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REVIEW ESSAYS / 
NOTES CRI TIQUES 

Women’s Lives Under So cialism 

Sa rah Ashwin 

Anna Hillyar and Jane McDermid, Rev o lu tion ary Women in Rus sia, 1870-1917: A 
Study in Col lec tive Bi og ra phy (Man ches ter and New York: Man ches ter Uni ver sity 
Press, 2000). 
Sheila Fitzpatrick and Yuri Slezkine, eds., In the Shadow of the Rev o lu tion: Life 
Stories of Rus sian Women from 1917 to the Sec ond World War (Prince ton, New 
Jer sey: Prince ton Uni ver sity Press, 2000). 
Su san Gal and Gail Kligman, The Pol i tics of Gen der af ter So cial ism: A Com par a -
tive His tor i cal Es say (Prince ton, New Jersey: Princeton Uni ver sity Press, 2000). 

IN THE LAST 30 YEARS the so cial sciences and hu man i ties have been trans formed by 
a grow ing aware ness of the im por tance of gender. The in ter est shows no sign of 
abat ing: the books un der re view were by no means the only gen der-related vol umes 
deal ing with Cen tral and East ern Eu rope pub lished in 2000. Col lec tively, the three 
volumes deal with the period 1870 to the present day, with a hi a tus from the be gin -
ning of World War II to the fall of com mu nism. But, since Su san Gal and Gail 
Kligman’s con tri bu tion on post-communism in ev i ta bly re flects on the char ac ter 
and leg acy of “mature so cial ism,” be tween them the books can be said to span the 
rise and fall of the com mu nist exper im ent in Russia and Eastern Eu rope. 

Their aims differ some what. The goal of Rev o lu tion ary Women was to write a 
“col lec tive bi og ra phy” of fe male rev o lu tion ar ies in the pe riod 1870-1917 in or der 

Sa rah Ashwin, “Women’s Lives Under So cial ism,” Labour/Le Travail, 50 (Fall 2002), 
261-73. 
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“to un der stand their mo ti va tion and as sess their role, with out sac ri fic ing their in di -
vid u al ity.” (2) The ed i tors of In the Shadow of the Rev o lu tion, mean while, have 
brought to gether the tes ti mony of women rang ing from aris to cratic in tel lec tu als to 
So viet trac tor driv ers from the pe riod 1917-41. While they do not be lieve that 
“there was any sin gle ‘women’s ex pe ri ence’ of the rev o lution,” they con sider that 
the “range of women’s ex peri ences ... can use fully be consid ered apart from those 
of men.” (viii) That is, they think that the life sto ries of women have some thing par -
ticu lar to con trib ute to the un der stand ing of the Rus sian rev o lu tion and its af ter -
math. Gal and Kligman have the most am bitious project, that of ex plor ing “how the 
dis courses and prac tices of gen der play a ma jor role in shap ing the post-1989 re -
con sti tu tion of states and so cial re la tions in East Cen tral Eu rope.” They claim that 
at ten tion to gen der leads to a “deeper anal y sis of how so cial and in sti tutional trans -
for ma tions oc cur.” (3) Thus, two of the books fo cus on women as a cat e gory and 
their roles and ex pe riences, while the other con sid ers so cial trans for ma tion from a 
gendered per spec tive. Al though these pro jects dif fer, they share the as sump tion 
that ex am i na tion of gen der dif fer ences — whether through ex ca vat ing the hid den 
his tory of the sec ond sex or through a di rect fo cus on gen der dy nam ics — makes an 
im por tant con tri bu tion to the un der stand ing of so ci et ies and his tor i cal change. 

Before turn ing to ex am ine the books in di vid u ally, it is in struc tive to con sider 
their col lec tive con tri bu tion to our un der stand ing of gen der re la tions in the for mer 
So viet bloc. The his tory of rev o lu tion and com mu nism in Rus sia and Eastern Eu -
rope is es pe cially fer tile ter ri tory for spe cial ists on gen der and women, since the 
Bolsheviks re jected the pub lic/pri vate dis tinc tion that had gen er ally un der lain the 
exclusion of women from so cial and his tori cal anal yses. The Bolsheviks’ at tempt 
to oblit erate the mean ing of the dis tinc tion by ren der ing pri vate life pub lic is not 
sur pris ingly ex am ined by all the books un der consider ation in one way or an other. 
Anna Hillyar and Jane McDermid make it clear that the Rus sian rev o lu tion ary 
move ment had been prone to as cet i cism from its inception, and that its ad her ents 
were apt to priv i lege the pub lic over the pri vate and the col lec tive over the indi vid -
ual. The au thors la ment the fact that bio graph i cal and au to bio graph i cal ac counts of 
fe male rev o lu tion ar ies con tain few de tails re gard ing their per sonal lives — their 
marriages, re lation ships, and chil dren — and con cede that the accounts of the lives 
of the of fi cially-recognized heroes and her o ines of the rev o lu tion are “cu ri ously 
devoid of ... soul.” (160) Virtues such as steadfast ness and tough ness are cel e -
brated, while in ti mate con cerns are ig nored. In some cases this may be put down to 
the bias of of ficial bi og ra phers, but in many oth ers it ap pears to re flect the pri or ities 
of the rev o lu tion ar ies them selves. For ex am ple, the Men she vik rev o lu tion ary Eva 
Broido abandoned her son and daughters in 1904 in pur suit of what she called “lib -
erty, real life and rev o lu tion ary work.” (174) As the au thors show, “real life” for 
most rev o lu tion ar ies was pub lic, col lec tive life. 

