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The decade of the 1930s is a notoriously diffi cult period for the historian to 
approach with an “objective” perspective. On the one hand, the observer has to 
constantly grapple with the moral caveats inherent in dealing with Stalinism; on the 
other, Soviet culture in the 1930s was in a profound state of fl ux. This sociopolitical 
fl uidity makes it diffi cult to trace enduring cultural myths that span the continuum 
of Stalinist ideology.1  The Stalinist revolution had a decisive impact, not only on 
the material status of Soviet women, but on the state discourse reserved for them. 
During the 1930s the narrative structures and symbolic imagery used to represent 
Soviet women in the public sphere underwent important modifi cations. Perhaps 
the most prominent feature in the process of reimaging public female identity was 
the creation of Soviet heroines. Heroines were feted and lavishly promoted by the 
media in a language peculiarly overladen with Stalinist hyperbole. The process 
of heroicization, to coin a cumbersome noun, lay at the epicenter of the Stalinist 
discourse about women and served as a legitimizing myth in a society of uncertain 
social values and cultural forms.2  

In this essay I will argue that the transformation of the Russian woman from a 
symbol of backwardness to a symbol of modernity in Soviet propaganda served as 
a means of justifying Stalinist policies in the 1930s. Second, I will show that, in the 
process of this symbolic restructuring, the Soviet discourse relating to modernity, 
industrialization and collectivization, and the welfare state was gendered both in 
spirit and tone. Third, while the propaganda associated with heroines educated the 
female reader into the mores and morals of becoming modern, to the male reader it 
offered telling clues about the nature of new Soviet gender relations. Finally, I will 
address the limitations inherent in the discourse of Soviet modernity. 

While the symbolic revamping of the image of women carried implications 
of a modern society constructed on the basis of gender equality, the heroines’ overt 
dependence on the state and the abject gratitude that they publicly expressed toward 
Stalin, the father fi gure, reinforced premodern notions of personal and political 
subordination, rather than the autonomy of a modern citizen.3  Although the Soviet 
system advocated systematic modernization as a desirable goal, its repressive poli-
cies constituted in themselves the biggest obstacle to the evolution of a civil society, 
a fundamental component of modernity. Or as John Gray, a political theorist, has 
phrased it, “there is an inherent paradox in totalitarianism in that it deploys modern 
ideology in the service of an anti-modernist project.”4 

The process of modernization and the experience of modernity are problema-
tized terms and have a complicated genealogy. Beginning with the leaders of the 
Romantic Movement, other nineteenth-century intellectuals such as Marx, Nietzsche, 
Durkheim, and Weber were deeply ambiguous in their characterization of the suc-
cesses and failures of the modern age.  More recently, following the Second World 
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War, modernization theories enjoyed an unprecedented popularity in positing a 
universal experience of modernity, but this once again waned due to the poststruc-
turalist and postmodernist critiques leveled against them in the last two decades.

If it is possible to lay aside the value judgments about modernity and identify 
the key ingredients of modernization, they include the transformation of societies by 
the industrial revolution, the primacy of secular/scientifi c knowledge, and the growth 
of a bureaucratic-welfare state that engages in rational planning.5  Some scholars, 
such as Habermas, see the evolution of civil society and its attendant public sphere 
as distinct from that of the state as one of the main characteristics of modernity.6  
According to Habermas, the public sphere came into existence at the same time that 
the state became the locus of depersonalized authority, and it was marked by free 
communication and a spirit of criticism that helped the transition from absolutist 
monarchies to parliamentary regimes.7 

The Soviet Union fulfi lled several of the conditions of modernization while at 
the same time creating institutions and conditions that were unique. By the 1930s 
it was well on its way to becoming an industrialized nation under the disciplinary 
impetus of a bureaucratic-welfare state. At the same time, however, the state, far 
from being an impersonal locus of power, was almost medieval in the staged per-
formance of authority, presented endlessly before an audience and embodied in the 
public persona of Stalin and a few other key fi gures, both male and female. Marxist 
theorists had claimed that the liberal distinction between public realm, meaning the 
state, and private, referring to trade, commerce, and individualism, would collapse 
with the dawn of socialism.8  In reality, in Stalinist Russia, a new public sphere was 
created. 

