ourselves? They didn't tell us anything. I had four abortions 
and every time I was crying and trembling with fear. [YG] - Did you receive 
any anaesthesia? [U] - We didn't have any kind of pain relief. It was like this 
in 1969... In the 70s, nobody in the maternity clinic would explain to me 
what would happen. [Pause] I had such a damned old hag [U means female 
doctor]! I'm still angry. Why didn't the doctors tell us anything? Why did 
they not explain anything? ! 



It is possible to say that, unlike many informants from the older age group, U 
showed herself not only as following her "natural predestination" given to 
her through her body, but was aware about the possibilities of her own con
trol over reproduction. However, this control could be achieved only by be
ing involved in the médicalisation practices, which in its turn should have 
meant the existence of agency with a possibility of expressing one's de
mands publicly - and this was not possible due to the lack of political free
dom in Soviet Russia. 

Another important aspect of change is connected to the practices of com
bining waged work and motherhood. Recalling the situation when she had 
her first child in 1969 T told me that she had to stay in hospital for about one 
month before the delivery because of health problems (according to the doc
tors she had some problems with her pregnancy and therefore needed special 
medical surveillance). This was a situation that never was mentioned by my 
informants belonging to the older age group. U, as well, told that the health 
of pregnant women was an important concern at her work place and preg
nant women who could present a document from a doctor confirming even 
an early state of pregnancy were immediately transferred to easier work 
tasks, while the trade union would control that the legislation on per-natal 
and post-delivery maternity leave was followed. (U mentioned, however, 
that a woman, who continued to stay at home longer than the maternity leave 
by the law, could be considered "an absentee" and, by that get a very nega
tive social status). Nevertheless, in the case of U it is important to take into 
account that when she spoke about maternity benefits, she did it from a 
rather informed position, being an expert, since she was responsible for fol
lowing up maternity benefits at her work place, for the trade union.879 

During late 60s, the former lack of knowledge about pregnancy and child-
care was challenged, particularly in Moscow. Thus, T's geographical loca
tion and high educational status contributed to her early access to literature 
about infant care and child psychology. She was informed enough to find 
Soviet classical books about childcare, like Speranskii.880 She did not think 
too highly of the Soviet authors, however, and later on, in the early 70s she 
was able to read Benjamin Spöck's book "Baby and child care" in English 
(that was available in Russian and widely read outside of Moscow only 
much later). On the contrary, U's geographical location and educational 
level made it difficult for her to realise at that time how inadequate her in
formation was, which made her make comments about the introduction into 

879 T's story about a much later period of her life when her third pregnancy ended with a 
miscarriage due to lifting up heavy bowls at the school director's birthday, shows that the 
legal demands of "easy work" for pregnant women had many problems in its way of imple
mentation. And the shame connected to this situation could not be underestimated as a hin
drance. 
880 Probably it could be a book by Arkhangelskii and Speranskii that was briefly discussed in 
chapter 3 - Архангельский и Сперанский, Мать и дитя. 



maternity that can be found today in Russia like the following: "Nowadays, 
yes, now you can find 'Schools for mother' or 'Schools for this and that'. 
But nothing of this was talked about before!" 

A combination of factors like living in Moscow, coming from a well-off 
family and having a high social position due to a prestigious education, 
could be seen as decisive for how powerful someone sees herself and the 
women around her at that time. Unlike many others of my informants (in
cluding D who proved to be a self-reliant and independent woman, but still 
connected her single motherhood to rather tragic specifics of the post-war 
situation) T presented a picture of freedom of cohabitation and non-
stigmatised single motherhood that she qualified as "acting feminism". 

It was a period of incredible freedom. Nobody ever could deny this. We even 
had a lecturer, who gave birth to her child without a husband and we all re
spected her for this, all of us admired her. It was acting feminism (feminizm v 
deistvii). 

As for practices of childcare, the stories of these two women also differ in a 
significant way from the stories of the informants belonging to the older age 
group. One factor is the longer period of staying at home with the newborn 
baby (U spent almost one year at home and T about six months). This be
came possible thanks to the extension of the period for maternity leave to 
one year after the birth of the child (from 1968), however, with slightly less 
than four months (112 days) being fully paid for.881 

In many other aspects, however, both stories show continuation more than 
change in the established normativity of childcare. As most of my other in
formants, U and T considered it very important to breastfeed their children 
and, as women from the older age group, continued to regard their mothers 
as their main helpers and caretakers. The latter was particularly important for 
T, who unlike U, did not spend a full year at home with her child, since she 
had to finish her studies at the university. Instead, T's mother took an earlier 
retirement in order to help T with the child who, by the way, spent almost a 
whole year in his grandmother's home in Kazakhstan. Later on, T's mother 
had to help her daughter again when her grandson was repeatedly sick while 
being in a day care centre in Moscow, and since T had to work a lot, espe
cially after her divorce. 

These two interviews indicate changes that young Soviet women were 
experiencing in the practices of beauty and maternity back in the 60s. We 
can observe a growing role of fashion from a world outside of the Soviet 

881 As Svetlana Aivazova notes, according to a data of sociological research from the mid-
1970s, 17% of women took only 4-6 months of the partly paid maternity leave, 63% of 
women were taking 9-12 month, while 6 % were spending with child 1,5 year - Айвазова, 
Русские женщины, 89. 



Union and a growing awareness of the body, as well as a feeling of responsi
bility for its reproductive capacities. This attention to one's own body was 
followed by stronger demands on the state maternity care and opened the 
way for the development of more informed and child-centred maternity. On 
the other hand, the stories indicate the existence of a series of complicated 
hierarchies in the everyday practices of beauty and maternity, hierarchies 
that were created in the intersections where gender meets social status, in
cluding education, family status and place of living, and cultural/ethnic tradi
tion. As a result of these intersections, quite different and sometimes even 
opposite normativities, attitudes and expressions of resistance could be re
membered as "Soviet". 

Summary 

Even if it is possible to a certain extent to say that the everyday normativities 
of maternity and beauty in many ways reproduce dominant discourses and 
are performed according to widespread "common sense regulations", se
lected stories of informants coming from Moscow, Saratov and Ufa show 
that differences in everyday practices of maternity and beauty were still con
siderable. These differences could be particularly visible through a prism of 
a cross-section of categories like ethnic/religious tradition, culture/education, 
generation and social status - categories that can all be regarded as fluctuant, 
rather than stable. The cross-section of these categories, potentially subver
sive for the Soviet meta-order of discourse usually did not, however, lead to 
a questioning of the system as such, but rather contributed to an everyday 
survival of individuals or were a contributing factor in the creation of com
plex systems of power hierarchies. 

The individualised ways of dealing with discourses and normativities in
clude (but are far from limited to) the following examples. The first is con
nected to my informants' presentation of their own ways of dealing with the 
prevailing discourse on taste. On the one hand, it was used as a justification 
for a strong interest in clothes, including following fashion and flaunting 
wealth. It could be also used for expressing beauty and eroticism, particu
larly through the use of make up and hairstyling. At the same time a close, 
but not total adherence to the norms of cultural dress in public places (for 
example, modern style clothing, but with a proper dress length and long 
sleeves) could be used as an effective disguise for the conservation of an 
ethnic, religious and rural normativity of appearance. On the other hand, 
adherence to the discourse on taste and culture could help to disguise a so
cially inappropriate origin, to escape from a traditional patriarchal control 
over the female body, or to "erase" ethnic belonging and achieve wider ac
cess to the new possibilities of up-ward social mobility and education as well 
as improving the possibilities of marriage. 

Also, the cultural appropriateness of beauty could be a pretext for rising 
incomes, the use of private beauty services and at the same time was a justi



fication for the time spent on beautification. This use of time can be seen as 
a method of gender specific attention to the individual body. This attention, 
in spite of being coupled with the heavy work load for women, contributed 
to the preservation of individuality and specific pride. 

The second example concerns the normativity of uniforming that was 
backed by a functionalist discourse. It was regularly subverted by fractional-
ising it, by adding small individual details that would show significant dif
ferences in identity 

The third is dealing with the normativity of sport, when physical exercise 
could be used as an important resource for displaying physical sexuality. 

The fourth example concerns Soviet discourse towards modesty and ap
pearance with respect to suppression of sexuality (and in order to avoid 
bragging). It could be used as a convenient way to save time or adhere to 
religious moral austerity. On the other hand, discourse on modesty and the 
perceived non-importance of appearance (that was added by constant short
ages of clothes and cosmetic utilities) were challenged through diverse prac
tices such as exchanges of patterns and products as well as sewing and 
mending which opened the possibility to abide to the general trends of uni
versal fashion. 

The fifth example is connected to the consumption of the discourse on so
cial motherhood. It could be used for a stronger emphasis on work and social 
interests, while pregnancy went unnoticed and the state or senior female 
family members took the responsibilities for childcare. The same discourse 
could be used for improving the family status, for example by working for 
better living conditions, as well as improving the equality within the family, 
something that was particularly important when an extended family did not 
live together. 

The sixth example concerns the médicalisation of pregnancy and child
birth that were highly internalised and at the same time constantly chal
lenged. Women were claiming their bodies back through the micro practices 
of violating prescriptions on hygiene and breastfeeding, as well as through 
mockery of doctors and institutionalised hospital routines. 

The seventh example deals with the discourse on natural predestination 
for maternity. Many women, following a combination of discourses on the 
natural predestination and responsible motherhood could take time off 
(sometimes more than a year) or insist on other kinds of minor concessions, 
like coming to work half an hour later and instead bringing work home, and 
by this they subverted the labour discipline. The opposite way of interpreting 
this discourse was also possible. Indeed, fulfilling natural predestination and 
following the voice of the socialist state's guarantees of content motherhood, 
mothers could take advantage of other forms of assistance in the case when it 
was inaccessible from family members and/or the state childcare facilities, 
including domestic servants, thus producing a system of social stratification 
that would be very far from declarations of social equality. 



On the other hand, even though women's "natural predestination" for be
ing mothers was mainly supported by the women themselves, most of the 
women in the city made a conscious decision regarding the number of chil
dren and the space between them. At the same time they were empowered 
through the discourse of natural predestination regards maternity, thus 
women claimed their rights to decide what was good for the child and were 
given priority in the decision process compared to the fathers. In some other 
cases, women acted merely as dependent family members that allowed the 
introduction of their children into ethnic and religious community life, for 
example, through the practice of baptism. 



Conclusions 

8. Performing beauty and maternity in Soviet Russia -
enacted femininities 
Possessing a female body in 1930-1960s in Soviet Russia signified that a set 
of special normalising politics would be applied to its bearer. In spite of all 
the declarations about equality of men and women, the Soviet gender map 
presumed a strict heterosexual matrix based on the existence of the "natural" 
differences between female and male bodies. Thus, limits of the So
viet/Communist meta-order of discourse on equality with respect to the citi
zens of the Soviet state corresponded to the points, where the "natural" (sup
posed to be outside of human creation, control or regulation) body had to be 
taken into account. The border between "natural" and "social" was never 
defined clearly, however. Instead, it was assumed that a woman unlike a 
man, had specific qualities and interests, like care, tidiness and beauty as 
well as "natural" (pre-defined by her anatomy) reasons for being upset or 
angry, for example in case of being separated from her children due to 
waged work or lacking beauty stuff and services. 