Sheila Fitzpatrick simi larly finds that the typ i cal au to bi og ra phy of women be -
tween 1917 and 1941 “deals more with pub lic mat ters than with pri vate.” (3) “They 
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re mem ber their lives and struc ture their nar ra tives in terms of great pub lic events — 
the rev o lu tion, the Civil War, col lec tiv iza tion, the Great Purges, and the Second 
World War — rather than the per sonal mile stones of mar riage, childbirth, di vorce 
and wid ow hood.” (4) As she ar gues, this may partly re sult from the fact that these 
women had the misfor tune to live in in ter est ing times, partly from the need of many 
of them to struc ture ac counts in line with the dic tates of the cen sor. But, it may also 
reflect the suc cess of the Bolsheviks in pro mot ing the idea that in di vid ual grati fi ca -
tion should be sac ri ficed in the in ter ests of the collec tive. As Jochen Hellbeck has 
ar gued, “to a large ex tent rev o lu tion ary pol i tics cen tered on cre at ing rev o lu tion ary 
selves, on mak ing So viet cit i zens think of them selves and act as con scious his tor i -
cal subjects.” (341) He shows how di a rists of the Sta lin era struggled with them -
selves to shake off petty do mes tic and in ti mate con cerns in the inter ests of the plan, 
the strug gle, of “real life.” In this they were attempt ing to live up to the ideal prop a -
gated by their po lit i cal mas ters in which in di vid ual in ter ests were not sim ply sub or -
dinated to, but merged and be came insep ara ble from, those of the collec tive. 

The Bolshevik em pha sis on the in ter ests of the col lec tive had an im por tant 
gen der di men sion that is well cap tured in the au to bi og ra phies col lected by 
Fitzpatrick and Slezkine. The com mu nist au thori ties at tempted to con struct a par -
ticu lar set of gen der re la tions — a tri an gu lar set of re la tions in which the pri mary re -
la tion ship of in di vid ual men and women was to the state rather than to each other.1 

Women were to serve the state in their role as moth ers and work ers, while men were 
pre scribed a far more lim ited role in the So viet pol ity. They were ex pected to serve 
as sol diers, work ers, and man ag ers, while their role as house hold heads was ren -
dered po lit i cally sus pect and, ul ti mately, re dun dant. The state as sumed re spon si bil -
ity for the ful fill ment of the tra di tional mas cu line roles of fa ther and pro vider, by 
afford ing women ac cess to paid work and accord ing them “pro tec tion” in their role 
as moth ers.2 In this sense, the com mu nist au thor i ties can be said to have ap pro pri -
ated the pri vate role of men (a theme which, as will be seen be low, is picked up by 
Gal and Kligman). In the light of this, it is not sur pris ing that Fitzpatrick finds that 
if there is a “pre oc cu py ing Other” in the au to bi og ra phies she and Yuri Slezkine 
have col lected “it is more likely the state than a husband or fa ther.”( 3) Thus, for ex -
am ple, one of the Stakhanovites notes in an account of herself in a speech to a na -
tional Stakhanovite meet ing that “I be came … an or phan at that time, but So viet 
power, the party and Com rade Stalin took the place of my fa ther; the kol khoz [col -
lec tive farm] be came my home.” (336) Mean while, another com mu nist hero ine of 
la bour gave this ac count of re ceiv ing her hon or ary di ploma: 
My heart was full of both joy and sad ness at the same time. I was happy be cause my dear So
viet Power had not for got ten my many years of hard work and had sin gled me out, even 

1Sa rah Ashwin, “Gen der, State and So ci ety in So viet and Post-Soviet Rus sia,” in Sa rah 
Ashwin, ed., Gen der, State and So ci ety in So viet and Post-Soviet Rus sia (Lon don 2000), 
1-2. 
2Ashwin, “Gen der,” 1-2. 
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though I had al ready left the ranks. I was so ex cited that if So viet Power had been just one 
per son I would have thrown my arms around him and I would have said: “Oh my dear! 
Thank you for not for get ting an old woman like me. You saw ev ery thing and knew ex actly 
what you were see ing ....” (195) 

By the 1930s, of course, swooning her o ines of la bour did have “just one per son” to 
whom to di rect their ad o ration. 