This sphere was neither autonomous like the Habermasian model, nor was it 
marked by the critical-rational discourse of bourgeois property owners. Although 
this particular public sphere was an emanation of the state rather than of civil so-
ciety, it was characterized by popular participation.9  The price of admission to this 
realm was the exposure to a body of hyperbolic and extravagant phrases known 
as propaganda that was loosely based on certain elements of Marxist ideology. 
Participation in meetings, demonstrations, public holidays, and the act of reading 
newspapers and journals, watching plays and sports events, listening to the radio, 
joining civil associations—all these activities entailed an engagement in the public 
sphere for both the representatives of the state and the citizens. In the interplay 
of languages and discursive practices, new identities were created. While some 
historians have argued that people resisted the totalitarian discourse of Stalinism, 
others have claimed that private individuals either learned to ‘speak Bolshevik’ or 
used elements from offi cial discourse to fashion their self-identity.10  In this essay I 
am going to eschew the attempt to try and understand how people understood, ap-
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propriated, or resisted offi cial discourse; instead, I will read the artifacts of Soviet 
discourse to understand the messages being communicated to women and analyze 
their narrative strategies. 

Feminist scholars have claimed that the public sphere of Western civil society 
was explicitly gendered male and that the subordination of women to men was a 
principle feature of both liberalism and modern civil society.11  In the Soviet Union 
the continuing prominence of the zhenskii vopros, (woman question), a nineteenth-
century formulation, was a distinguishing feature, especially when one contrasts it to 
the policies adopted toward women in the 1930s in Italy and Germany. Although the 
wildly exaggerated Soviet rhetoric about having solved the women question did not 
directly translate into improved living standards or the diminution of misogynistic 
attitudes, in the world of public utterances, the Soviets were loath to utter senti-
ments that could be construed as antiwomen. Soviet propaganda, therefore, became 
a means of self-censorship, much like the category of “political correctness” in the 
United States today.

The rhetoric about women in the Soviet Union served primarily as a means of 
legitimation for the regime. As I will show, Soviet identity was created against an 
imagined European identity, both liberal and fascist. Soviet accomplishments were 
repeatedly contrasted with the defi ciencies, shortcomings, and limitations of the more 
“advanced” countries of Western Europe. In this dialogue, the New Soviet Woman 
served as the embodiment of Soviet belief in gender equality and state welfare poli-
cies. Although the Soviet Union did not create a truly effi cient system of childcare, or 
communal institutions that would take over the domestic tasks that women tradition-
ally performed, it was a goal that the Soviet Union publicly adhered to. The idea of a 
welfare state responsive to women’s needs as working mothers was a novel political 
innovation, especially compared to the Western countries which often considered 
welfare policies a temporary and charitable gesture toward distressed citizens or,  
more commonly, intended welfare measures to strengthen the patriarchal family and 
keep women out of the wage-labor market.12 In the Soviet Union, the labor shortage 
obviated this necessity, and women were exhorted to become both model workers 
and mothers. Although Soviet women lacked the power to force the state to meet its 
self-proclaimed obligations, Soviet propaganda provided citizens a yardstick against 
which they could measure the various defi ciencies of the system. Therefore, in an 
inchoate way, propaganda could serve as a means of empowerment for the masses 
by providing a permissible vocabulary of complaint and criticism.

Third, the model of the New Soviet Woman also served as a justifi cation for the 
creative and innovative nature of the Stalinist revolution. Under Stalin, or so state 
propaganda claimed, the material conditions had changed so dramatically that Soviet 
superwomen were to be found in every corner of the nation—in collective farms, 
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in the military, in educational circles, in institutions of higher learning, in factories, 
in the sports arena, even down in the tunnels of the Moscow subway system. In the 
1930s the morally ambiguous and rather complex heroine models of the preceding 
decade, such as Dasha Chumalova, the heroine of Gladkov’s novel, Cement, were 
replaced by Stalinist heroines, identifi able models of modernity and proof of the in-
nate superiority of Stalinism to all other social, economic, and political models.13 

Stalinism did not fulfi ll the ideals of the October Revolution in that gender 
parity remained an abstract dream throughout the life of the Soviet Union. The 
boundaries between the public and the private spheres of existence were not erased, 
as the ideal of communal living was abandoned, and the state failed to institute the 
welfare utopia it promised. But Stalinism did complete one part of the Bolshevik 
gender project: it managed to semiotically reencode the category of “woman” in 
Soviet public discourse. Offi cially, Soviet women were never reviled as politically 
immature or backward; instead, they continued to embody in the abstract the virtues 
and achievements of the Soviet system.      