Regulations of beauty and maternity played a particularly important role 
in shaping femininity. However, the reasons and focus of their implementa
tion were different. While maternity was connected with reproduction of the 
new Soviet citizens and thus, in many aspects was under the direct state con
trol, the beauty norms did not contain that many direct prescriptions. How
ever, appearance codes could also be seen as significant for a production of 
femininity due to a regular character associated with the appearance's per
formance. 

8.1. Maternity and beauty as discursive fields 

As a result of my study I have found that beauty and maternity represented 
rather complicated discursive fields whose order of discourse changed dur
ing the studied period. 

The field of maternity during the studied period was maintained mostly 
through a discourse on natural predestination to maternity, as well as through 



discourses on social and medicalised motherhood. The discourse on 
women's natural predestination to become the mothers, accumulated pre-
revolutionary traditions of the peasant society about women's procreative 
role and was also reinforced and justified through science. This was com
bined with the discourse on medicalised motherhood that presumed superior 
authority of medical institutions over the processes of pregnancy, abortion, 
birth and infant care. Thus, naturalness was mainly connected to a desire to 
have children, while the process itself, due to its specific importance for a 
society and dangers to mother and child, was presented mainly through a 
discourse on medicalised motherhood. 

The discourse on social motherhood assumed collective responsibility for 
reproduction that was mainly attributed to, but not limited by, such institu
tions as state guaranteed maternity leave (and certain other benefits for 
working mothers), universal access to prenatal care and hospital birth as well 
to public childcare. It also assumed a constitution of special moral order 
regarding the collective care of both mother and child, where care for chil
dren should be seen as a patriotic action symbolising care for the future of 
the nation. 

Medical warnings and explanations, schemes for the female reproductive 
system and the development of the foetus, illustrated reports from medical 
and day care institutions and short stories about single cases of contented 
motherhood in various publications were particularly important in the field 
of maternity. Motherhood was also performed through practices of maternity 
clinics and hospitals, day care centres and state-sponsored maternity leave. 

All these discourses are frequently being mixed together in the advice 
books for pregnant women, but the mixture is rather conventional. Here a 
world is constructed where "being a mother" is the most obvious desire of 
every woman, since they all have a "natural instinct of being mothers." In 
order to reach this desirable states of motherhood the woman needs "help" 
and here Soviet authorities are the only obvious actor possessing the capacity 
to guarantee this help (from protective/"caring" legislation on work and 
helping with childcare to "painless childbirth"). A mobilized medical science 
comes forward as the most emphasised part of the practical realisation of this 
"help" to the women when doctors "explain" and "control" the female body 
for the sake of a "happy motherhood." Thus, in the Soviet case, medical 
discourse on maternity was usually mixed with the discourse on "social 
motherhood." Through this mixture of being "social" and "state" (or "collec
tive") maternity acquired a meaning of being "medically informed" and 
"controlled by doctors." 

This interdiscursively constructed and relatively resilient order of dis
course on maternity was, however, to a certain extent questioned by two 
other ways of addressing motherhood that were present more in the periph
ery of the dominant order of discourse during the 1930-1960s, namely the 
discourses on conscious motherhood and on responsible motherhood. By 



emphasizing the "burden of maternity" the discourse on conscious 
motherhood in the mid-1920s challenged the notion of every woman 
entertaining a "natural desire" to have children and questioned the idea of 
a "happy motherhood." In a parallel process, the demand on science to guar
antee a "healthy offspring" (instead of accepting an uncontrolled and joyful 
"procreation") almost disappeared from publications during the period of 
time studied. However, when reading more closely the publications from 
1950-1960s it appears as if some of the authors are engaged in a discussion 
with an anonymous supporter of the discourse on conscious motherhood. 
This can be felt, for example, in the negative answers to rhetorical questions 
about possible "complications of life" (for example, like lack of free time) 
after a woman becomes a mother. 

The discourse on responsible motherhood, on the other hand, questioned 
first of all the preponderance of collective/state help for maternity from the 
perspective of a family pedagogy and psychology. This discourse also ques
tioned the naturalness of motherhood, particularly, mother's instinctual un
derstanding of the child's need. This discourse grew potentially important 
only in the very end of the period of time studied. Thus, from the late 1960s 
the notion of mothers being close to their child for its well-being as well as 
the significance of mothers being involved in an informed way in the child's 
development and also having a particular responsibility for "problems" in 
the small child's education was seen as more and more important. The later 
development of this discourse needs a further investigation that I leave for a 
future research. 

If we now move over from maternity discourses to discourses on beauty 
we can conclude that the later had a rather peripheral position in the Soviet 
meta-order of discourse. Beauty during the period studied was performed 
through the discourses of aesthetics or taste, functionalism, hygiene/health, 
fashion, modesty and beauty skills. They were generated through medical 
recommendations about health and physical exercise, the guidance of profes
sional designers and cosmetologists, educational behaviour manuals for 
youth as well as through specific fashion pages and sewing patterns. These 
discourses were institutionalised through the practices of uniforming, cen
tralised distribution of goods, queuing and school education, through the 
availability and services provided by stores, hair salons, cosmetic salons, 
dressmakers, home made beauty as well as through tacit, but, apparently 
well established practices of speculation, blat, fartsovka and the private pro
duction of beauty objects and services. 

Discourses with respect to beauty were more diverse and the institutional 
practices mainly employed less authoritarian ways of disciplining, in com
parison to maternity discourses. In the discourse on modesty, for example, 
negative attitudes of a traditional rural society to overt expression of female 
sexual desire merged with a communist tendency to suppress the individual
ity. The discourse on beauty skills insists on the "naturalness" of woman's 



desire to learn crafts and make herself beautiful. The discourse on taste con
tributed to the regulation of a cultured/modern appearance assuming that 
correct and appropriate correlations between body shape, age, social situa
tion, colour and style of dress as well as decorations were rigorously ob
served. This discourse also insisted on a preponderance of modern urban 
style of dress in favour of "backward" village or ethnic traditional styles. 
Thus, the dominant order of discourse in the field of beauty up till the late 
50s was performed through an interdiscursivity of "good taste", beauty skills 
and modesty. 

Around the 1960s, aesthetic discourse on taste started to be incorporated 
into the discourse on fashion that acquired a dominant position in this period 
of time. Before the 1960s the discourse on fashion existed on the periphery 
of beauty discourses and performed somewhat auxiliary role - indicating 
models and highlighting in part the universal development of dress design, 
"acceptable" for communist morals. In the 1960s, however, the discourse on 
fashion became more about changing style and promoting western-oriented 
consumption patterns rather than an art of matching garments. 

I would argue on the basis of my research that Soviet discourses on ma
ternity and beauty in many aspects were not radically different from dis
courses in many other European countries over the studied period of time. 
Ideas and institutions of hygiene, the modernisation of look, médicalisation 
and welfare were common trends of change in many modernizing societies 
and they contributed to both positive and negative influences on women's 
lives. Changes in the internal hierarchy of discourses show one main direc
tion of social change that was characterised by a slow shift towards a con
struction of femininity through a system of consumption, support of mother
hood through welfare politics together with a widening of maternal respon
sibility for a child's upbringing and education. On the other hand, social 
change and the diversity of maternity and beauty practices in Soviet Russia 
cannot be explained only through discursive constructions, but needs an 
analysis of collective interpretational schemes and modes of discourse used 
in the context of the changing Soviet social reality of the 1930-1960s. In this 
context further analysis of the rhetoric of maternity and beauty would be 
particularly important. 

8.2. Beauty and maternity as common sense normativities 

The analysis of settled discursive constructions on maternity and beauty that 
appeared in Soviet publications was continued by an analysis of the practical 
logic of the common sense normativities for beauty and maternity, realised 
through a study of oral accounts and visual materials from private collec
tions. Results of this study could be presented in a form of several highly 
accepted scenarios (ways of performing maternity and beauty where discour-



sive prescriptions were mixed with tacit knowledge and pragmatism) for 
doing femininity through maternity and beauty. 

Maternity scenarios 
My first scenario refers to the connection between "reaching the state of 
motherhood" and "female happiness." According to it, becoming a mother -
giving biological birth to a child, breastfeeding it and caring for it - was 
understood as a "normal" and "obvious" stage of a woman's life, the only 
way of achievement of a special kind of feminine happiness, that was inac
cessible for men. A "normal" woman was expected to care about her chil
dren and make everything possible for their physical survival. At the same 
time the studied period was defined as a rather "hard time" for "female hap
piness" when in order to accomplish her role successfully, the woman had to 
limit the number of children in a family. City women in 1930-1960s saw two 
children, or, even just one child, as being enough for a woman to reach a 
status of motherhood.882 

The number of births in an urban family and the time between them in the 
city was frequently decided in cooperation with the husband and relied on 
natural contraceptive methods. According to this scenario, abortion in some 
cases was seen as a kind of "last solution" for family planning, unpleasant 
but necessary. Objections against abortion differed significantly and in
cluded religious condemnation and the perils of illegal operative abortions 
(before 1955) and general discomfort with the procedure. Younger infor
mants' stories indicated that in 1960s abortion become a more common way 
of regulating the intervals between births and the number of children in a 
family, though not the onset of motherhood in the case of the first time preg
nancy. 

My second scenario is about connections between "love'V'marriage" and 
"maternity" that women should observe. Becoming a mother was seen first 
of all as a result of marriage and as its natural consequence. In this case 
normative femininity had to be demonstrated through the body's capacity to 
produce a child without undue delay following the wedding ceremony inde
pendent of family's financial situation, living conditions or the woman's 
work or study situation. 

However, some extreme circumstances that were normalised during the 
turbulent 1930-1940s when the Soviet people lived through collectivisation, 
forced industrialisation, repression and war, allowed to a woman to fulfil her 
natural predestination without a wedding ceremony either state registered or 

882 Nevertheless, a larger number of children continued to be the characteristic for the coun
tryside, particularly in Bashkortostan, thus, influencing urban normativity with respect to 
fertility rates (there were 2-3 children in Bashkir city families compared to 1 -2 in the average 
Russian family). Research on Bashkortostan showed particularly strong connections between 
relatives living in city and in countryside up till now. Stories of my informants from Moscow 
and Saratov suggest high frequency of city/countryside contacts in the studied period. 



according to religious tradition. These normalised extreme circumstances 
included difficulty in the registration of marriage due to mobilisation and 
displacement as well as the post-war demographic situation that resulted in a 
shortage of adult males. However, in every case, the beginning of normative 
motherhood had to be shown as a result of serious love relationships and 
could never be associated with a mere love affair or a woman's own desire 
to become a mother. 