The state’s col o ni za tion of the private sphere is strongly re lated to an other 
com mon theme of the books — that of fem ale strength. The work of Hillyar and 
McDermid un der lines the fact that strong Rus sian women were not just a cre ation 
of the So viet era. Nev er theless, the na ture of the gen der or der in sti tuted by the So -
viet state fur ther cul ti vated fe male strength and in de pend ence, while in ad ver tently 
fos ter ing male frailty. As Gal and Kligman point out, while “com mu nism over the 
years pro duced for women a surplus of newly con figured tasks and im ages — 
mother, worker, help mate, man ager — it usurped “head of house hold” as a mas cu -
line im age and pro duced very few alter na tive pic tures of mas cu lin ity. What it did 
of fer ... was not linked to men’s roles in fam i lies and house holds.” (54) It was thus 
not surpris ing that within the fam ily the man was rel e gated to the role of “‘big 
child’ ... dis or ga nized, needy, de pend ent, vul ner a ble, de mand ing to be taken care 
of and sheltered, to be hu mored as he oc ca sionally acted out with ag gres sion, al co -
holism, wom an izing, or ab sentee ism.”(54) As Sergei Kukhterin puts it, for men un -
able to real ise them selves in the world of work “there was lit tle on of fer.”3 This is 
re flected in the au to bi og ra phies col lected by Fitzpatrick and Slezkine where the 
women tend to pres ent them selves as “mor ally and even phys ically stron ger than 
their men.” (3) In some of the sto ries, relation ships with men are por trayed as lit tle 
more than an ob sta cle to ser vice to the state. For ex am ple, Gadiliaeva, a 
Stakhanovite Bashkir milk maid, pres ents her di vorce as a step on her road to the 
suc cess and ful fillm ent she has found in her work, and iden ti fies the state as her lib -
era tor: “Be fore So viet power we Bashkir women and Bashkir girls did n’t have any 
rights at all. Only thanks to the lead er ship of the Com mu nist Party and Com rade 
Sta lin did we Bashkir girls and women become ac tive par tic i pants and con scious 
build ers of the new life.” (338) In re lation to the pre vi ous point re gard ing the pri -
macy of col lec tive goals, it should be noted that while the Com mu nist Party may 
have liber ated women such as Gadiliaeva from their de pendence on in di vid ual 
men, it did so in order to free them to be come “con scious build ers of the new life.” 

As Gal and Kligman make clear, Communist poli cies such as the in te gra tion of 
women into the la bour force trans formed power re la tions within the fam ily, ren der -
ing men in many senses more vul ner a ble than women. Never the less, the tra di tional 
gender hi er ar chy was pre served within the pub lic sphere: men con tin ued to mo nop -

3Sergei Kukhterin, “Fa thers and Pa tri archs in Com munist and Post-Communist Russia,” in 
Sa rah Ashwin, ed., Gen der, State and So ci ety in So viet and Post-Soviet Rus sia (Lon don 
2000), 85. 
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o lize the most power ful and best re mu nerated po sitions in the so ci et ies of the So -
viet bloc. The au tobi og ra phies pro vided by Fitzpatrick and Slezkine provide a 
fas ci nating in sight into how this gender or der so lid i fied dur ing the early years of 
So viet power in Rus sia. On the one hand, ac tiv ists such as Gadiliaeva were able to 
shrug off the shack les of the peas ant house hold and achieve inde pend ence and sat -
is fac tion through their work, but at the same time, other women found that their 
com mu nist male supe riors could be every bit as oppres sive as the pa tri archs of the 
old re gime. Paraskeva Ivanova, for ex am ple, joined the party with a de sire to be -
come “a valu able cog in the Great Pro le tar ian Ma chine for the con struc tion of the 
fu ture,” (213) but even tu ally left in dis il lu sion ment af ter be ing se duced and hu mil i -
ated by her su pe rior, Com rade Ganov. He de rided her re sis tance to his sex ual ad -
vances, ar gu ing that there was “no place for bour geois mo ral ity in the party,” that 
the fam ily was “ob so lete, com pletely ob so lete.” (214) The work of Agrippina 
Korevanova, an or ga nizer of women’s ac tiv i ties in a res i den tial co op er a tive, was 
like wise ham pered by male op po nents. First, she was at tacked in a dark al ley af ter 
“our ene mies saw that women had be gun to rise up.” (199) Then, af ter her re cov ery, 
she was faced with the ob struc tion of the chair man of the coop er a tive. The 
women’s group man aged to open a com mu nal kitchen, but the board im peded the 
es tab lish ment of a laun dry and kin der gar ten. Finally, the co op er a tive im ploded as a 
result of the bad stew ardship of its drunken chair man. These sto ries highlight the 
way in which patri ar chal re lations persisted in the public realm, where men con tin -
ued to be have ac cord ing to past norms, even if they oc ca sion ally dressed up such 
behav iour as being part of the strug gle for the new way of life. In this sense, what 
Hillyar and McDermid re fer to as the “per sis tence of peas ant pa tri ar chy” (1) within 
So viet so ciety can be seen to be a re sult not of con scious male or ga ni za tion de -
signed to ex clude women from power, but rather as the unplanned re sult of in di vid -
u als at ev ery level ad hering to their ac cus tomed modes of thought and be hav iour 
within a new envi ron ment. 