Stalinist Revolution and Woman
In Soviet literature, the First Five-Year Plan did not merely industrialize a 

peasant nation, but also modernized a female population that hitherto was perceived 
as backward and uncultured.14  The gendered dimensions of industrialization were 
fi gured in the reimaging of the Soviet woman as a liberated, reconstructed persona 
who symbolized and simultaneously served as a yardstick for Soviet progress. Marx-
ist theories had claimed that women’s participation in the public sphere would lead 
to their liberation. Stalin’s industrial revolution had dragged Soviet women into the 
public sphere, thereby completing the fi rst step. All that remained was the further 
education and further acculturation of the New Soviet Woman. Education, especially 
technical education, udarnichestvo (shock work), and later stakhanovism, held the 
key to future upward mobility.

The inception of the First Five-Year Plan in 1928 created a huge labor shortage 
in the country. For the fi rst time in Soviet history, women were recruited into heavy 
industry in signifi cant numbers, even though factory conditions were appalling.15  
Women made some modest gains in the agricultural sector, which barely compen-
sated for the extensive dislocation and trauma caused by collectivization.16 Women 
were encouraged to enroll in technical schools and colleges.17  The state also started 
spending precious resources on the construction of day-care centers, kindergartens, 
and medical facilities.18  Needless to say these facilities were inadequate in number, 
and the quality of childcare left much to be desired.19 But the fact remains that com-
pared to the 1920s, the new facilities represented a numerical increase. Finally, it 
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was in the decade of the 1930s that we witness the unprecedented upward mobility 
of women in the discrete fi elds of aviation, defense, agriculture, industry, arts, and 
sports. 

Statistically, this cohort of Soviet heroines was not signifi cant, but the public-
ity that surrounded them fostered the creation of a heroine myth that reveals certain 
social values and prescribed gender relations promoted by the Stalinist state.20 From 
this pool of upwardly mobile women, a few were selected as heroines and celebrated 
in the media. The narrative about Soviet heroines, although it was rarely based on 
material reality, was an important element in Stalinist discourse, as it served as a 
gendered justifi cation of the modernity of the regime and upheld the Stalinist mo-
nopoly of socialist miracles. The heroines were memorable chiefl y as repositories of 
state-mandated values, and their testimonies fl eshed out the bare bones of Stalinist 
historiography.

For my sources I have selected from the life histories of Soviet heroines, as 
written by journalists and narrated by themselves on public occasions, and from 
published compendiums of short biographies of women, a genre that became es-
pecially popular in the 1930s.21  The lives of real heroines had an eerie resemblance 
to the lives of fi ctional heroines, a testament to the ubiquitous power of the tropes 
of socialist realism.22 The conventions governing this highly politicized body of 
literature were fairly simple and included a straightforward narrative style, the 
transformation of consciousness through the retelling of one’s life history, and the 
moral theme of personal redemption through identifi cation with the goals of the 
Stalinist state. The protagonists were often middling level heroines, extraordinary 
for their times but not necessarily national celebrities like Maria Demchenko, the 
stakhanovka, Polina Osipenko, the aviator, or Pasha Angelina, the tractor driver. Nor 
were they the tried and true old female Bolshevik party activists. Rather, they were 
underprivileged women from poor families, who had achieved a measure of success 
under the Stalinist system and were in turn promoted by the state as the privileged 
recipients of Stalinist policies. But in structure and content the stories of the lesser 
heroines were similar to those of the national celebrities and this testimonial litera-
ture served a political purpose.