My third scenario refers to the perception of pregnancy and childbirth as a 
series of intimate processes, something that happened inside of the body and 
was not aimed for outward presentation. Thus, a woman's relationship to her 
body, her feelings and reflections in many cases could not be remembered. 
However, due to the dominant position of the medical discourse, frequently 
the maternal body still could be talked about, but only in medical terms, 
thus, placing pregnancy and childbirth exclusively in the sphere of medical 
treatment and hospital routines. 

Becoming a mother was mediated by the authoritative figure of the doctor 
and took place in a specific transitional space - the maternity ward. Indeed, 
the doctor played an exclusive role in the performance of maternity. 
Through her/his extra capacity of seeing into a woman's body what she her
self could not see or feel, the doctor defined the beginning of woman's new 
status as expectant mother and could influence the outcome of her preg
nancy. On the other hand, the doctor had a particular authority given to 
her/him by the Soviet state and, thus, not only could confirm or reject the 
correspondence of the pregnant body to requirements of normal femininity, 
but also had the power to decide the start date of the paid maternity leave 
and/or possible needs for an additional welfare package, thus influencing the 
woman's social and working status. 

The maternity clinic and, particularly, the maternity hospital, represented 
examples of the few specifically women's spaces (these were institutions 
where lay men were not usually allowed) and where the reduction of women 
to their anatomy and body capacities was in particularly sharp contrast with 
the Soviet declarations on equality between men and women. On the other 
hand, neither the maternity hospital nor the doctor as such, were expected to 
be a source of care and protection, rather the circumstances of hospital birth 
had to be classified as a difficult trial of real femininity. 

My forth scenario connects breast feeding and "normal" femininity. 
Breastfeeding, together with having a child was another confirmation of 
normality: it demonstrated a woman's bodily capacity to feed the baby and 
symbolised maternal care. 

My fifth scenario tells us how women made sense of their biology vis a 
vis the Soviet state. The status ascribed to a mother of a small child (and 
presumably also a woman with visible signs of pregnancy) was based on the 
unique capability of her body to produce new citizens for the state and to 
reproduce Soviet society. This gave to an expectant mother or someone who 



had just become a mother a higher status not only in her family, but also 
outside of her home. Thus, she was expected to enjoy recognition for the 
importance of her biological functions. On the other hand, due to an obvious 
knowledge of the scarcity of resources, maternity was held back by a woman 
as an important reason to make her wishes heard and needs fulfilled. For 
example, a woman's expectations for receiving an improvement in her living 
conditions were seen as justified, even if such an improvement was seldom 
realised. 

The position of the family and/or mother in a Soviet social stratification 
system defined the level of welfare a given family received. For example, it 
influenced the competence of medical staff in the maternity clinic and ward, 
the level of service in nurseries as well as the availability and time spent in a 
queue for a place in the nursery. 

My sixth scenario refers to the caring activity of mothers and other care
givers. The importance of biological production of the child during preg
nancy and guaranties for its possibly best (but, in many situations just mini
mal) food and material well being (survival) was seen as a centre of mater
nity's activity. Other functions could be fulfilled by other females in the 
family - mothers and grandmothers, unmarried sisters and older daughters. 
Older women were perceived as "naturally" attached to their grandchildren 
and able perform sacrifices for their sake, in the same way that it was "natu
ral" for a just married woman to expect a child. When, however, all these 
"helping" female relative figures were unavailable (for example, the couple 
move to a new city due to work requirements) state childcare was consid
ered to be a good substitute. In other cases, particularly before the 1960s, 
when the state's childcare was far away from practical availability for all the 
families with small children, it was not uncommon for better off families to 
hire a nanny who would care for a child. 

My seventh scenario refers to relationships between the mother and the 
father of the baby. A child belonged to the feminine sphere (as well as the 
kitchen core) and the husband was not considered to be necessary or even 
allowed to enter it without compromising his masculinity. His role in the 
practices of everyday care (swaddling a child, feeding it, doing laundry) was 
the role of a spectator except in circumstances when as a father, the man 
could do everything, including helping with home delivery in an extreme or 
especially difficult situation. 

Finally, my eighth scenario was regulates the connections between moth
ering a baby and working outside the home. Rearing a child was not consid
ered to be reason enough for a woman to stop working or to interrupt her 
studies. While normal femininity was realised through birthing and breast
feeding, it would also continue to be realised through different practices of 
care such as looking after the child's health, cooking and sewing, checking 
up on the child's progress at school. The woman had to move to other activi



ties in order to demonstrate her interest in the welfare of the family and, not 
least, in that of the child. 

Beauty scenarios 
The first scenario, (like in the case of maternity) connects the ability to look 
good, attractive and beautiful with happiness and desire. A woman's pleas
ant appearance, like the ability of her body to produce children constituted 
an important basis for female happiness. Having a proportional body with a 
marked waist and chest, an attractive face, healthy hair and skin was seen as 
a sign of true or normative femininity for the bearer of these physical attrib
utes. A pleasant body had to be properly cared for from early adolescence as 
an important natural resource for a happy life. A woman, who could preserve 
a young looking and natural body for a prolonged period of time, could be 
particularly proud. 

The second scenario refers to the connections between the aesthetic ideal, 
naturality and decency. The body had to be displayed properly, particularly 
outside of the home. Everyday dress had to be neat (an important 
characteristic of femininity, which men were to a bigger degree exempt 
from), the shoes clean and all the clothes and body decorations had to match. 
A pleasant appearance should not provoke too much attention, but fall in line 
with the commonly accepted style. The dress should conceal flaws in the 
figure and correspond to the appearance of the body: for example, in the case 
of an older woman, who is considered homelier, a larger portion of the body 
should be covered. On the other hand, a sophisticated Sunday best intended 
for parties and cultural leisure was allowed to highlight female erotic attrib
utes a little bit more. However, even a sophisticated look should not be too 
frivolous or extravagant. 

Appearance was a way of differentiating normal femininity from deviant 
femininity. The latter would usually include a vulgar woman who too openly 
expressed her sexual desire through low cut dresses and heavy make up and 
the backward woman who was content with covering her head with a head-
kerchief and who didn't understand the art of matching different garments. 
Thus it was worth a "normal" woman spending time and money to achieve 
the correct look. On the other hand, the desire to look good was seen as a 
feminine weakness that showed a woman's inferiority compared to men. 
Even though "normal" femininity was associated with concerns about ap
pearance to a much greater extent than "normal" masculinity, too much care 
for appearance would still be viewed rather negatively. A woman who dis
played herself as too attentive to her looks would be accused of being vain 
which,as in the case of accusation of vulgarity, could influence her social 
status due to a judgment of these deviations in political (philistine, petty-
bourgeois) rather than in just moral terms. 

The third scenario centres on skills of beautification and female virtues. 
The art of beautification was seen as a specific art, while a woman's ability 



to perform it was closely associated with the possession of a female body, 
something supposed to be difficult for men to learn (such as sewing or knit
ting). Every woman should know how to sew, knit, and do embroidery or at 
least one of the activities. The high level of skills in these handicrafts was a 
source of particular feminine pride, and in some cases, of additional income. 
For example, when women made dresses for their neighbours or sold em
broidery in the market. On the other hand, beautification required financial 
resources: the need to look proper was an important justification for 
women's additional work, as well as for the use of an informal network of 
connections (private beauty services, blat and speculation) and the black 
market. 

Achieving a pleasant feminine look was hampered by constant problems 
associated with the lack and shortages of cosmetics and beauty services. 
Thus, practicing beauty signified the transition from old to new for Soviet 
women, who stood in endless queues and engaged in speculation. Due to the 
lack of beautification institutions the reproduction of beauty, particularly in 
the 1930-1940s, was confined primarily to private homes rather than profes
sional services. The low quality and assortment of the state-owned shops in 
conjunction with long queues contributed to the an association of beautifica
tion practices to a difficult enterprise that frequently was recalled with de
spair and anxiety. 

On the other hand, the hierarchy of beauty services (the availability of 
which frequently depended on location, place of work and even position 
inside of the enterprise) was perceived as an important source of inequality 
and privileges. 

The fourth scenario refers to the connections between fashion and femi
ninity. International fashion and style, found in magazines, sewing patterns, 
images of Soviet and foreign films stars, war booty brought from Germany 
and Eastern European countries after the war were always important for 
achieving a pleasant appearance. However, from the late 1950s images of 
fashion became much more accessible through Eastern European and Baltic 
magazines. At the same time, a fashionable look began to require an increas
ingly faster change of style and new technologies associated with beauty 
products, often made it inaccessible through domestic means. As a conse
quence of this, fashion changed not only into a powerful system of construc
tion of normative femininity, but also made differences in consumption more 
visible. 

The fifth scenario connects female look and social status. Collected mate
rial conveys a wide distribution of views according to which the special 
anatomy and morphology of woman's body define her social roles, options, 
life-scenarios and ways of communication. Soviet woman's "normal" biog
raphy is seen as developing through several stages: a period of education is 
followed by marriage and childbirth, then continues by work outside of 
home and comes to the final period of becoming a grandmother. Thus, ma



ternity is seen as one of the main, but not unique accomplishments that char
acterises the life cycle of a "normal" woman. Furthermore, "normal" femi
ninity comes from a supposedly "natural" correspondence between woman's 
appearance and an inner morphology of the female body. In the case when 
nature fails to achieve the necessary correspondence between outer and inner 
(for example when a woman can't bear children, or when she shows some 
visible physical defect, such as a hump) the woman is considered as having 
limited possibilities to fulfil a normal life scenario. Thus, women with prob
lematic bodies are automatically confined to the margins of social normality 
and are usually referred to as having a bad fate. 

On the basis of these scenarios on beauty and maternity it is possible to 
say that "normal femininity" in Soviet Russia during mid-1930-1960s was 
seen as both innate and practiced. Indeed, it assumes a correct use of the 
body, regulated by a set of rules that could be defined as moral. These rules 
in the Soviet case are usually composed by borrowed constructions from the 
dominant discourses (mixing them up as well as through different situations 
for utilising these constructions). The sets of normalising prescriptions, how
ever, differ significantly with respect to women's status, place of living, age, 
profession, ethnicity, religion, level of education and period of study. 

The common sense normativity of femininity was kept in force not only 
through overt state regulations like the abortion ban, regular medical control 
during pregnancy and hospital birth, and school and work uniform, but also, 
was a result of tacit disciplinary practices when "disciplinarians were every
one and yet, no one in particular."883 The above normativity had an impor
tant role in guiding an everyday performance of beauty and maternity. At the 
same time, in difference to discourses, common sense normativity was per
ceived as a kind of natural and obvious regulation that was not so directly 
associated with the centralised power. 

8.3. Beauty and maternity as everyday practices of subversion 
and differentiation 

The dominant discourses and homogenising common sense normativity can
not be seen as the sole functional modes of the performance of beauty and 
maternity, despite their importance. The analysis of both beauty and mater
nity practices cannot be complete without paying attention to the practice of 
consumption of discourse and to the modifications of normativities in the 
process of everyday performance of beauty and maternity. 

