











udarnitsa. There is nothing maternal about her: She had appropriated a man’s job and
was performing as an equal of men.

The best evidence of this conscious effort at transforming gender roles is the
campaign for vydvizhenie of women into positions of authority at production level.
The campaign began in precisely February 1933, with Stalin’s speech at the First
Congress that proclaimed women a great force on the kolkhozy, the underestimation
of which would be a serious mistake. Beyond this, he admonished his audience for
failing to put this force to proper use, by which he meant the active promotion of
women into leadership positions such as tractor driver, brigade leader, and kolkhoz
chair. He concluded by stating bluntly that it was a criminal act to hold this force
back, and that it was everyone’s responsibility to promote women.*

Even in 1933 (the year of the Metro-Vickers trial) "serious mistakes" were
serious indeed, and when Stalin characterized something as criminal it was no joke.
So it is not surprising that this speech initiated a determined campaign to promote
women to leadership positions at the local level. A few months later Kalinin made
a forceful plea at the second convention of kolkhoz shockworkers of Gorkovskii Krai
for the rapid promotion of women on the collective farms. He stated outright that
the women of the RSFSR were playing the very same role as the men, and that the
leaders of the kolkhozy should not forget that the women were bearing the same
weight on their shoulders as the men were. Therefore, he noted, it was important to
promote ‘women at a much faster rate to positions of brigade leader and kolkhoz
chairman. "It seems to me that this question of the promotion of women into the
organs of kolkhoz administration—kolkhoz chairman and brigade leader—that this
is a question of great urgency, I think, which has a great significance in terms of
productivity."® In January 1934, the Central Committee issued a decree applauding
the outstanding role played by women and ordering local organs, especially MTS
directors and politotdel chiefs, to increase the rate of promoting women into
leadership positions. The decree stated that the Central Committee considered it
impermissible that a kolkhoz governing board would ever lack a woman.*!
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One of the functions of the political departments, which were in operation
from early 1933 to the end of 1934 (approximately the two years immediately after
Stalin’s call to respect and promote kolkhoz women), may have been to enforce the
Party’s policy of promoting the independence of women. This point has been
suggested by Soviet historians such as Viktor I. Zaidener,® and it is supported by an
interesting comment made by an udarnitsa from Western Siberia, one of the very few
women tractor mechanics at the Second Congress of Kolkhoz Shockworkers. In
recalling her experiences in 1932 and the resistance she had encountered as a tractor
driver, she observed, "At that time there still were no politotdely, and attention was
not paid to women as it is now."?

The model farm charter that was passed with such ballyhoo at the Second
Congress of Kolkhoz Shockworkers—and referred to in 1938 by Pravda as "the
unbreakable Stalinist law of kolkhoz life">*—actually contained a section requiring
the administration and members of all farms “"to attract women into kolkhoz
production and the social life of the artel, promoting competent and experienced
kolkhoznitsy into leadership positions, and relieving them as far as possible of
household labor through the creation of créches, playgrounds, and so forth. "*

Other Party leaders added their voices to emphasize the priority of this issue
at the Second Congress. Iakovlev concluded the section of his speech "On Kolkhoz
Women" by relating the story of the udarnitsa who was in no hurry to marry, and
then noting,

This is the force we must promote further in the service of the kolkhozy
and the whole Soviet country. This is why we consider it necessary to
include in the Charter a special section on the obligation of kolkhoz
administrations to attract women into the production and the social life of
the collective, promoting talented and experienced kolkhoznitsy into
Ieadership positions, reducing as far as possible the load of domestic work
through the creation of créches and playgrounds, and mihg their workloads
and helping them during pregnancy and when they are nursing, and so on.*
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Yezhov also urged the delegates at the Second Congress to increase the
promotion of women into leading positions, complaini‘ng that although the proportion
of women among all delegates had increased, still women constituted only small
fractions of those delegates in more responsible positions: For instance, only 8
percent of kolkhoz chairmen at the conference were women.”

In April 1935, Na agrarnom fronte, the journal of the Institute of Agrarian
Marxists in Moscow, ran a prominent article by N. Goliandin reiterating the Party’s
policy of promoting women.