International Woman’s Day
Women, who were for the most part subordinate in Soviet public discourse, 

became the center of attention around International Women’s Day, the eighth of 
March.23  The Stalinist period was no exception to this rule, and despite the greater 
prominence of female imagery in Soviet rhetoric and visual propaganda throughout 
the thirties, Women’s Day celebrations continued to be the central showcase for So-



6

viet women and their miraculous feats. Central Committee propaganda journals such 
as the Sputnik agitatora published biographical sketches of Soviet heroines in order 
to provide local agitators with concrete examples and detailed information for their 
Women’s Day speeches.24  Regional and local party organizations were instructed “to 
shower special attention and honors on women heroines” on Women’s Day.25 In the 
early part of the 1930s trade unions were instructed to spotlight udarnitsy, (woman 
shock workers), women directors of factories, and women engineers as examples 
and single them out for bonuses, promotions, and labor awards at Women’s Day 
celebrations.26  From 1935, the media and trade union attention shifted to women 
stakhanovites.27 Trade unions were ordered to arrange exhibitions of the production 
results of the shock-work brigades and hold rallies where exemplary women work-
ers were féted and held up for public approbation.28  Women and their achievements 
were glorifi ed in song, verse, and drama. Journals and newspapers, both local and 
national, printed commemorative holiday issues, featuring the accomplishments of 
Soviet women.  

In keeping with the growing kul’turnost’ (sophistication) of the Soviet popu-
lation in the 1930s, Women’s Day festivities took on an elan that was strangely 
reminiscent of the prerevolutionary leisure pursuits of the aristocracy. All this was 
consonant with the state-sponsored gaiety in Stalinist Russia that took its cue from 
Stalin’s infamous statement, “life has become better, comrades, more joyous.”29  
During the 1930s, especially from 1935 onward, massive celebrations, carnivals, 
and public amusements punctuated the depredations wreaked by terror.30  In 1935, the 
Trekhgornaia Factory in Moscow threw a lavish Woman’s Day party at the factory 
theater. Udarnitsy arrived at the ball garbed in fancy dress costumes of parachutists, 
nurses, skiers, snipers, aviators, and representatives of other male-dominated pro-
fessions. Members of a Red Army cavalry unit that patronized the civilian defense 
unit of the factory were invited to the party to escort the women on the dance fl oor.31  
Lesser institutions treated women to traditional Russian feasts, dancing, and hortatory 
speeches reminding them of the benefi ts that Stalin and the Soviet state had showered 
on them. The Women’s Day celebrations were often suffused with the apprehension 
of terror that ranged around but were nonetheless festive occasions.32 

In 1936 a reception was held at the Great Columned Hall in the House of the 
Soviets in honor of the celebrated heroines of the Fatherland. Over seven hundred 
notable women, most of whom had been awarded Soviet decorations, were invited to 
the gala. These included women directors of state enterprises, stakhanovites, artists, 
doctors, scientists, parachutists, singers, and actresses. Women graced the occasion 
“clad in elegant evening gowns adorned with corsages of snowdrops, violets, and 
mimosa. After the concert and the supper, one could hear sounds of the orchestra and 
the evening dance began. Confetti rained, and paper streamers and balloons wafted 
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through the evening air.”33 Factories and collective farms across the nation arranged 
commemorative evenings for their outstanding women workers and rewarded them 
with cash bonuses and other gifts. Movie theaters displayed placards and slogans 
commemorating Women’s Day, and udarnitsy were allowed to buy tickets at a dis-
count and without standing in line.34    

In contrast to this untrammeled gaiety, the ritualistic and political nature of the 
holiday was marked in the 1930s by a meeting at the Bolshoi Theater in Moscow at 
which the upper echelons of the Communist party were well represented. Exemplary 
Soviet women were invited each year to speak at these meetings. Women pilots,  
kolkhoz directors  transport workers, stakhanovites in industry, scientifi c personnel, 
and of course famous female Bolsheviks such as N. K. Krupskaia, A. Artiukhina, 
M. I. Ulianova, K. Nikolaeva, and E. Stasova represented the broad spectrum of 
women’s achievements in the Soviet Union. Women delegates were invited from 
abroad to participate in these meetings. Their presence was intended to mark the 
internationalism of Soviet ideology, and their speeches about the suffering women 
in capitalist countries provided a dramatic mise en scène for the supposedly joyous 
and glorious life of Soviet women.35 