Living through everyday Soviet reality was hardly possible without spe
cific tactics of behaviour that were created as a response to threats, chal
lenges and advantages through the individual desires and anxieties as well as 

883 Sandra Lee Bartky, "Foucault, Femininity, and the Modernisation of Patriarchal Power, " 
36. 



through the joys and suffering of the body.884 Thus, in the process of every
day life, discourses were not only used, but also misused, mixed up, com
bined, improperly applied, adjusted to a particular unpredicted situation. It 
implied that their internal logic would be altered or partially rejected. As 
shown, discourses in fields of beauty and maternity represented rather com
plicated hierarchies, and thus, their contradictions could be played out in the 
day-to-day struggle for personal goals, from mere survival to self-realisation, 
protecting one's children or choosing successful marriage tactics. During this 
everyday process of consumption, some of the dominant and/or marginal 
discourses could be used in opposition to one another, while at the same time 
some of the voices could become more noticeable than others. Similar to 
discourses, common sense normativity could also be interpreted differently 
or partly misused in the performance of beauty and maternity. In a situation 
where open collective or individual opposition to a dominant order of dis
course was extremely perilous, if at all possible, there were these individual
ised and almost invisible tactics that both helped preserve an individual self 
and facilitated diversity and social change. 

Being important for production of the Soviet femininity, these everyday 
tactics at the same time could be seen as producing differences in feminin
ity's constructions. The most visible and important differences could be 
found in the intersections of gender with culture/education (that could be 
seen as an important substitute for class), village/countryside origin, reli
gious/ethnic tradition and age. 

It is possible to conclude that the everyday practices of beauty and mater
nity were used simultaneously to justify, question and challenge the Soviet 
order of discourse and social hierarchies. How and to which extent these 
practices contributed to the end of the Soviet system as a whole, as well as 
wider diversity of these practices through the territory of the Soviet Union 
still need to be studied through a future research. 

8.4. Soviet everyday life between nostalgia and alienation 

This research was completed in the beginning of 21st century, 15 years after 
the collapse of the Soviet Union. The gender system of contemporary Rus
sia, after experiencing market reforms, a rise in the activity of women's or
ganizations and sexual revolution, had changed significantly. Shortages, the 
struggle for kul'turnost' against backwardness, the abortion ban and state 
nurseries as a way of woman's liberation just seem to belong to the past, a 
past that seems to be interesting for researchers of contemporary gender 
problems in post-Communist space only in a form of horrors and/or fun sto
ries about the Other, people and country it would be difficult to relate our
selves to. However, as we can see, remembering the Soviet past is continu-

884 Here referring to "body" in Elizabeth Grosz' terms 



ing to be an important and complicated process, involving the interplay of a 
collective and individual memory. The result of this process has a great 
importance for the shaping of contemporary identities, everyday normativity 
as well as a justification for differently oriented today's political actions. 

As for the contemporary status of gender problems in Russia, the retarded 
in-depth reflexivity towards the Soviet past, even if helping to overcome the 
first crises of meeting a new reality, hardly helps in finding a new identity 
and defining a new agenda for the women's movement and the policies to 
overcome a persistent gender inequality. The conversion of the Soviet his
tory as a whole and, history of women in the Soviet Russia in particular, in 
the history of the "Other," frequently done by Russian researchers them
selves, could be seen as particularly dangerous. "Alienating" recent history, 
and such important components of it as discourses and practices of everyday 
performance of femininity, contributes to a reproduction of many negative 
aspects of gender politics and inequalities, as well as distorting contempo
rary gender identities through a manipulation of the past. The act of collec
tive "forgetting" about the fact that the bodies of the Soviet people were 
gendered, and, thus, cannot be analysed as androgynous in the name of any 
entity, like national, local or religious institution, paradoxically enough, em
ploys the same mechanisms of gender and body politics in post-Soviet space 
that were used during the Soviet period and rather resurrects the past in a 
slightly different version. 

On the other hand, present day Russia's search for identity and difficult 
everyday choices about future economic, educational, cultural and gender 
politics involves re-looking at the "Soviet everyday." The last is more and 
more presented in Russia's media today as something clearly defined and 
easy to separate from the big "crimes", "problems" or "errors" of Soviet 
politics. As a consequence of this, Soviet past more and more frequently is 
presented as rather a subject for nostalgic memories about state supported 
"respect for mothers", guaranteed maternity leave and wards, full availability 
(in spite of 19 years of abortion being illegal!) of abortion, importance of 
inner beauty rather than "showing off' and a triumphal overcoming of 
"backwardness" and lack of hygiene and taste. These nostalgic feelings 
could be easily used for creating a new post-soviet narrative about Soviet 
past that would justify "new" politics of social inequality, patriarchy and 
colonialism in post-Soviet Russia. 

The results of this study of everyday practices of beauty and maternity 
show that these practices were much more complex and diverse than previ
ous narrowly summarised principles of Soviet politics with respect to 
women. On the one hand, some discursive constructions of beauty and ma
ternity were almost directly copied from the common European Enlightment 
project of modernisation, including ideas on hygiene, state assistance for 
mothers, médicalisation and physical exercise. Thus, everyday practices of 
beauty and maternity in Soviet Russia cannot be separated from a moderni



sation/westernisation paradigm - to a great extent it was "Western" fashion, 
taste, technological médicalisation of pregnancy and childcare strategies that 
were mastered by women throughout Soviet Russia. These results do not 
allow references to the Soviet experiment as a unique historical paradox 
remaining outside of the mainstream direction of human development. 

On the other hand, Soviet practices of maternity and beauty were unique, 
in the same way as any other practices of a particular geographic space, so
cial group or age span. And thus, the voices of women who were practicing 
alternate ways of Soviet beauty and maternity are particularly valuable in the 
process of the history writing. The importance of personal memories of eve
ryday life with all its experiences of happiness and terror, gender discrimina
tion and social hierarchies, russification and cultural empowerment, fear and 
success is ever greater in proportion to the decreasing availability of those 
who are able to tell a story about the Soviet performance of femininity. 

Revising the Soviet discourses on maternity and beauty and analysing 
memories of the tactics of everyday life could be seen as one of the ways of 
dealing with the Soviet legacy of a contradictory gender experiment. Per
forming femininity in Soviet Russia during the studied period assumed 
knowledge of multiple norms, codes and techniques that sometimes makes it 
difficult to formulate its proper evaluation. Nevertheless, a careful analysis 
of femininity performance through everyday practices of the Soviet past 
might not only help us to get a better orientation in Soviet gender practices, 
but also give us some insights into the post-Soviet gender practices as well 
as into possible ways and effects of gender policies' development. 



Appendices 

Appendix 1 

Glossary of Russian and Soviet historical terms 

blat use of informal network in order to obtain goods and services 

delegatki women delegates - active participants of Zhenotdel activities 
(1920s) 

evacuation state sponsored and forced campaign of movement of enterprise 
and people to the Eastern part of the Soviet Union (1941-1945) 

fartsovka illegal trade of foreign clothing and accessories in the Soviet 
Union 

Gulag Main Administration of Labour Camps 

Jadidism cultural reform movement in Islam in Russia (beginning of the 
20th century) 

kolkhoz collective farm 

korenizatsiia part of kul 'turnost ' campaign aimed for increasing the number of 
representatives from the titular ethnic group in the local leader
ship 

Komsomol (member of) Communist Party's youth section 

Kul 'turnos 't Culturedness 

lishentsy members of former privileged groups deprived of civil rights 
(1930s) 

meshchanstvo Philistinism 

Narkompros Ministry of Education (till 1946) 



Narkomzdrav 

nomenklatura 

novii byt 

Otdel Okrany 
Materinstva i 
Mladenchestva 
(OMM) 

Pioneer 

raspredelenie 

sovkhoz 

stakhanovite 

stilyaga 

titular (nation) 

trofeiniie (cloth
ing, films) 

vykhodnoe plat 'e 

zakritiy gorod 

Zhenotdel 

zhenskaia konsul-
taziia 

Ministry of Health (till 1946) 

system of Communist party's approved appointment for "key 
posts" in the government, industry and culture on the central and 
local level. 

1920s campaign for a new everyday life obshchestvennitsa 
(woman engaged in the) "volunteer" wives' movement 

Department for Maternal and Infant Care 

member of the Communist children's organization (9-14 years) 

being dispatched for work after getting one's university or col
lege degree 

state farm 

worker who overfulfils socialist production plan 

style-monger/"fashinista" 

ethnic group whose name is used for denomination of a given 
autonomous region (for example, Bashkirs in Bashkortostan) 

Looted goods smuggled by Soviet Army from occupied teritories 
during and after World War Two 

a dress for leisure activities (Sunday best) 

city, closed for visitors due to military industry 

Communist party's department for work among women 

maternity clinic 

Note on geographic names: as a rule I used present day names for cities and regions 
(Bashkortostan, not Bashkiria). Exceptions are names of well known Soviet cities, 
like Leningrad. Soviet geographic names are also used in cases where they are men
tioned in quotations from publications and interviews. 



Appendix 2 

Legal regulation of the family and sexuality in the USSR 

1918 
The simplification of divorce proceedings, the introduction of a ban on drawn dis
tinctions between children born in and out of wedlock, paid child support for a child 
in the case of divorce (1/4 of salary for one child, 1/3 - for two children). 
1920 
Abortion becomes legal if performed by a physician. 
1926 
Further simplification of the divorce procedure , registered and non-registered mar
riages lead to a similar responsibility for parents. 
1934 
Male homosexuality outlawed. 
1935 
Outlawing of pornography. 
1936 
The ban of abortion, a payment for divorce procedure is introduced, medals and 
allowances for mothers of many children are granted. 
1941 
Taxes for childless people are introduced. 
1944 
Further complications for being granted a divorce, financial child support for chil
dren after divorce only in a case of a registered marriage, state allowances for un
married mothers. 
1955 
Re-legalisation of abortion. 
1965 
Divorce became easier accessible. 
1968 
New Family Law opens door to paternity suites. 

Sources: Barbara Alpern Engel, Women in Russia 1700-2000. Cambridge: Cam
bridge University press, 2004; Wendy Goldman, Women, the state and Revolution: 
Soviet Family Policy and Social Life, 1917-1936. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1993. 

Appendix 3 

Soviet "care for mothers" legislation 

3.1. Maternity leave in the Soviet Russia 
The length and character of payment of the maternity leave in Soviet cities was 
changed several times. Briefly these changes can be summarised by the next table: 

1917-16 weeks of maternity leave (8 weeks before the childbirth, 8 weeks after) 
for women doing physical job and 12 weeks for women of intellectual professions, 
mother's allowance had to be paid by the insurance agency (strakhovaia kassa). 



1936-56 days before birth and 56 days after for all the categories of city women 

1938-35 days of maternity leave before birth and 28 days after, paid by the state 

1944 - 35 days before birth and 42 after 

1956 - 112 days of maternity leave (56 before birth and 56 after birth), full salary is 
paid by state to women who worked not less than 3 years, 2 of these years they had 
to work in the same enterprise. Additionally, unpaid maternity leave according to 
mother's will could be given for 90 days after end of the paid leave. 