The introduction of female labor in all areas of kolkhoz production is of
very powerful political significance, since it is on that basis that the
enormous problem of the economic equality between men and women will
be solved in practice. It is only on that basis that women’s qualifications and
labor culture can rise, along with their general cultural level.*®

The policy was described explicitly in terms of gender roles, and the author stressed
that although some progress had been made, there was still a long way to go in
moving women into such traditionally male positions as MTS director, kolkhoz
chairman, and tractor driver, which he called "men’s work":

It must be most acutely stressed that our achievements in this matter are
still not great, and the issue of introducing women’s labor into "men’s
work" continues to stand before the raion-level organizations with all of its
political acuteness.*

Goliandin repeated this formula in his conclusion, where he recommended that the
solution of this task is for all kolkhozy, raion zemotdely, and MTSs to establish strict
plans for the bold promotion of women into "men’s work," and a corresponding
expansion of the network of courses for training women to qualify for these higher
positions. The article ends, in fact, by quoting from and calling for strict
enforcement of the section of the new Model Charter, which required vydvizhenie
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of women by all kolkhoz administrations.* Anastas Mikoyan, then food industry
commissar, repeated this call for more rapid promotion of women in a January 1936
speech to the Central Committee, quoting at length Stalin’s 1933 speech and noting,
again echoing Stalin, that "this year we have seen such heroines as have never been
seen before." He also observed that women should be advanced more rapidly
because they are more careful than men, are more devoted to their work, "and never
get drunk, as certain men do."®

This was followed by many other decrees trying to enforce this program. In
December 1935, the Sovnarkom and the Central Committee issued, over the
signatures of Stalin and Molotov, a decree bitterly critical of the administration of
agriculture in the non-black-earth regions. Among other faults, the decree described
as "totally unacceptable"” the fact that "the promotion of women into leading positions
in kolkhozy, and the training of women to work on complex agricultural machinery,
is occurring completely unsatisfactorily.” In fact, the decree stated that “such
disregard for the promotion of women is one of the main sources of the low
competence and cohesion of the kolkhoz aktiv." The decree concluded by ordering
all obkoms and raikoms in the region to ensure that within one or two years women
would constitute a substantial proportion of kolkhoz chairmen, traktoristy, combine
operators, and brigade leaders.® In January 1936, the Western Obkom Plenum
issued a decree complaining that the MTSs and kolkhozy in most of the western
raions were proceeding completely unsatisfactorily in their obligation to promote
women to responsible positions and to train them to operate complex farm
machinery.®

This campaign remained in force through the end of the decade. From 1933
to World War 11, official Party policy encouraged and indeed required the promotion
of women to top jobs on the farms and MTSs. This policy, like any other, was
pursued with varying levels of vigor during these years; but it never met with
anything like satisfactory success. Certainly it was given exceptionally high visibility
and emphasis in 1935 and 1936 and again in the 1938-1939 campaign initiated by
Pasha Angelina to recruit and train 100,000 women tractor drivers. This campaign,
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motivated by the increasingly obvious military imperatives, somewhat increased the
percentage of women among tractor drivers. As we have noted, however, that
percentage still remained less than 10 percent by 1940, and the general
disappointment in the progress of this recruitment drive was bluntly expressed by
Agriculture Commissar I. A. Benediktov in a December 1939 article.®

We see, then, the systematic construction of a mythical, ideal image of the
traktoristka heroine, the true kolkhoznitsa who has left backward, patriarchal peasant
culture behind her. At the same time we see a kind of affirmative action program,
a sustained attempt to make the reality of the kolkhozy conform to this image by
recruiting women into tractor-driving courses and higher status and authority. Did
the program succeed in transforming the krestianka into the idealized udarnitsa and
place her on an equal basis with men in high-status jobs in the countryside?
Obviously not; otherwise the image would not have been mythical. All indications
are that only modest gains were made by this promotion campaign before 1941; and
after the enormous irregularities caused by manpower shortages during the war, the
percentage of female tractor drivers rapidly decreased to levels less than those
achieved during the 1930s. The share of women among Soviet tractor drivers
decreased even more precipitousiy after Stalin’s death, to less than half a percent of
the tractor-driving force by 1974. How do we explain the failure of this
recruitment program?

One possibility is that the program’s failure is evidence that it was not a
serious or high-priority policy: Women did not advance because the Party did not
want them to; rather, in accordance with the new emphasis on family values and
domesticity, it preferred to have them giving birth and raising children and dependent
on their husbands. However, it is fallacious to judge intentions by actual outcomes
in this way. The tactic is a holdover of old-fashioned assumptions of omnipotence
connected with totalitarian views of Party and its ability to accomplish things; the
heart of much new scholarship, in contrast, is the revelation of the powerlessness of
the central Party in many of its programs and policies in the periphery.
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So why did the program fail? Feminist historians commonly blame the
persistence of a vague patriarchal attitude, defined implicitly if not explicitly as the
insistence of men on maintaining their monopoly on leadership positions, and
blocking the advancement of women despite the new opportunities Stalin’s policies
offered.® Certainly the lowest echelon of authorities in the countryside, primarily
men, tended to view the promotion policy with skepticism and were often reluctant
to take women in positions of responsibility and power seriously. This kind of
culturally based resistance by men was undoubtedly one obstacle in the path of
women’s promotion, and it received much criticism from high-ranking Party officials.
It was, after all, in the context of criticizing men for not taking women seriously that
Stalin laid down his "women are a great force" line in 1933, and subsequent calls for
increasing vydvizhenie were often accompanied by criticism of just this kind of
resistance by men. Pasha Angelina made much of the ridicule her brigade had to
suffer at first, and many other instances of such treatment could be cited.®’ This kind
of resistance from men is the main explanation Roberta Manning cites for the poor
success of the Party’s promotion program, and it certainly was a prevalent and
important factor; but it is inadequate by itself to explain the failure. The call to train
and promote women was not always and everywhere ignored or stonewalled; women
were drafted for the tractor-driving courses in high percentages. For instance, a
January 1937 report by the Smolensk leader I. P. Rumiantsev, Secretary of the
Western Obkom, stated that his oblast had exceeded its quotas by enrolling 2,770
women in the region’s tractor courses and schools, which constituted 40 percent of
all students.%®