At these ceremonial events, Soviet heroines—women who had penetrated the 
bastions of male primacy and excelled in positions hitherto considered unsuitable 
for them—were asked to address the august audience and recount their life histo-
ries.36  Naturally, the heroines speak in an edited voice, and the similarity between 
the state discourse and the narratives of self is quite remarkable, but nonetheless 
these accounts reveal a depth of knowledge about the construction of a “public” 
female identity in Stalinist Russia. Unfortunately, they tell us next to nothing about 
private identities of this period.

Soviet Heroines in the Public Sphere
In public discourse, the crux of the female identity in the 1930s was formed 

by the heroine’s attachment to work.37  The mystical attachment to norm fulfi ll-
ment that many of the heroines exhibited was in part the material realization of the 
Marxist prophecy of unalienated labor. Free from exploitation, our heroines toiled 
in factories, farms, railway yards, and combat units. Apparently, they worked for 
the greater glory of Stalin and for the good of the country. If this dedication to one’s 
work was a state-approved theme, at a more subtle level we fi nd that exemplary 
labor output was the means to upward social mobility and to material wealth.38  In 
the heroines’ stories it was claimed that professional success gave women fi nancial 
independence, a certain level of prestige in society, and helped in the renegotiation 
of power relationships within the family.39 
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As my fi rst example I have selected a chairwoman of a kolkhoz of the Shak-
hovskii district in Moscow province, Smirnova.40  Smirnova was invited to speak at 
the Bolshoi Theater in Moscow at a Women’s Day celebration in 1936. The guest list 
for the function read like a Soviet Who’s Who, and included Khrushchev, Bulganin, 
Stasova, and Ulianova to name only a few of the VIPs present. Stalin himself graced 
the event midway through the meeting along with Molotov, Kaganovich, and Ord-
zhonikidze, giving the occasion an extra cachet.41  Smirnova was no pastoral maiden 
sporting on the sylvan green, a character so dear to fi ction writers in the 1930s, but 
a redoubtable matron, forty years old, palpably aware of her self worth, and quite 
overcome at the miraculous nature of her achievements.

In her account of her life, Smirnova stressed her incredulity that she, a farm-
worker, was addressing the heads of the Soviet state. As she said, this rarely hap-
pened anywhere in the world, and it was especially surprising in Russia where the 
village woman was a notorious symbol of oppression and martyrdom. Describing 
herself, Smirnova said, “Look at me, a kolkhoznitsa. . . . I have come to this hall 
and am speaking with the bosses, the administrators of Moscow.” From her ac-
count it appeared that Smirnova was a simple peasant woman, but collectivization 
had opened new opportunities for her. She worked hard, proved herself, and was 
appointed chairwoman of a kolkhoz. As she said, “Before I was nothing and now 
I am a heroine of labor and I was awarded the Red Banner of Labor.”42  In contrast 
to her previous insignifi cance, the recognition of her services by the state gave her 
life a measure of meaning. Smirnova’s identity, therefore, was deeply intertwined 
with her occupation, her skills, and her power in the kolkhoz.43 