1968 - additional unpaid leave (up to the child would be one year old) could be 
granted to a mother after 112 days of maternity leave. 

1981 - 112 paid days of maternity leave + partly paid leave for childcare up to the 
child would be one year old. 

3.2. State legislation and aid to pregnant women and nursing mothers 
1919 
The creation of The Department for Maternal and Infant Care, beginning of state 
maternity clinics. 
1922 
Work breaks for breastfeeding mothers (0,5 hour after 3,5 hours of work) (Labor 
Code) 
1931-1932 
Nurseries have to be priority for work managers. 
1936 
Allowance for the purpose of procuring the necessary articles for infant care in
creased (from 32 to 45 rub) 
Allowance for a nursing mother increased from 5 to 10 rub. per month. 
List of professions dangerous for pregnancy. 
Establishment of juridical consultations in maternity clinics. 
1944 
The ration of supplementary food for pregnant women (from 6th month of preg
nancy) and for nursing mothers (for 4 month of breastfeeding) is doubled. 
Pregnant woman from the 4th month of pregnancy cannot be put in overtime work. 
Nursing mothers cannot be put in night work. 
1947 
Prohibition of out time-work for pregnant and breast-feeding women. 
1968 
Sickness leave for a mother of the sick child below 7 years of age. 
1971 
Prohibition of night and extra-hours work for women with children below three 
years old. 



3.3. State help to mothers of several children 
1936 
An introduction of state allowance for mothers of many children (2000 rub a year 
for every child after the 6th) 
1944 
"Mother of many children allowance" is paid after birth of the 3rd child (the allow
ance is paid from the second year of life of the 3rd child, up it is 5 years old) 
If in a family with 3 children salary is no more than 400 rub., this family is allowed 
to pay 50% for day care. 
1947 
State allowance for the birth of all children after the second (3rd - 200 rub. after 
birth; 4th - 650 rub after birth and 40 rub. monthly) 

3.4. State help to single mothers in the post-war period 
1944 
State allowances for unmarried mothers (1 child - 100 rub per month, 2 children -
150rub.) 
Single mother could pay 50% for day care centre if her salary was not higher than 
600 rub. 
1947 
State allowances for unmarried mothers (1 child - 50 rub per month, 2 children -
7 5 rub) 

Sources: Barbara Alpern Engel, Women in Russia 1700-2000. Cambridge: Cambridge Uni
versity press, 2004; Е.Ч. Новикова, "Забота партии о женщине-матери," в Опыт КПСС в 
решении женского вопроса, Москва: Мысль, 1981; Rudolf Schlesinger, The Family in the 
USSR. Documents and Readings, Edited with an Introduction by Rudolf Schlesinger. London: 
Routledge & Kegan Paul Limited, 1949, 44-45, 269-280, 367-377; "О размере 
государственных пособий многодетным и одиноким матерям от 25 ноября 1947," 
Сборник законов СССР и указов Президиума Верховного Совета СССР 1938-1975, 
Москва: Известия Советов депутатов трудящихся СССР, 1975, т. 3, 299-300; "Об 
улучшении дела государственной помощи многодетным и одиноким матерям и 
улучшении условий труда и быта женщин от 19 мая 1949," Сборник законов СССР и 
указов, 300-301, И.А. Курганов, Женщины и коммунизм, Нью-Йорк, 1968, 139-215. 

Appendix 4 

Important events for Soviet distribution and consumption history 

Beginning of 1920s 
Avant-garde artistic campaign for "a new everyday". 
1921 
New economic policy initiated. 
1928 
Beginning of the first Five years plan. 
1929 
Start of forced mass collectivisation. 
Rationing introduced. 
1932-1933 



Famine. 
1934 
Obshchestvennitsa movement for cultured everyday life starts. 
State fashion ateliers are opened in Moscow and Leningrad. 
1935 
Stalin declares "life has become better, life has become jollier". 
End of rationing for food and clothes. 
1937 
Institute of Cosmetics and Hygiene is opened in Moscow. 
1941 
Reintroduction of rationing. 
1945 
Special fashion magazine "Zhurnal mod" started to be edited 
Booty clothes and accessories for sale. 
1947 
End of rationing. 
Currency reform. 
Late 1950s 
"Stilyaga" youth culture appears. 
1960s 
Beginning of mass production of clothes from chemical materials. 
1961 
Currency reform. 
late 1960s 
Mini-dress fashion is spread, trousers became acceptable everyday dress for young 
women. 

Sources: Barbara Alpern Engel, Women in Russia 1700-2000. Cambridge: Cam
bridge University press, 2004; Работница, 1937, N 9, 19; Сергей Журавлев и 
Юкка Тронов, "Красота под контролем государства: особенности и этапы 
становления советской моды," The Soviet and Post-Soviet Review, vol 32, N 1, 
2005, 17,30-40. 

Appendix 5 

Two examples of the interview situations 

Below are more detailed accounts of the context and development of communication 
in two of the interviews that belong to the first group. I hope that these two exam
ples not only help to show how different the individual approaches to topics of 
beauty and maternity are in each case, but also to present the atmosphere of the 
communication and connections between present self-identities and past self-
identities made by my informants during conversation. 

Interview with L, Russian, born in Saratov in 1920, one of the oldest 
informants 
In the summer of 2003 when I was collecting interviews in Saratov, L lived in a 
small apartment in the suburbs of Saratov. I visited her in her home and our conver
sation went on for more than four hours. L agreed to be interviewed, but let me 
know beforehand that she was not in a good physical shape at that moment. After I 



explained to her the aims of my project, L told me about her schooling in Saratov, 
and the problems she faced with getting into Art School due to her bad performance 
in secondary school and about her enrolment in medical school instead. After my 
questions about her appearance, at the time of schooling, she told me about her aunt 
who had been sewing for the family, home production of children's cloth shoes and 
about her first proper shoes, bought when she became 18. While speaking about 
clothes and make up, she also told me about her first husband's suggestions that she 
use makeup and about her mother's use of cosmetics. L then spoke about her 
mother's rapid rise in social status between 1928-1930; in just a few years she went 
from being an unskilled bathhouse employee to a fully qualified doctor. L said that 
her father left her mother when she was only 11 months old and moved in with an
other woman living in a different city. Her mother received child support, but L 
never met her father. 
Continuing her family history, L spoke about her first meeting with her future hus
band in a park while drinking beer. Our discussion moved to how she spent her 
holidays and L spoke about her participation in their celebrations of the Soviet holi
days in school (the day of the October Revolution, 8 March) and the clandestine 
celebration of Easter, Christmas and other religious holidays at home. After my 
attempt to clarify the composition of the household she lived in, L said that her 
mother gave birth to her as a teenager, that L grew up mostly with her grandmother 
and that her mother got pregnant again when L was an adolescent. She spoke about 
her mother's induced abortion with the help of medication. After asking about L's 
knowledge of pregnancy and birth she received at medical school we moved on to 
her work in a nursery 1938-39. L mentioned that after getting married she quit her 
nursery job because her husband, an engineer, did not want her to work. L divorced 
from her husband very soon after and when war broke out in 1941, she started to 
work at a disinfection point. The story that followed her description of work in the 
disinfection point was about her move to the front and her work at a hospital. This 
story was mostly centred on hygienic conditions and routine organisation of care of 
wounded soldiers. Mentioning that all the pregnant medical personal were immedi
ately sent home from the front, L confessed that, unfortunately, she was physically 
incapable of having children. 
Around this moment on L suggested to show old photos and we started to look at 
pictures from the 1920s. First there was a picture of L as a little girl looking like a 
doll with curly hair, followed by pictures of her mother and other relatives. Then we 
looked at pictures from the period of L's post-war work in a children's hospital and 
then pictures from holidays at a summer resort. While looking at the pictures I was 
recording L's comments and explanations on tape. When we had looked through the 
entire album I suggested we go back to her life towards the end of the war and she 
told me a story about her hospital being relocated to the Far East and her experiences 
of two months in Northern China. L continued her account by speaking about the 
demobilisation in October 1945, her joyful return home and almost one year of un
employment in Saratov. L then described the situation in the children's hospital she 
started to work in and we discussed work discipline, dress codes, food rations and 
how she spent her leisure time. L proposed that we look at another family album. 
She explained to me that she had been married several times. She met her second 
husband at the front and divorced him after one year of living in Saratov, and then 
lived 7 years with another man whom she divorced in 1955. In 1957 she got married 
again and lived with her husband till his death in 1972. We discussed L's family life 



and she commented on the distribution of domestic work in her families. The con
versation ended with us looking at one more album with pictures, mostly from the 
1960s. 

Interview with U, Tatar, born in an industrial city in the Cheliabinsk region 
in 1947, and youngest of the informants. 
The conversation with U took place in the autumn of 2004 in the kitchen at her 
daughter's apartment in a new apartment building in the outskirts of Moscow. The 
conversation lasted about 2,5 hours. U, who moved to Moscow from Ufa about five 
years before the interview, was making one of her regular visits to her daughter's 
family while helping out with the grandchildren. Me, U and her 10-year-old grand
daughter sat in kitchen and talked. After half an hour of conversation, U's daughter 
came home to cook and serve dinner and we had to stop because I was invited to 
join a family dinner where U's son-in-law and daughter were present as well. How
ever, the conversation continued at the dinner table in a more relaxed atmosphere 
and I soon resumed recording. After dinner was over, U' s son-in-law asked if he 
could be present at our conversation, while his wife was washing dishes nearby. 
Sometimes both of them left the kitchen for 5-10 minutes and we were talking alone 
with U. 
At the start of the conversation U said that she did not have anything in particular to 
tell about her childhood and preferred to answer my questions. After saying a few 
general sentences about her childhood in [name of city] she, reacting on the topic of 
study, began to speak about her mother's interest in fashion and her father's hard 
labour as a metal worker, briefly mentioning that he came from a Bashkir village 
and thanks to the help of good people in village was able to avoid deportation during 
the collectivisation campaign. Then we spoke about fashion, clothes and hairstyles 
in her childhood. U presented herself as having had good female friends in school 
and spoke about how they spent their free time. U then went on to speak about her 
move to Ufa after finishing school and about the differences in everyday life in 
[name of city] and Ufa. 
After I showed my interest in the use of Bashkir and Tatar language and ethnic 
clothing in Ufa in the 1960s U told about her mother-in-law, a Tatar from a village 
in Bashkortostan, and the stories she told U. While talking, U presented a life in Ufa 
in the 1950-60s, consisting of a complicated mix of Soviet, Tatar and Islamic cul
tural elements. It was not always easy for U's "present self' to return to herself of 
that picture. At some moments she felt uneasy because she could not speaking Tatar 
properly and difficulties understanding the Koran, but at others, as the conversation 
progressed she was careful to claim her belonging to a Tatar identity. She continued 
through discussing the irrelevance of ethnicity in the Soviet years and current ethnic 
problems now in Bashkortostan. I attempted to change the topic of conversation and 
move to a discussion of her childhood's images of maternity. Remembering stories 
she heard in her childhood about ways of giving birth and naming a child, U said 
that her paternal grandmother died while giving birth to her seventh child. It was 
accompanied by a more detailed story about her father's life and it became clear that 
her grandfather died in Siberian exile as a kulak. Returning to maternity problems on 
my suggestion, U expressed her indignation towards the lack of medical advice on 
contraception and in a very emotional way spoke about her fears while having abor
tions. We then discussed her experiences of hospital birth, medical and traditional 
elements of childcare and common religious and ethnic practices related to mater-



nity. The final topic of conversation (in particular the description of the Tatar tradi
tion of piercing the ears on new born girls) moved us back to issues of appearance. 
U spoke about dress codes and problems caused by shortages during the time she 
worked in Ufa after graduating from technical school. We also talked about the 
influence of film on fashion. Remembering films and actresses made U recall the 
post-war situation of clothing and fashion magazines as well as her family practices 
of dressing. Then U began to discuss food traditions and commented on her contem
porary personal experiences of (religious) fasting. After that she felt more secure to 
tell me about her family, and spoke about her father and confessed that her mother 
also suffered from Soviet repression. Her father, U's grandfather, died from a stroke 
after the Bolshevik expropriation of his shop in the city. U spoke about her mother's 
need to keep quiet about her father's social origin while at school and she ended her 
story by stating that her grandmother was eager to uphold a traditional Tatar lifestyle 
and that she opposed her uncle's marriage with a Russian woman. 