However, enrolling in and even finishing the courses was one thing, and
becoming a traktoristka was quite another. According to archival sources cited by
Turii Arutiunian, 133,000 women were trained in the schools and courses for tractor
driving in the 1939-1940 academic year; but during the summer of 1940, the total
of all women working as traktoristy in the nation’s MTSs, including women trained
in all previous years, amounted to just 64,000.% Tractor drivers, like kolkhoz
chairmen and most other positions of authority in the agricultural sector, suffered
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terrible rates of labor turnover throughout the 1930s; collective farmers pressed into
training courses to fill quotas tended to use the scant training they received as a ticket
off the farms and into relatively better paid (and less responsible; read: dangerous)
jobs elsewhere. There is no reason to suppose that the disincentives of the profession
were any less for women drivers than for men, and high labor turnover was probably
an important source of the failure of the women’s vydvizhenie policy.

But probably more important than turnover was the simple fact of resistance
on the part of the peasant women themselves. The poor record of the Party’s
campaign to rearrange gender roles by promoting women into men’s work is surely
a reflection, in large measure, of the krestianka’s lack of enthusiasm for the new role
being offered her. Women’s historians are understandably reluctant to consider that
women may have preferred their traditional role under peasant patriarchy to the new
emancipation of Stalinist utopianism; but it is a possibility that must be recognized.
After all, feminist historians frequently draw attention to the fierce resistance
occasionally mounted by peasant women during the early phase of collectivization,™
but they do not always acknowledge that the bab’y bunty of 1930 were the product
of cultural resistance, conservatism, and traditionalism—in short, a preference for
family and patriarchy over the progressive Marxist ideals the urban Party
representatives were trying to foist on the villages. Krestianki were opposed to the
Moscow’s culturally alien policy in 1930; should it be very surprising that most of
them continued to oppose it in 1936 and 1939 as well? The restructuring of gender
roles through women’s vydvizhenie in the years of the second and third plans was
just an extension of this attempted rural cultural revolution that collectivization began,
and there is no reason to suppose that peasant women’s culturally embedded
resistance, suspicion, and hostility toward this change should have suddenly
evaporated in 1933. On the contrary, exasperated Party officials continued
throughout the 1930s to complain that collective farm women were resisting the
progressive changes brought by Soviet power and holding fast to their old-fashioned
peasant superstitions and religious prejudices—often a kind of code for political
opposition—even into the late 1930s.”
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As Sheila Fitzpatrick recently argued, following Daniel Field among others,
the Russian peasant was shrewd at manipulating official policies and using the current
political jargon to promote themselves, settle old scores, and otherwise further their
own interests.” It seems likely that if the Soviet krestianka had really wanted to
throw off the yoke of patriarchal peasant culture and earn a level of social
independence and prestige consonant with her portrayal in the official cult of the
udarnitsa, she had sufficient opportunity to do so. Moscow’s emphatic, vigorous
insistence that women be supported and assisted in assuming jobs and status formerly
reserved for men placed a powerful weapon in the hands of any ambitious young
krestianki who, instead of marrying and having babies, really did want to learn to
drive and repair tractors, become a brigade leader, go to the agricultural institute,
enter the Party, break All-Union records, be invited to meet Stalin, or become a
deputy in the Supreme Soviet. There were such women, of course, and some of them
did rise to prominent positions as a result of their intelligence, competence, and
persistence—but also thanks to the special consideration offered them by the Party’s
vydvizhenie policy. Pasha Angelina, for one, recalled that her initial proposal to
form a women'’s tractor brigade overcame the general resistance to women driving
(even her friends were saying, "after all, the tractor is no place for a woman") only
with the strong support of the local Politotdel chief, who threw his authority behind
the idea. This surely was a case of a shrewd peasant recognizing and manipulating
the explicit policy of the Party to get her way, despite resistance at the local level.
Pasha notes that it was not a matter of happening to find one good man to support
her, but rather of pressing for the implementation of the official program: "Kurov
was indeed a man with a responsive heart, but above all he was a Bolshevik and, in
supporting my proposal to form a women'’s tractor team, he was pursuing the Party’s
policy." Indeed, as she suggests, it was no coincidence that she formed her brigade
just after Stalin made his 1933 speech that initiated the women’s promotion
campaign.” But such women willing to press resistant local officials into
implementing Moscow’s calls for training and promoting more women were always
a tiny minority, and the fact that more peasant women did not take advantage of the
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potential weapon placed at their disposal by Moscow strongly suggests that not many
women wanted what the Party was offering. If there had been widespread pressure
from women to take advantage of this policy and work their way up to higher
positions, they could have used any number of speeches by Stalin, Iakovlev, and
other leaders as leverage to overcome the obstructionism they encountered from male
authorities at the MTS or kolkhoz level (just as millions of peasants took advantage
of Stalin’s March 1930 "Dizzy from Success” article, as incontestable permission to
bail out of the kolkhozy), and the percentage of women traktoristy and kolkhoz
chairmen would have been much higher than 8 or 10 percent by the end of the
decade.