The pres er va tion of pa tri ar chal re la tions within the rev o lu tion ary move ment 
is, as will be seen, some thing that is clearly il lus trated by the first of the books un der 
re view, Rev o lu tion ary Women. The au thors of this work have pains takingly re con -
structed the bi og ra phies of nearly 1,200 fe male rev o lu tion ar ies, from a va ri ety of 
sources in clud ing au to bi og ra phies, bi og ra phies, mem oirs, doc u ment col lec tions, 
books, pe ri od i cals, and ar chive ma te rial. They or ga nize their ma te rial chro no log i -
cally into the three phases of the rev o lu tion, 1870-1889, 1890-1904, and 
1905-1917. This study in “col lec tive bi og ra phy” pro vides de tails re gard ing the 
personal and pro fes sional lives of revo lu tion ary women. It has a partic u lar fo cus on 
revo lu tion ary women work ers, who in pre vi ous ac counts have tended to be pre -
sented as an un dif fer en ti ated mass, and deals with women from all the var i ous 
strands of the rev o lu tion ary move ment. The accounts of the lives provided in the 
text (and in a more reader-friendly fash ion in the ap pen di ces) will no doubt prove 
very use ful to those wanting to know more about women, and es pe cially fe male 
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work ers, in the rev o lu tion ary move ment. Ta bles sum ma rize the or i gin, ed u ca tion, 
pro fes sion, mar i tal sta tus, and po lit i cal af fil i a tion of women in the move ment, pro -
viding clear an swers to the ques tions of who the fe male revo lu tion ar ies were. The 
book also pro vides a valu able ref erence point for those with questions about the na -
ture of women’s par tic i pa tion in rev o lu tion ary groups. 

Un for tu nately, the po ten tial of this care ful study is lim ited by the goals the au -
thors set them selves. In their intro duc tion Hillyar and McDermid com plain that de -
spite the up surge of in ter est in rev o lution ary women within the last 25 years, of ten 
his to ri ans’ ac counts seem to con cen trate on showing “why their role was in sig nif i -
cant.”(1) In con trast to this, they as pire in Rev o lu tion ary Women to show that 
women played an ac tive part in Rus sia’s rev o lution ary move ments. But, despite 
this in ten tion, Hillyar and McDermid’s ac count con firms rather than dis pels the im -
pres sion that women were “handm aidens of an essen tially male rev o lu tion ary 
move ment.” (1) This is mainly due to the inher ent diffi culty of the task the authors 
set them selves — even if women were more than “hand maidens,” there is no doubt 
that men dom i nated the move ment. But Hillyar and McDermid are also not helped 
by their habit of spe cial pleading. Com ments such as “these women show that not 
every work ing man’s wife was a drag on the la bour move ment” (57) achieve pre -
cisely the oppo site ef fect to that in tended, con vey ing the im pres sion that women 
were in deed gen er ally back ward and con ser va tive. 

At an other point they bem oan the fact that Nadezhda Krupskaia is “de picted 
more through the life and work of her hus band [Le nin] than as a rev o lu tion ary in 
her own right.” (104) But this is hardly sur pris ing. She and Le nin were an ef fec tive 
team, and he was the leader of the party to which she was a de voted and ca pa ble ser -
vant. An other ex am ple of the au thors’ ten dency to protest too much is pro vided by 
their treat ment of the com mon roles of women within rev o lu tion ary groups such as 
those of sec re tary and of keeping, and run ning safe houses. Hillyar and McDermid 
are at pains to stress the im por tance of this work, noting for in stance that “Le nin 
himself greatly val ued” the work of sec re tar ies. (19) They like wise la ment the fact 
that “while keep ing a safe house is deemed a po liti cal act, do ing the house work for 
that house con tin ues to be taken for granted and con sid ered apo liti cal.” (61) Of 
course, someone had to do the clean ing and cook ing in the safe houses, but in 
stress ing the value of this work, Hillyar and McDermid ar gu ably miss the point. 
That it was left to women to per form these cru cial but low-status tasks above all re -
veals the way in which the gen der hi er ar chy of Rus sian society was un think ingly 
re pro duced within rev o lu tion ary move ments. 

The means through which women were con fined to their ac cus tomed sec ond -
ary role within the rev o lu tion ary move ment is po ten tially the most in ter est ing el e -
ment of Hillyar and McDermid’s ac count, but because of their stress on the 
im por tance of women they fail to do it jus tice. This el e ment of the story is re vealed 
in ci den tally in fas ci nat ing asides. Thus, for ex am ple, Anna Vol’nova, a rev o lu tion -
ary of the 1880s, was pa tron ized by her hus band and his com rades, even though she 
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declared her self un afraid of any tor ture that might be in flicted on her for her as so ci -
ation with the cause. She burnt her chest with cig a rettes in or der to prove her point. 
She was even tu ally ex iled to the Sakhalin pe nal col ony with her hus band, where 
she died. Such sto ries re veal the bar ri ers to be ing taken se ri ously that even the most 
ded i cated fe male rev o lu tion ar ies faced. A greater fo cus on the way in which such 
deter mined ac tiv ists ended up on the side lines would have con sider ably strength -
ened the book. For, as Hillyar and McDermid con cede, by 1917 “How ever es sen -
tial the part played by women as work ers and pro fes sional rev o lu tion ar ies ... men 
had be come even more predom i nant in both the leader ship and the mem ber ship of 
the Bolshevik party.” (158) The au thors are un able to ex plain how this hap pens, 
how ever, be cause they re ject the idea of us ing gen der anal y sis “to ex plain a neg a -
tive: for ex am ple why there were not more women mem bers or lead ers in the rev o -
lution ary move ment.” (159) This is all very well, but through their ac cen tua tion of 
the pos itive the au thors ar gu ably end up in the rather con tra dic tory po si tion of pro -
claim ing the sig nif i cance of a group they con cede to be ul ti mately marginal. 