Appendix 6 

Examples of complex social statuses of some interviewed women 
B. She was born in 1919, her mother was an actress and В characterised her 

family as "quite cultural." В grew up in Kazan, a big university city where she and 
her mother moved together with В's step-father, a local level party functionary (after 
some time B.'s mother left the stage and started to work in the party). В was a party 
member and, a director of a village school in Tatarstan for 24 years. B's life in the 
village where she alone brought up 4 children, was described by her as extremely 
difficult. 

D. She was born in Tula in 1927 her father was a medical doctor and her mother 
was a school teacher. In 1950-1958 after graduating from Moscow Institute of 
Communication, D worked as a junior Communication Officer in the state security 
structures (that in the process of conversation she named just as the "KGB system"). 
Thanks to her place of work she could get supplied with more and better food, hous
ing (in her case - a good room in a new house) and more consumer goods. D was 
dismissed from the security system as a result of stuff cuts and later worked as 
communication engineer in hydro-communication system in order to earn her living 
as a single mother. It was well paid but physically demanding work including fre
quent field-trips. 

C. She was born in a village in Riazan region in a peasant family in 1923, but in 
1925 her parents moved to Moscow, where her father became a state employee in 
the Ministry of Forestry and her mother remained a housewife. After evacuation, С 
came back to Moscow with her parents (in 1943), entered The Aeromechanical 
Institute, but soon married an engineer and gave birth to a child. In 1946 her hus
band was sent to Ekaterinburg to work as a leading engineer of a local plant. С left 
her studies, followed her husband to the Urals and became a housewife for 5 years 
(during this time she gave birth to one more child). In 1952 she, however, came back 
to Moscow (her husband also followed her soon after), finished her studies and from 
1955 started working as an engineer. 

T. She was born in 1946 in a medium industrial city of the North Kazakhstan. 
Her father was a local party officer, her mother was a school teacher. The family 
could afford her a private teacher of English and, from time to time, dresses sewn by 
a private dressmaker. T could enter a prestigious department of one of the best cen



tral universities - Moscow State University, but, during here studies there in the mid-
1960s she felt herself rather "provincial" and "not-good enough" compared with the 
daughters and sons of the Moscow nomenclature studying in the same department as 
her. 

Appendix 7 

Maternity's and beauty rhetorics (Russian original) 

Материнство 
Организм, природа женщины, физиологические функции, органические 
потребности. 
Естественный инстинкт (размножения, деторождения). 
Беременность у женщины, нормальная беременность. 
Женщина-мать (будущая мать, будет матерью). 
Чувство, талант (материнства), материнское чувство. 
Любовь к ребенку, ребенок - чудо \ уродство [в случае отсутствия любви]. 
Рождение ребенка - событие, огромная радость. 
Женщина полна восторга [после рождения ребенка] | бездетность -
несчастье 

[1920-е] 
Случайное материнство - тягость. [Мать] тяготится избытком детей. 
Нежеланная(ое) зачатие, беременность. 
Предохранение от зачатия, отборное потомство. 
Социальная гигиена, евгеника [очень важны]. 
Разумная женщина [осуществляет] сознательное материнство. 
[1960-е] 
[Неявный объект для критики] 
Пожить для себя; ребенок свяжет. Какой из вас работник [с детьми]? Разве 
нельзя обойтись без детского писка? 

Помощь, охрана, забота, внимание [по отношению к] матери, работнице, 
матери и ребенку. 
Защита прав, пособия, отпуск, ясли, коечные места, льготы, выплаты [для 
матери]. 
Пункт ОММ, государство, партия, правительство, советская власть, 
Родина, администрация комбината и заводской комитет, родной Иосиф 
Виссарионович Сталин [заботятся, помогают]. 
Активистки, сами женщины [помогают налаживать]. 
Общество требует от женщины, ограничивает права матери. 
Маленький гражданин, дети - будущее страны | [в капиталистическом 
обществе] ребенок - проклятие для матери. 
[Материнство -] общественная, социальная функция, обязанности матери \ 
личное дело. 
[Женщина] должна точно указать, ограничить потребление, следить, 
вымыть, обмыть, помнить, находиться под наблюдением, носить, опасаться. 



Гигиена, гигиенический, чистота, чистый, стерильный. 
Родильница, кормящая. 
Врач, акушерка, специалист - разрешает, организует, устанавливает, учит, 
помогает. 
Консультация, просвещение, наука, научный. 
Нормальные роды, здоровый ребенок. 
Обезболивание | [раньше] боль. 

[1955- 1960е] 
Мать научилась преодолевать, быть воспитателем, правильное воспитание. 
Воспитание с первого дня, первый год жизни - фундамент [человека], 
характер воспитывается с первого дня жизни. 
Очень хорошо, если человек [который ухаживает за ребенком] весел, часто 
улыбается. 
Настроение ребенка, эмоциональное развитие [ребенка], [в разные месяцы] 
ребенок должен уметь. 
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Красота 
Быть хорошо одетой; умение, большое искусство одеться; запросы 
эстетического порядка, красоты; тяга к красоте; культурные запросы к 
костюму; художественный вкус\ безразлично во что одеты; чудаковато 
выглядят; безвкусная отделка; безвкусица; пошлый, дурной, мещанский 
[вкус]; бутафорский характер украшений. 
Эстетические потребности советских людей, современная одежда, 
правильное развитие национальных народных традиций, изучение запросов и 
вкусов народа, повседневное воспитание вкусов \ этнографизм, ложный путь 
псевдонародности. 
Подходящая одежда, правильный выбор [ткани, фасона], сочетание цветов, 
знание законов гармонии. 
Особенности [фигуры], женские типы, женские формы. 
Подчеркнуть стройность фигуры; лицо, фигура требуют; полным женщинам 
не идут; хорошая стройная фигура \ фигура с отклонениями. 
Достоинства и недостатки внешности. 

Новые советские моды; наша отечественная одежда; передовой зарубежный 
опыт в области моделирования одежды; лучшее, что можно было 



позаимствовать в Европе и Америке; не по парижским модам; элегантнее 
любых зарубежных образцов; лучшие образцы заграничного моделирования, 
применимые в условиях нашей страны \ раболепное перепевание западно
европейских мод; отпускать развитие моды на самотек; гнилые моды 
Запада; кричащее и порнографическое; дешевый шик и крикливость; 
космополитические тенденции буржуазной моды; слепое подражание чужим 
образцам. 
Независимое отношение к моде, следовать моде с умом. 
Мода - явление капризное, изменчивое, преходящее. 
Модели платьев, модели сезона, московский дом моделей, модные новинки, в 
этом сезоне модными считаются. 
[1960-е] 
Мода туристам. 

Наши художники-модельеры, советские художники, творческое содружество 
производственников с художниками, Общесоюзный дом моделей. 
Работники торговых организаций и пошивочных ателье; культурная, 
опытная продавщица. 
Читательский актив, помощь читателей. 
Работница, заказчица, покупательница. 
Щеголихи. 

[Советская мода] - изящна, проста, красива, дешева; быть скромно, изящно, 
удобно, недорого одетой, изделия для народа ~ прочны, удобны, красивы. 
Стандартизированная одежда, целесообразность, рационализация, 
назначение платья, уместно, гигиенично. 
выходная вещь \ повседневное [платье]. 
[ 1940-1960е] 
Вечернее платье - элегантное и нарядное, парадное \ скромное домашнее 
платье. 

Красивая осанка, подтянутость, выглядеть жизнерадостной и бодрой, 
нормальная жирность кожи. 
Физические упражнения, утренняя гимнастика - укрепляет здоровье, 
закаливают организм. 
Уход за волосами, предупредить заболевание, регулярное мытье, гигиена 
волос, систематическая чистка лица, строгая гигиена, спорт, соблюдение 
общего режима, диета, культура кожи. 
Легко проницаемая [для воздуха одежда]. 
Своевременная консультация с врачом, осторожное применение [химических 
красок, горячей завивки], опасность. 
Рекомендовать, следует, нужно употреблять, лучше пользоваться, полезнее, 
можно применять, лучше всего пользоваться. 
Врач-дерматолог, врач-косметолог, квалифицированные мастера, 
массажистка, косметичка. 
Советская женщина, занятая разносторонней общественно-полезной 
деятельностью; физкультурница; пациентка. 



Девушки посещают курсы кройки и шитья, быстрые и ловкие движения 
[когда девушка утюжит платье]. 
Обшиваю мужа, дочку и себя; отделала бумазеей - думали, что заграничное; 
хорошо, когда [домохозяйка, жена, дочь, сестра] умеет сшить [себе, 
детишкам, мужу, для комнаты]; искусство кроить; большое искусство шить; 
ручная вышивка; большой интерес к рукоделиям. 
Заботливые женские руки \ неряха. 

Наша женщина — женственна и чуть кокетлива; привлекательная 
женственность, женское платье должно подчеркивать \ излишняя сухость, 
подчеркнутая деловитость; американские модницы [в шортах] 
Неприятно, если в разрезе на спине видна застежка лифчика; 
физкультурницы вовсе в шароварах ходят [сомнение, что соблазняют 
мужчин]; [нет ничего плохого] ходить летом в босоножках без чулок. 
[Мужчина-спутник]: в этой ты мне больше нравишься; моя жена в ваших 
шляпах стала много красивее. 