Creation of female identity was closely tied to the chronology of the revo-
lution.44 The Soviet press in the 1930s was replete with Cinderella stories of 
women born to poor peasant families who, in the wake of collectivization, rose to 
responsible positions within the kolkhozes. Even the noted fi lm director, Sergei 
Eisenstein, developed this theme in his fi lm Staroe i novoe45  (Old and New).  These 
Soviet heroines, unlike the mass of the Russian baby (women), who were violently 
opposed to collectivization, realized that the kolkhoz would free them from their 
miserable dependence on their husbands and fathers.46  From the very inception of 
the campaign, they worked energetically to convince the temnye (uncultured) and 
backward women in the village to join the collectivized farms, even when most of 
their exhortations fell on deaf ears. Later, some of these heroines recollected how 
they were cursed, taunted, and treated as apostles of Antichrist by the village women. 
Often they became the subjects of vile rumors in their communities. Contrary to 
expectations, most of these collaborators were neither party nor Komsomol activists, 
but local women with ambition and foresight, whose alliance with the party worked 
to their mutual benefi t.47 
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This basic theme of the lone heroine pitted against a foolish and improvident 
village formed the master narrative for the biographies of Soviet heroines. Their 
stories were constructed around the temporal antiphonies of prerevolutionary op-
pression and postrevolutionary liberation. But more often than not, the crucial mo-
ment in women’s lives was not the October Revolution, but the Stalinist revolution. 
Propaganda in the 1930s strove to rewrite the chronology of the Revolution, and 
the years of the First Five-Year Plan fi gured as the decisive date in the liberation of 
Soviet women.48  The story of Matrena Doroshenko, a poor peasant woman from the 
Northern Caucasus, offers a good illustration of the Stalinist version of women’s 
history. The October Revolution did not make any substantial change in her situa-
tion, and she continued to suffer physical abuse at the hands of her husband and his 
cruel family. But during collectivization, she sided with the party even though her 
husband’s family was part of the kulak counteroffensive. She testifi ed against her 
brother-in-law, Iosif Doroshenko, recounting his affi liation with the Whites in the 
Civil War, and denounced the kulaks who had gained control of their collective farm. 
Martena suffered murderous reprisals: her home was burnt down; she was physically 
attacked and hospitalized for a couple of weeks. But the state rewarded her for her 
collaboration, and she was appointed to the administrative board of the kolkhoz, 
Krasnyi Donbass.49  The moral of the story was fairly obvious: devotion to the family 
was a waste of emotion, but devotion to state interests could bring rich dividends. 
Such stories served to sanitize the horrifyingly brutal record of collectivization by 
associating terror and violence with class enemies exclusively while reserving the 
modern means of persuasion—reason and legal testimony—for party activists.

Although these “exemplary” women were demarcated sharply from the rest 
of the temnye baby, this was a temporary hiatus, and the device of disjuncture was 
used exclusively in the period of collectivization. In the later 1930s, the reverse 
was true, and the notion of sisterhood formed a crucial element in female identity. 
Sisterhood served a variety of functions in the Soviet Union, and in the press we 
fi nd repeated instances of women turning to one another for support, sustenance, 
friendship, and help.50  At a time when the purges were literally tearing the country 
apart and atomizing Soviet society into a collection of suspicious strangers, it was 
important for the media to stress the theme of socialist gemeinschaft in order to 
offset the effects of terror. Soviet society was described in familial metaphors, and 
ties between citizens were represented as bonds of kinship.51  

During the 1930s, International Women’s Day stories about the heroines 
emphasized the fact that they were not lone pioneers, but belonged to a nucleus of 
caring and like-minded women. Thus, the ten young women skiers from an electric 
factory, who skied the 1400 kilometers from Moscow to Tiumen in 1935, referred 
to their close and friendly relations with each other. The skiers helped each other 
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on the way, especially when one of them showed signs of tiring. They also spoke 
eloquently about the warmth and hospitality that they received on their journey from 
various kolkhoz workers, railroad workers, and Red Army soldiers.52  In a similar 
manner, the women’s miner brigade in the eighteenth shaft of the Moscow metro 
was enthusiastic about the harmony that prevailed in their labor group. Not only 
did the miners work together, they shared common interests in the arts and theater. 
On occasion they even joined forces in their quest to reform uncouth and lazy male 
comrades.53 

Women workers, at the L. M. Kaganovich ball-bearing factory in Moscow, 
took the kinship metaphor one step further. According to the leader of the group, 
their unit literally functioned as a surrogate family for one of their co-workers who 
had a  baby boy. No one referred to Masha Krokhotkina’s husband, but her female 
co-workers in essence adopted her baby, showered her with gifts and advice on child 
rearing, relieved her from the night shift, and helped take care of the infant so the 
mother would not be overwhelmed by the double shift.54 