Historians and sociologists can easily see that peasant women were oppressed
by the patriarchal traditions of peasant culture, but Russian peasants did not look at
their world or the prospects offered by the Stalin’s programs in this way. They were
deeply distrustful, conservative, and resistant to cultural change. Traditional gender
roles were and remain a crucial component in determining individual self-image in
peasant society, and the decision to reject the values and roles they had been brought
up on by adopting a profession and a social responsibility that everyone interpreted
as properly belonging to men must have been a difficult one indeed, even for young
peasant women. Krupskaia told a story in her speech at the Second Congress, about
a girl who wrestled with the anguish of making this decision; she cried and cried for
two days before eventually declining her opportunity to enter the traktorist school.™
In sum, more peasant women did not take advantage of the campaign for
advancement and training perhaps because they did not want any part of it. The
Party’s hopes for emancipating collective farm women may have met with as much
resistance from the krestianka as from the peasant.

This is, after all, why the mass media campaign to portray the new woman
had to be directed toward women at least as much as toward men. This is especially
true of posters, which, as Elizabeth Waters has observed, clearly had women as their
principal audience.™ The inertia of peasant women’s self-image as cast in traditional
gender roles represented a huge obstacle to the Party’s rural policies, and if it sought
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to transform peasant women by changing these roles, it had to offer them a new self-
image, a new role or model in which they could see their own future. As Victoria
Bonnell has observed, the image of the traktoristka was novel and anomalous, and
an important function of the propaganda posters of the 1930s was to make the image
more familiar and credible.” What Bonnell does not stress, however, is that this
novelty applied as much, if not more, to women as to men viewing the posters, and
it was to the women that they were primarily directed. What is true of posters
specifically may be expanded to apply to the entire cult of the udarnitsa-kolkhoznitsa:
Although it was in part an attempt to show men that women could do "men’s work,"
more importantly it was a campaign to change women’s self-image, to convince
them: You can do it.

The campaign, like the larger program of urbanizing and proletarianizing
peasant culture to its demise, failed in the end. An important source of this failure
was the fallacy of its fundamental assumption: that primitive peasant culture would
evolve to the higher urban level through an inevitable process, and that if only the
peasants were given the requisite tools and accouterments—electricity, advanced
machinery, modern organizational schemes, newspapers, radio, and political
support—they would naturally choose the superior, "cultured and prosperous” path
and would transform quickly into sophisticated, progressive proletarians. But it was
not so simple, and centuries-old cultural patterns were not so easily or so rapidly
broken. Merely placing the peasant on the tractor did not make him "technologically
literate," just as giving him a wall newspaper and a radio did not make him give a
damn about events in Manchuria or Abyssinia. Similarly, giving the krestianka a
bona fide opportunity to adopt a new gender role did not mean she would make it
and use it to attain a new, liberated and independent social position. That these
policies encountered a cultural resistance too stubborn to overcome in one short
decade, however, does not mean the programs were not real, not serious, and not a
source of tremendous frustration for the central Party. It does indicate, however, the
deep strain of utopianism imbedded in Stalin’s program for rural transformation, a
strain that was a direct continuation of the utopian traditions in which the Bolshevik
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revolution was steeped in its first decade. This tradition included the Zhenotdel’s
plans for forging the New Soviet Woman, which cannot be said to have perished with
the dismantling of that department in 1930.”
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