Внутренний мир человека [отражается в одежде], костюм должен быть связан 
с внутренними качествами, пошлый вкус порождает скверный стиль 
существования. 
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2. Cover page of women's magazine in Tatar language where the full text of the law 
banning abortion was published - AzatXatyn, 1936, N12, June. This picture is a 
reproduction of a part of a composition aimed to show the benefits of socialism for 
mothers produced by a well known photographer of German origin, John Heartfield 
- Inger Fredriksson, John Heartfield och det politiska fotomontaget (Stockholm: 
Akademilitteratur, 1979), 58.885 

3. "For future mothers" (article about courses for pregnant women) - Здоровье, 
1960 ,  N2 .  
4. "Dresses for future mothers" - Молодой хозяйке, Саратов: Саратовское 
книжное издательство, 1958, 44-45. 

885 I am very grateful to Irina Sandomirskaja who discovered the original source of this cover 
picture. 
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5. "A new everyday life - Comrade Reschikova, a worker from a factory named 
after Zvonkov, a follower of Lenin, with her family: a son, Serezha, a Komsomol 
member, a daughter, a pioneer, and twins, June and Klara, almost obviously, also 
future revolutionaries" - Делегатка, 1924, N 5, 8. 
6. Cover page of "Mother's ABC" by G.Speranskii - Сперанский, Г.Н. Азбука 
матери. Москва: Отдел охраны материнства и младенчества, 1924. 
7. Cover page from Rabotnitsa - Работница, 1946, N 6-7. 
8. "Come as soon as you can" - Здоровье, 1963, N 12, 20. 
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9. "Children that were recognised to be the best in the contest of healthy children, a 
second group" - Гигиена и здоровье рабочей и крестьянской семьи, 1927, N 6. 
10. Moscow child. Around 1929. 
11. Moscow child with her nanny (adolescent girl from a countryside). Around 
1958. On the backside of the photograph is written "With fond memories from 
[name of nanny]." 
12. A Ural city child with her nanny. Around 1951. 
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13-14. A Moscow day care centre, early 1930s. There are boys and at least one girl 
on the figure 14. 
15. "Women-workers of an electric plant are breastfeeding their children during 
lunch breaks" - Общественница, 1936, N 3, 11. 
16. "Babies are enjoying a lot of care and medical attention in a nursery" -
Работница, 1946, N 2, 19. 



17. Здоровье, 1962, N 6, 8. 
18. A mother with child. Late 1950s, Saratov region. 



19. A Moscow young woman. Studio picture, around 1928. 
20. A Moscow working class family in front of their home. Early 1930s. 
21. A Moscow family: engineer and housewife (wife came from the countryside and 
lacked education). 1930. 



22. "A group of Bashkir women" - Стина, И. А. Башкирка. Москва: Отдел 
охраны материнства и младенчества, 1928, 21. 
23. "A Tatar cultural family drinking tea", 1930s - Archive of the Bashkir National 
Museum, Ufa. 
24. "Active delegates" - Делегатка, 1923, 21. 
25. "Women's conference, 8 March, 1925, Ufa" - Archive of the Bashkir National 
Museum, Ufa. 



26. A Saratov's student, 1931. 
27. A Kazan's student, 1950s. 
28. A medical school students from a Tatar village in Ufa, 1950s. 
29. "A Bashkir village girl in a modern dress, 1955" - Archive of the Bashkir Na
tional Museum, Ufa. 
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30. A Moscow family in a summer house (the old woman is said preserve her Or
thodox Christian religious belief and dressed according to her faith), early 1950s. 
31. A woman from Ufa, 1940s. 
32. "Popular candidates to become deputies of the USSR's and Bashkir ASSR's 
Supreme Soviet" (The third from the left is the chief of the kolkhoz brigade, candi
date to become deputy of the Bashkir ASSR's Supreme Soviet) - Красная 
Башкирия, 1947, 26 January, 3. 



33. "Following people's styles" (a small girl and a woman on the right are wearing 
dress in Russian style, a woman in the middle - a dress made according to a style of 
a Northern ethnic group, Tungus) - Журнал мод, 1949, N 1, 23. 
34. Fashion - Азат Хатын, 1958, N 1, 25. 
35. "This is a dress I wore" - a dress from the 1950s kept by one of my informants, 
Ufa. 
36. Fashion - Башкортостан Кызы, 1968, N 3, 24. 
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37. Работница, 1941, N 11, fashion page. 
38. Hatyn, 1936, N 24, fashion page. 
39. "Warsaw fashion" - Журнал мод, 1954, N 3, 40. 
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40. Fashion - Женский журнал, 1927, N 1,21. 
41. "Evening dresses" - Журнал мод, 1945, N 1, 20. 
42. "Hair styles" - Работница, 1955, N 3, last page. 
43. "New textile" - Работница, 1957, N 3, 25. 
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44. "Fashion by post" - Работница и крестьянка, 1939, N 3, last page. 
45. "Ask everywhere a compact powder and lipstick" - Огонек, 1939, N 2, last 
page. 
46. "Zhurnal mod's advice: how you can choose a model of dress" (pictures show 
what kind of dress is "not suitable" for different figures) - Журнал мод, 1954, N 1, 
40. 
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47. Moscow working class women in Sunday best (velvet and woolen dress with 
chiffon sleeves), 1930s. 
48. Moscow schoolgirls, 1946. 
49. Smolensk, 1949. 



50. A girl with her yard friends, city in Volga-Ural region, 1954. 
51. The same girl while relatives came to a visit, 1954. 
52. Pioneer camp, Ural, 1958. 
53. Last year of school, Moscow girl' school, 1947. 
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54. Personnel in one of the Moscow hospitals (in the first row are doctors, the rest 
are nurses), 1960s. 
55. Home celebration of the anniversary of October revolution, Saratov, 1950s. 
56. Khalat - Шейте сами, Москва: Росгизместпром, 1955. 
57. Young women in a dormitory in a city in Central Russia, 1954. 



60 61 

58. "Fashion for tourists" - Работница, 1966, N 5, 22. 
59. "Ballade about Sofia Andreevna" (A cartoon story about a woman coming to a 
resort who sun bathed for too long and ended up totally burnt. Pictures in the centre 
show "normal" ways of spending holidays in a resort.) - Здоровье, 1955, N 7, 29. 
60. Moscow women spending holiday in a tourist camp, 1953. 
61. Moscow women on the Baltic Sea coast, 1951. 
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62. Moscow professional woman in a forest near Moscow, 1920s. 
63. "Work break gymnastics" - Работница, 1958, N 6, 28-29. 
64. Ufa's schoolgirls in physical education class, 1957. 
65. Young Moscow women in ski competition, 1958. 



Summary in Russian 

Советские люди с женскими телами: «исполняя» красоту и 
материнство в Советской России (середина 1930-х - 1960-е годы) 

Краткое содержание 

Исследования по женской истории разных стран свидетельствуют, что 
красота и материнство часто представлялись и продолжают 

представляться в качестве «естественных» атрибутов «женского». В 
России большевистская революция 1917 года провозгласила отказ от 
многих традиционных представлений о мужских и женских ролях и 
обязанностях, одним из наиболее значимых изменений стало 
исключительное для того времени требование включения женщины в 
общественное производство. Однако насколько эти изменения 
коснулись «естественной» связи «женского» с красотой и 
материнством? Как практики красоты и материнства менялись на 
протяжении советского периода? Что повлияло на изменения норм и 
правил? 

Несмотря на значительное количество зарубежных и российских 
публикаций, посвященных советской политике материнства, в том 

числе исследований об эволюции советской семейной политики, о 
контракте работающей матери, о сексуальности и законодательстве об 
абортах, многие аспекты в практиках материнства требуют 
дальнейшего изучения. Особенно это касается телесных и 
повседневных аспектов этих практик, социальных, региональных, 
этнических и других различий в их реализации, а также связей между 
нормативностью «женского» и нормативностью практик материнства. 
Темы красоты и внешности в контексте советской истории являются 
еще менее изученными: в основном они рассматривались в 
исследованиях проблем потребления. Поэтому представляется важным 
уделить больше внимания телесным и тендерным аспектам практик 
красоты, а также, как и в случае материнства, проблеме различий в 
нормативности ухода за внешностью. 

Целью данной работы является анализ того, как практики красоты и 
материнства в советском контексте вводили в действие различные 



представления о женском. В рамках данного исследования материнство 
рассматривается в качестве комплекса практик, связанных с 
беременностью, родами и уходом за грудным ребенком, а красота - как 
совокупность практик, связанных с нормативностью внешнего вида и 
уходом за телом, волосами, одеждой и обувью. Основными 
источниками для написания данной работы послужили печатные 
публикации - популярные и полупрофессиональные журналы, 
брошюры и книги, так или иначе затрагивающие проблемы 
материнства и красоты, а также около 20 интервью с женщинами 1919-
1947 годов рождения, живущими сейчас в трех крупных городах 
Российской Федерации (Москве, Саратове и Уфе). Таким образом, 
данная работа предполагает сопоставление презентаций красоты и 
материнства в печатных изданиях с воспоминаниями женщин, чьи 
молодые годы совпали со «средним» периодом советской истории. 

В главе 1 дается обзор методологии, источников и истории изучения 
указанных проблем. Основными теоретическими подходами для 
данного исследования являются теория тендера [gender] и историческая 
антропология. При анализе того, как «женское» актуализируется, я 
ориентируюсь на Кэндес Уэст и Дон Зиммерманн [Candace West and 
Don H. Zimmerman], которые рассматривают тендер как процесс 
создания различий между мужчинами и женщинами в практике 
повседневной жизни [doing gender) и отрицают природные, 
эссенциалистские и биологические теории тендера. Также я 
ориентируюсь на указанное Джудит Батлер [Judith Butler], понимание 
тендера как перформанса (performance), где женское не только 
воспроизводится, но также оспаривается и тем самым переозначивает 
господствующий властный порядок. Другими важными понятиями 
являются понятие нормализующих повседневных практик, которые, 
согласно Мишелю Фуко [Michel Foucault] предписывают и 
воспроизводят границу между «нормальным» и «ненормальным», а 
также понятие подрыва [subversion] этих практик в форме 
непреднамеренного сопротивления, которое составляет часть 
индивидуальных способов действия (Мишель де Серто [Michel de Cer-
teau]. Кроме того, в работе используются понятия телесности, 
разработанные в рамках феминистской теории тендера (Кати Дэвис 
[Kathy Davis]) и интерсекциональности (intersectionality, т.е. со-
конструирование и трансформация социальных категорий в процессе 
взаимодействия (Нина Ликке [Nina Lykke]). Основным методом 
исследования является сочетание анализа дискурсов печатных изданий 
и устной истории. 

Основная часть работы состоит из двух разделов, первый из 
которых (глава 2 и 3) посвящен анализу дискурсов печатных 
публикаций, а второй (глава 4, 5 и 6) - исследованию повседневных 
практик красоты и материнства на основе материалов устной истории. 