In the Shadow of the Rev o lution, mean while, jus ti fies its claim to high light a 
spe cif i cally fe male side of the rev o lution ary story, while pro vid ing much else be -
sides. The auto bi og ra phies, many of which ap pear for the first time in Eng lish, are 
not only so cially di verse, but are also drawn from a va ri ety of gen res, in cluding lit -
er ary mem oirs, oral in ter views, per sonal dos siers, pub lic speeches, and let ters to 
edi tors. Of course, some of these ac counts were con ceived within the strict codes of 
Sta lin ist cen sor ship while oth ers — in par tic u lar the mem oirs of émigrés — were 
not subject to po lit i cal con straint. All, how ever, pro vide valu able insights. The Sta -
lin ist era was one in which in di vidu als were “ex pected to re fashion their very 
selves, by en act ing rev o lutions of their souls.”4 So viet cit i zens were re quired to re -
sub mit their bi og ra phies at re cur rent pe riods dur ing their lives, and through such 
pro cesses of self-accounting they were re quired both to dem on strate and to re fine 
their level of conscious ness. Thus, al though the life sto ries pro vided in the 
speeches or per sonal dos siers can not be seen in the same light as the more pri vate 
ac counts, they do pro vide a fas ci nat ing in sight into the pro cess of con struct ing a 
So viet self. The two thought ful in tro duc tions, one by each ed i tor, re flect on these 
is sues, Fitzpatrick fo cusing on the his tori cal con text in which the di a ries were writ -
ten, and Slezkine dealing with the au tobi og ra phies as lit er ary texts, ar gu ing that all 
of them should be seen as “art fully ar ranged com po sitions.” (18) 

As al ready men tioned, the sto ries pre sented re veal a great deal about the re la -
tion ships among men, women and the rev o lu tion ary state, high lighting the vari ous 
ways in which gen der re la tions were po lit icized. For ex am ple, even those women 
who played the role of house wife were drawn into the ser vice of the state in the Sta -
lin era. The book in cludes two sec tions con tain ing the ac counts of mem bers of the 

4Jochen Hellbeck, “Working, Struggling, Becoming: Stalin-era Autobiographical Texts,” 
Rus sian Re view, 60, 3 (2001), 342. 
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obshchestvennista move ment, which was launched in 1936 with the aim of in volv -
ing non-working wives in vol un tary un paid ac tiv ity at their hus bands’ en ter prises. 
As well as be ing in volved in such tasks as smart en ing up bar racks, or ga niz ing can -
teens, and car ry ing out in for mal in spec tion work, the obshchestvennitsy were ex -
pected to regu late their hus bands’ be hav iour: “good workers were not ab sent or late 
and wives had to check this bad prac tice.”5 This was an inge nious way of bring ing 
even non-working women into the party’s ambit, as their ac counts re veal. N.P. 
Ivanova, for ex am ple, had been far from an ideal So viet cit i zen prior to her in volve -
ment in the movem ent: “I rem em ber how dif ficult it was to pro nounce the new 
words. Once I got the Con trol Com mission and the Cen tral Re vision Com mission 
mixed up. It went on in this way for a long time .... I began to gos sip out of spite. It 
was I, for ex am ple, who started the ru mor that our women ac tiv ists who were work -
ing in their barracks had brought lice from there.”(423) She is re deemed, how ever, 
by be com ing “ab sorbed by the work,” and at the end of her speech shows her self to 
be prop erly in te grated into pub lic life: “Now I’m the one read ing the news pa per to 
my hus band.”(423) The movem ent also un der lined the fact that the care provided 
to hus bands by their wives was not a pri vate matter pro ceed ing from the love be -
tween them, but a form of pub lic ser vice. A.M. Poliakova, the wife of a 
Stakhanovite black smith, notes, for ex am ple, that “if a wife wel comes her hus band 
home with love and ten derness, if she re spects him and talks to him, then the hus -
band will go back to work in a good mood and think only about his work. It is ob vi -
ous that in this case his la bor pro duc tiv ity will increase.” (362) The 
obshchestvennista movem ent thus en sured that even love was mo bi lized in the 
pub lic inter est. This is just one of the many ex am ples that could have been given re -
gard ing the way in which the au to bi og ra phies high light the par tic u lar char ac ter of 
the So viet gen der or der. 

