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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. 