Глава 2 посвящена анализу дискурсов материнства, выделяемых на 
основе журнальных и популярных публикаций. Я рассматриваю 
дискурсивные практики материнства и выделяю дискурсы 
естественного, социального, медикализированного, сознательного и 
ответственного материнства. При этом дискурсы социального, 
естественного и медикализированного материнства являются 
доминирующими на протяжении всего исследуемого периода и нередко 
тесно связаны между собой. 

В главе 3 рассматриваются дискурсивные практики красоты и 
внешнего вида. На основе журнальных публикаций и брошюр можно 
выделить несколько дискурсов: гигиены, функциональности, вкуса, 
женских умений, моды и скромности, которые существуют и 
взаимодействуют в меняющемся историческом контексте. В 1920-
1930-е гг. дискурсы гигиены, функционализма и вкуса были ведущими 
в «борьбе за культурность» внешнего вида. Эти дискурсы, а также 
дискурс женских умений можно считать доминирующими на 
протяжении практически всего исследуемого периода. Однако дискурс 
моды, который в 1930-1950-х был в значительной степени 
противоположен дискурсу хорошего вкуса, включает этот последний и 
растворяет его в себе в конце 1950-х гг. 

Глава 4 посвящена проблемам памяти о советском прошлом в целом 
и о женской повседневности в частности. В этой главе я возвращаюсь к 
обозначенной в начале работы проблеме возможности использования 
материалов устной истории в качестве источников для изучения 
женской повседневности советского периода. В частности, при анализе 
интервью я рассматриваю влияние социального, политического и 
межперсонально-коммуникационного контекстов на различные 
аспекты материнства и красоты и на формы рассказов о них. Вторая 
часть данной главы посвящена анализу фотографий из частных 
коллекций и разнообразным функциям, которые они выполняли в 
процессе исследования (презентация образов красоты, способ 
поддержания памяти, историческое свидетельство). 

Глава 5 представляет собой попытку описания повседневных 
практик материнства и красоты, которые можно реконструировать в 
ходе исследования на основе рассказов женщин. Особое внимание 
уделяется описанию пространств, технологий, временных и 
материальных затрат, связанных с практиками красоты и материнства. 
Не менее важным объектом внимания становятся телесные аспекты 
исследуемых практик: воспоминания об телесном опыте беременности, 
родов, ухода за ребенком, диет, ношения одежды и обуви того или 
иного стиля, усилий, затраченных для поддержания гигиены (в 
терминологии Элизабет Гросс [Elizabeth Grosz] - lived body). 

В главе 6 я более подробно рассматриваю создание нормативности 
женственности через анализ отдельных биографий. Важным 



инструментом для этого становится интерсекциональный подход, 
помогающий выявить производство женственности на пересечении и 
при взаимодействии подвижных категорий: социального статуса, 
местожительства, этничности и возраста. 

В заключительной главе 7 обобщаются полученные выводы. 
Анализ публикаций показал, что материнство и красота в изучаемый 
период представляли собой сложные дискурсивные порядки. 
Полученные результаты позволяют предполагать, что большинство из 
перечисленных советских дискурсов материнства и красоты в той или 
иной форме характерны также для практик красоты и материнства в 
других европейских странах в указанный период времени. Однако, 
более подробный анализ сходства и различий требует отдельного 
исследования. 

Собранные устные свидетельства показывают, что особенности 
нормализации материнства и красоты в Советской России в 
значительной степени определялись также правилами и ритуалами, 
которые редко попадали на страницы печатных изданий. Эти ритуалы и 
правила в большей степени, чем дискурсы журнальных публикаций и 
брошюр, находились под влиянием патриархальных тендерных 
стереотипов, свойственных традиционному сельскому обществу. С 
другой стороны наблюдается и влияние городских стереотипов, а 
также логик Модерна, которые были встроены в функционирование 
различных медицинских, косметических и торговых учреждений, 
проявлялись в практиках потребления одежды, в подражании кино
образам, в консультировании и соцобеспечении матерей [maternity 
welfare]. 

Такие правила и ритуалы можно реконструировать и представить в 
форме нескольких сценариев. Так, например, сценарии материнства 
включают в себя отношение к материнству как к условию «женского 
счастья»; ожидается, что материнство реализуется в браке и любви; 
беременность понимается как телесный процесс, описывается 
медицинским языком и нуждается в посредничестве медицинского 
работника. К таким сценариям можно отнести представление о 
«нормальности» грудного вскармливания, о «естественности» 
государственной поддержки материнства и помощи, получаемой 
матерью со стороны других женщин-членов семьи, об ограниченных 
«самой природой» способностях отцов в отношении заботы о грудном 
ребенке и представление о том, что раннее возвращение матери к 
работе вне дома свидетельствует о недостаточной материнской заботе о 
благополучии ребенка. 

В реконструкции сценариев красоты можно видеть, что «женское 
счастье» предусматривает зависимость от «внешней красоты», 
взаимозависимость между «внешней» и «внутренней красотой», 
«естественность» для женщины быть внимательной к своей внешности 



и одежде, а также «очевидность» необходимости овладения искусством 
шитья, рукоделия и преодоления дефицита товаров, нужных для того, 
чтобы «хорошо выглядеть». Также сценарии неявно предписывают 
«обязательность» следования моде вместе с необходимостью 
соответствия костюма возрасту, социальному статусу и особенностям 
фигуры. 

Однако, как показывает анализ материалов устной истории, 
женщины не только пассивно усваивали предписания печатных 
изданий и «самоочевидных» сценарных ритуалов и правил, описанных 
выше, не только выполняли и воспроизводили их. Нередко эти 
предписания одновременно с их выполнением подрывались, 
оспаривались и нарушались. Примером такого смешения является, 
например, усвоение медикализированного дискурса материнства в 
сочетании с негативной оценкой собственного опыта беременности и 
родов в медицинском учреждении. Также возможно воспроизведение в 
речи женщин дискурсов моды и вкуса в сочетании с параллельной 
критикой изменения стиля местного традиционного костюма в 
результате давления центра (которое, возможно, воспринимается как 
культурный колониализм). Наблюдение такого рода подрыва [subver
sion] позволяет говорить о более диверсифицированном производстве 
«женского» в практиках материнства и красоты и о необходимости 
интерсекционального подхода к их анализу. В рассказах информанток о 
красоте и материнстве в Советской России с середины 1930-х до конца 
1960-х годов категория «женского» становится действительностью в 
результате взаимодействия следующих подвижных факторов: 
социального и образовательного статуса (нередко определяемых как 
«культурность»/«некультурность»), интерпретации информантками 
своей этнической, религиозной и/или географической принадлежности, 
а также своего опыта в терминах возраста и поколения. 

Ключевые слова: устная история, Советская Россия, повседневность, 
материнство, красота, память, телесность, нормальность, женское, 
тендер, интерсекциональность. 
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ce 
of 
in-
terv. 

В. 1919 Sevastopol High 1939,1941, 
1949, 1950 
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school prin
cipal 

Mos 
cow 

L. 1920 Saratov Medi
cal 
school 

No children Nursery 
teacher, sani
tary worker, 
front nurse, 
nurse 

Sara 
tov 

С. 1922 Riazan re
gion (village) 

High 1946, 1949, 
1956 

Engineer Mos 
cow 

R. 1923 Dnipropet-
rovsk 

High 1956 Medical 
doctor 

Mos 
cow 

J. 1924 Saratov re
gion (village) 

Secon
dary 

1946,1962 Accountant Sara 
tov 

N. 1924 Penza region 
(village) 

Pri
mary 

1942, 1958 Nanny, con
struction 
worker, 
turner 

Mos 
cow 

D. 1927 Tula High 1954 Communica
tion officer 
(state secu
rity), engi
neer 

Mos 
cow 

H. 1927 Bashkor
tostan (vil
lage) 

Pri
mary 

1949,1950, 
1953,1956, 
1958,1960 

Tractor 
driver, milk
maid 

Ufa 

Q. 1930 Chita/Ufa High 1953 School 
teacher, jour
nalist 

Ufa 

K. 1932 Saratov re
gion (village) 

Pri
mary 

1957,1960 Nanny, spin
ner, seam-

Sara 
tov 



gion (village) mary stress, factory 
cleaner 

tov 

A. 1932 Bashkor
tostan (vil
lage) 

High 1955,1959, 
1964 

School 
teacher, edu
cator in 
workers dor
mitory 

Ufa 

E. 1932 Bashkortos
tan (village) 

Prima
ry 

1955,1961 Kolkhoz, 
construction 
worker 

Ufa 

M. 1933 Minsk High 1962(?) School 
teacher 
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cow 

0. 1935 Bashkor
tostan (vil
lage) 

High 1955,1957, 

1966 

School 
teacher 

Ufa 

G. 1935 Bashkor
tostan (ral-
way station) 

High 1969 School and 
board-school 
teacher, 
school in
spector 

Ufa 

F. 1937 Ka-
zakhstan/city 
in Ural 

High 1958,1961 Day care 
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teacher, 
school in
spector 

Ufa 

V. 1939 Moscow Tech
nical 
school 

No children Technician in 
a "closed" 
enterprise 
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cow 

P. 1939 Bashkor
tostan (vil-
läge) 

High 1964,1967 School 
teacher 

Ufa 

S. 1945 Far 
East/Moscow 

High 1968,1975 Research 
assistant 

Mos 
cow 

T. 1946 North Ka
zakhstan 
(industrial 
city) 

High 1968,1974 Research 
assistant 

Mos 
cow 



и. 1947 Cheliabinsk Tech 1969,1972 Technician in Mos 
region (in nical ferroconcrete cow 
dustrial city) school plant 

Archive materials 
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The everyday practices of maternity and beauty are important for the 
enactment of femininity. This book deals with femininities created in 
the context of changing ideas about "normality" in Soviet Russia dur
ing the mid 1930s-1960s and explores a diversity of norms, discourses 

and rituals. The main sources are women's magazines, advice books, and 

interviews with women living now in three different cities of the Rus

sian Federation - Moscow, Saratov (Volga region) and Ufa (capital of 

Bashkortostan Republic). The results of the study suggest that some parts 

of the Soviet discourses on maternity and beauty turn out to be similar to 

those that were characteristic for other European countries of the same 

historical period. At the same time the interviews show that the modern 

practices of medical and welfare institutions, the consumption of clothes 

as well as advice about appearance and childcare were situated in the 

context of shortages of goods, women's work outside of home, rhetor

ics of the "naturalness" of maternity for every woman as well as that 

of a woman's particular need to care about looking nice. Together with 

the home reproduction of many rural/patriarchal rituals of maternity 

and beauty it led to a contradictory everyday performance of femininity. 

Fluctuating categories of social status, ethnical belonging, geographical 

location and generation also contributed to a diversity of femininity con

structions. Common sense normativities concerning practices of becom

ing a mother, caring for a baby and making oneself beautiful suggest that 

Soviet discourses on maternity and beauty were only partly accepted and 

reproduced by women. They were also partly rejected and subverted in 

everyday practices. The analysis of maternity and beauty practices shows 

that performative femininities were utterly complex. 
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