In ad di tion to re veal ing much about the gen der dy nam ics of the early So viet 
period, the book is also a hugely com pel ling read, con tain ing all the trag edy and 
drama of a lit er ary clas sic. Read back-to-back, the sto ries have the ef fect of plung -
ing the reader into the diz zy ing world in which, as the émigré Irina Elenevskaia put 
it, “the most ba sic con cepts of right and wrong were chang ing.” (135) The juxta po -
si tion of the self-congratulatory ac counts of the “win ners” (Stakhonovites and the 
like) with the som bre tales of “los ers” (those un for tu nate enough to be desig nated 
as en e mies of the peo ple) height ens this ef fect, with the for mer cel e brat ing their 
happy lives and cheer ing on the fight against the losers, and the lat ter mock ing the 
claims of the re gime with their tales of hun ger, in justice, and cru elty. In this way, 
the sto ries show ex actly what the forg ing of a new mo ral ity and so ci ety en tailed. 

Most of this is so ber ing. Prin cess So fia Volkonskaia, who rescued her husband 
from a Bolshevik prison be fore leav ing Rus sia to enjoy “the bit ter fruits of de feat,” 
(165) com ments in the course of her tale that “there is no sight so ugly as the hu man 

5Mary Buckley, “The Un told Story of Obshchestvennitsa in the 1930s,” Europe-Asia 
Studies, 48, 4 (1996), 573. 
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beast in its mo ments of tri umph,” (155) and the sto ries pro vide many ex am ples to 
sup port this maxim. In the moral flux of rev o lu tion ary times, the pow er ful were 
given free reign to in dulge their worst in stincts, and many of the au to bi og ra phies 
de tail the tragic con se quences of this. One par ticu larly dra matic ex am ple is pro -
vided by the story of a dis pos sessed daugh ter of a so-called ku lak (rich peas ant), 
Maria Belskaia. De spite her fa ther’s his tory as a par ti san, his in dus tri ous fam ily is 
ban ished by an en vi ous and in com pe tent kol khoz chair man, who even tu ally brings 
ruin to a thriv ing col lec tive farm. They are treated with piti less cru elty by the vil -
lage so viet who, af ter con fiscat ing all their pos sessions, turn them out hun gry and 
bare foot into the snow. Belskaia is scath ing about the “loaf ers and jeal ous no bod -
ies” who are the au thors of their down fall, ar gu ing that “all they had ever done was 
to eat peo ple alive through envy and run er rands for the en e mies of the peo ple.” 
(223) Her story under lines the way in which, in the con text of state-sponsored ter -
ror, ev ery day spite and envy ac quired the power to wreck lives. “Jealous nobod ies” 
were trans formed into a dan gerous menace, as the com ments of an other daugh ter of 
a ku lak re veal: “In 1929 dad was dekulakized. Even though he had been on the 
com mit tee of the poor, some one com plained that he was rich .... In 1937 the ‘black 
raven’ [police van] kept mak ing its rounds. All those who got de nounced were 
taken away.” (242) 

The sto ries of the vic tors, mean while, re veal the way in which mo ral ity was 
trans formed so that de nun cia tion be came a nor mal, and even he roic, act. Ku laks 
and en e mies of the peo ple be came non-people who could be liq ui dated with out re -
morse. The ac count of Pa sha Angelina, the fa mous Stakhanovite trac tor driver, 
pro vides a per fect il lustra tion of the way in which ex traor dinary acts of cru elty 
were jus ti fied and nor mal ized by the lan guage of class strug gle: “the ku laks stood 
between us and the good life, and no amount of per suasion, con straint or ex traor di -
nary taxa tion was suf fi cient to move them out of the way .... I also took part in the 
dekulakization cam paign. Those were dif fi cult days filled with ten sion and fierce 
class strug gle. It was only af ter de feat ing the ku laks and chas ing them off the land 
that we, the poor, felt truly in charge.” (310-11) Mean while, other ac counts re veal 
the way in which pity was dis couraged and de rided as an in ap pro priate weak ness in 
times of struggle. Agrippina Korevanova, for ex am ple, who co mes across as a gen -
er ally hu mane in di vid ual, nev er the less pro vides a chill ing ac count of the evic tion 
of “non-toiling” mem bers from a res i den tial co op er a tive. One of her as so ci ates 
com plains that a “tenderhearted” mem ber of the bri gade is de fend ing the 
non-toilers, ask ing in one case, “Where is she going to go? Why pry into peo ple’s 
souls?” Korevanova re ports her self as ask ing in re sponse to this, “who ever let her 
join the bri gade?” (202) The re quire ment to ex punge sym pa thy in the in ter ests of 
class strug gle was not easy for ev ery one: a young stu dent in a dif fer ent story who 
was sent to take part in the dekulakization cam paign in or der to “learn some tough -
ness,” (273) even tu ally com mit ted suicide as a result of what he was forced to wit -
ness. 
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While show ing that many people were able to be have with the ex pected level 
of se ver ity, these ex am ples also re veal that not ev ery one was swept along by the re -
gime’s Manichean logic. The story of the émigré Valentina Bogdan, one of the 
“stu dents in the first five year plan,” re veals many small in ci dences of cour age and 
resis tance, from her own un der ground church wed ding, to the singing of the 
dekulakized cossacks heard by her fa ther while he was in prison: “I’ve never heard 
such a beau ti ful ren di tion of ‘Oh Kuban, Our Land.’ One cell started sing ing and 
the whole prison joined in — the very walls were trem bling.” (270) Even more im -
pres sive are dar ing com ments of one of her fel low stu dents who, dur ing a lecture on 
di a lec ti cal ma te ri al ism min i miz ing the role of in di vid u als in his tory, had the te mer -
ity to ask whether the party’s extol ling of Sta lin should be seen as a de vi a tion from 
di a lec ti cal ma te ri al ism. Like wise, dur ing a lec ture on the evils of fas cist It aly, she 
pointed out that the press in So viet Rus sia was also con trolled by one party. “I guess 
that is the way that it is: who ever is in power con trols the press.” (269) She was pun -
ished for her au dac ity by be ing sent for a year’s re-education work ing at a fac tory. 

Var i ous themes have been picked out for dis cus sion here in or der to show the 
way in which the auto biog ra phies collected in this vol ume suc ceed in recre at ing the 
tex ture of ev ery day life in a pe riod of enor mous up heaval. As a re sult of this suc -
cess, the book of fers richly re ward ing read ing to spe cial ists and non-specialists 
alike. It could also be used to en liven teach ing on a range of his tori cal topics at a va -
ri ety of lev els — the fact that it con tains sto ries which il lus trate the per spec tives of 
both vic tors and van quished is par ticu larly valu able in this re gard. In short, this 
book is a gem. 

The Pol i tics of Gen der Af ter So cial ism be gan its life as the in tro duc tion to a 
com pan ion vol ume of case stud ies, Re pro ducing Gen der: Pol i tics, Publics and Ev -
ery day Life af ter So cial ism, of which Gal and Kligman are the coeditors. The book 
pri mar ily re fers to Po land, Hun gary, Ro ma nia, Yu go sla via, Bul garia, Croatia, the 
Czech and Slo vak Re pub lics, and the for mer East Ger many. The chap ters ex am ine 
a num ber of themes: how pub lic dis cussions re gard ing re pro duc tion, childcare and 
sex u al ity are used as a means of re con sti tut ing the re lation ship be tween states and 
their cit i zens; how economic re struc tur ing in the re gion is im pact ing on men and 
women and in fluencing the re la tions be tween them; and how con cep tions of gen -
der in flu ence pol icy for ma tion, and whether gen der cat e go ries are rel e vant to civil 
so ci ety and po lit i cal mo bi li za tion. 

The book con tains many stim u lat ing ar gu ments that go a long way to jus tify its 
claims re gard ing the im por tance of gendered anal y sis. For ex am ple, the au thors’ 
dis cussion of the way in which re pro duc tive dis courses are em ployed in or der to 
sig nal the bound aries of na tion hood or po lit i cal com mu ni ties, and to high light the 
na ture of the re la tion ship be tween states and their cit i zens, clearly makes an impor -
tant con tri bu tion to the un der stand ing of post-communist poli tics. The au thors do 
not claim any orig i nal ity in high lighting this is sue, but they do usefully draw to -
gether differ ent ex pe riences from the re gion, show ing that in vir tually all the coun -
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tries they con sider, re pro duc tion be came a bone of con tention. The way in which 
the is sue was po lit i cized de pended on the sit u ation. The Ser bian state, for ex am ple, 
stirred up fears of their na tion be ing overrun by back ward and dan ger ously fe cund 
Al ba nians (with well-known tragic results), while in Po land the debate about abor -
tion was linked to the wider ques tion of the de sir able level of Ro man Catho lic in flu -
ence on state pol icy. In all cases, the de bates served wider po lit i cal pur poses. 

The third chap ter, which con siders “dilem mas of public and pri vate,” is the 
most in ter est ing. It con tains a stim u lat ing dis cus sion of the pub lic-private dis tinc -
tion in which the au thors ar gue that the exact na ture of the dis tinc tion var ies ac cord -
ing to the interactional sit u ation in which it is ap plied. Fur ther more, they high light 
the fact that the dis tinc tion is “fractal,” which means that it is “re cur sively ap pli ca -
ble ... and there fore can be nested. That is, what ever the lo cal, his tor i cally spe cific 
content of the di chot omy, the dis tinc tion be tween pub lic and pri vate can be re pro -
duced re peat edly by pro ject ing it onto a nar rower con text or a broader one.” (41) 
This def ini tion serves the au thors well in their discus sion of the com mu nist era. 
Thus, for ex am ple, they do not fall into the trap of seeing the pri vate sphere as the 
only site of authentic ity in the com mu nist era, but show the way in which pub lic and 
pri vate were in ex tri ca bly in ter twined. As they put it: 

The nested in ter de pen dencies of work, time and ma te ri als, as well as the ever-present bu
reau cra cies of state so cial ism as sured that every one par tic i pated to some ex tent among the 
“they” who ruled as well as the “we” who suf fered .... Ev ery one was to some extent 
complicit in the sys tem of pa tron age, ly ing, theft, hedg ing and du plic ity through which the 
system operated. (51) 

This chap ter also con tains a con vincing ac count of the im pact of com mu nist state 
poli cies on gen der re la tions, the na ture of which was out lined above. 

The strength of this chap ter is the way it com bines so phisti cated the o ret i cal 
dis cussion with con crete exam ples, and this is a gen eral merit of the book. The 
weak nesses of the chapter like wise high light the faults of the book as a whole. 
These are most vis ible in the dis cussion of em ploy ment trends in the post-com mu -
nist era, which is far less con vinc ing than what pre cedes it. The au thors make big 
gen er al iza tions re gard ing changes in the gen der com po si tion of em ploy ment with -
out ade quate ev i dence to sup port their claims, in some cases ap pearing to base these 
on small-scale case stud ies. For ex am ple, they aver that so cial work is a “form of 
mo bil ity for work ing class women,” which “is be com ing an over whelm ingly fe -
male pro fes sion,” and they seem to im ply that the claim ap plies to the re gion as a 
whole. (59) It is pos sible that they are cor rect, but the only sup port provided is a ref -
erence to one study in Hun gary. Their whole dis cus sion of the chang ing pat tern of 
occu pa tional seg rega tion in the re gion is con structed on a sim i lar ba sis, so that it is 
im pos si ble to be sure of its ac cu racy. Like wise, the au thors as sert that “in most 
countries of the re gion, women have been ex pe ri enc ing more un em ploy ment than 
men.” While this state ment is not wrong, it is some what mislead ing. (56) As Mike 



272 LABOUR/LE TRAVAIL 

and Hil ary Ingham have shown in their care ful anal ysis of Labour Force Sur vey 
data from across the re gion, the pic ture is far more mixed than is gen er ally ac -
knowl edged. In some coun tries, such as Poland and the Czech Repub lic, the un em -
ploy ment rate of women has con sis tently ex ceeded that of men, but in oth ers, such 
as Hun gary and Slovenia, propor tion ally fewer women have been unem ployed, as 
is also the case in Rus sia and Lat via. Mean while, in Bul garia the pro por tions have 
been equal.6 

It is in fail ings such as this that the book re veals its ori gins as an in troduc tion. 
In an opening state ment draw ing out the im pli ca tions of di verse case stud ies, some 
spec u la tion is le git i mate. In an in de pend ent vol ume, how ever, more is re quired. 
There are var i ous points at which it seems the au thors do not have the ev idence they 
require to support their ar gu ments, lead ing them to re sort to the artful ar rangem ent 
of case study con clu sions to conceal the gaps in their knowl edge. For ex am ple, they 
il lus trate their point re gard ing the am bi gu ity sur round ing the au ton omy and de -
pendence of post-communist women with the ex am ple of one Bu dapest jour nalist. 
While they in sist that they “do not wish to gen eralise from a sin gle case,” (86) this is 
in ef fect what they do, as no other support for the point is provided. Some of the ar -
gu ments of the book are thus rather ten u ous. At the same time, how ever, the depth 
pro vided by the ethnographic case stud ies con sulted by the au thors cer tainly adds 
to the sophis ti ca tion of the book: the authors’ ar gu ments are al ways subtle and 
thought-provoking. Thus, while some of the em pir i cal claims of the book are not 
entirely con vincing (at least when ap plied to the re gion as a whole), the book pro -
vides a rich source of ideas for fu ture re search. As such it will cer tainly be valu able 
to both students and research ers of gen der stud ies, area stud ies, and so ci ology. 

The ex plo sion of gen der and women’s stud ies has done a great deal to trans -
form other dis ci plines, provok ing new questions and open ing up new lines of in -
quiry. How far do the books un der re view con trib ute to this on-going re-evaluation 
of what is im por tant and wor thy of study? For the reasons men tioned above, Rev o -
lu tion ary Women does the least to jus tify its claim that a fo cus on women pro vides 
new in sights into wider is sues. Someone not al ready in ter ested in women’s par tic i -
pation in the revo lu tion would gain lit tle from this anal y sis. In the Shadow of the 
Rev o lu tion, by con trast, would engage those with out a par tic u lar inter est in ques -
tions of gender, and might well sen si tize them to the sta tus of gen der as a key or ga -
niz ing prin ci ple of the So viet sys tem. Gal and Kligman’s con tri bu tion, does, as 
mentioned above, succeed in showing the im por tance of gendered anal y sis to the 
un derstand ing of the transfor ma tion in Cen tral and East ern Eu rope. It is rather 
more suc cess ful in an alyz ing the im pact of the col lapse of com mu nism on gen der 
relations than it is in dem on strating how the “discourses and prac tices of gen der” 
are shap ing the recon sti tution of states and wider so cial re la tions in the re gion. The 

6Mike Ingham and Hil ary Ingham, “Gender and La bour Mar ket Re struc turing in Cen tral and 
East ern Eu rope,” in Al Rainne, Adrian Smith, and Adam Swain, eds., Work, Employment 
and Transition: Restructuring Livelihoods in Post-Communism (Lon don 2002), 175. 
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latter is a very dif fi cult task, how ever, es pe cially since the trans for ma tion of the re -
gion is con tin u ing apace. The authors have, nonethe less, lit the way for the nu mer -
ous schol ars who will no doubt want to ex plore this is sue further. 
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