Sisterhood could, in many instances, stretch across international boundar-
ies, and although the Stalinist state had abandoned the principles of proletarian 
internationalism, gender ties had the ability to surmount hostile relations between 
nations. A gripping saga published in 1937 recounted the story of the Soviet patriot 
Praskov’ia Efi mova and her bravery during her incarceration in prison in a foreign 
land. Efi mova was shipwrecked along with her four-year-old son on the coast of 
Japan in 1936, captured as a Soviet spy, and subsequently tortured by the Japanese 
authorities. It was reported that some poor Japanese women, however, sympathized 
with her plight and kept her alive by throwing food to her surreptitiously through 
the prison bars.55 

If the female sense of self was created in relation to other women, at the same 
time it was articulated in sharp contradistinction to that of the archetypal Russian 
male.56  There were two elements in this portrayal of the antagonistic relationship 
with men. In the fi rst instance, men, especially family members, were invariably 
portrayed in the literature as a brake on women’s cultural and professional devel-
opment and as a reactionary presence that stultifi ed their personal growth.57  This 
marked a decisive change from earlier Bolshevik propaganda where women were 
often characterized as a drag on the class consciousness of proletarian men and 
an apolitical counter-revolutionary force.58  In the second instance, heroines like 
Smirnova apparently displayed great satisfaction at the reversal of power relation-
ships within the family, which was invariably predicated on the greater earning 
power of the women vis-a-vis their husbands. 

In story after story we fi nd references to husbands who try to prevent women 
from achieving their personal ambitions, or male co-workers who refuse to accept 
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a female overseer, or even casual passersby who display traditionally misogynistic 
attitudes.59 Ollennikova, a stakhanovite worker and the fi rst female railroad controller 
in her section, recalled at the 1936 Women’s Day conference in Moscow that she 
faced a lot of hostility at the workplace. Men fl outed her authority and her orders. 
Once a machinist came up to her and said that he wanted to meet the controller 
and when she identifi ed herself, he replied: “What kind of a controller are you, I 
can hear a woman’s voice, get me the controller.”60  But fi nally, with the help of the 
party and through her own perseverance, her authority was recognized by her male 
co-workers. Flight Navigator Marina Raskova, a lecturer at the Zhukov Air Force 
Academy, recalled how her husband tried his best to prevent her from becoming a 
pilot. Naturally, she paid no attention to his entreaties and went on to have a spec-
tacularly successful career both in the air force and as a heroine of the Soviet Union.61  
Similarly, Agafi ’a Durniasheva, a stakhanovite worker at the Trekhgornaia factory, a 
teacher at a technical school, a party worker, and the mother of six, revealed that she 
was hindered in her career at every step by her husband. In her interview she stated 
that she earned more than her husband, and the fact that she was a party member 
while he was not, had created problems in her marital relationship. Initially, when 
she had wanted to go to a trade school in order to upgrade her skills, her husband 
had sought to dissuade her, citing their large number children as the main deterrent. 
She ignored this advice, completed the apprenticeship courses, joined the party, and 
was rewarded with a spacious apartment for her large family.62 

In her Women’s Day address, Smirnova’s feelings of superiority toward her 
husband were an important part of her perception of self. She exhibited a certain 
contempt for her husband and the men on the kolkhoz. She said that during the 
years of collectivization the men ran away and left them in the lurch, and when 
they returned, the women didn’t really need them.63  This was perhaps the most dis-
ingenuous explanation on record of the forced deportation of millions of peasants, 
one that reduced the tragedy of collectivization to the farce of coy gender confl ict. 
Smirnova was obviously pleased with the transformation of her status from subor-
dination to one of relative super-ordination. Savoring the irony of role reversal in 
her family, she said, “I am the chairman of the kolkhoz. . . . and all the men submit 
to my authority (laughter in the audience). I am the chairman of the kolkhoz while 
my husband is a simple worker. I give him orders and point out all his shortcom-
ings. I converse with him like he is just another worker, not my husband—. Before 
when my husband went to the skhod [village assembly] and later I asked him about 
the proceedings, he would reply that it was none of my business. Now I come and 
tell him all that we decided and he listens to me, now he is humble. I am decorated, 
and he is not.”64  Smirnova’s recital contained the new prescriptive mores for gender 
and marital interaction. But one wonders if she had internalized them, or whether 



12

she was merely quoting from an approved script.

Soviet Heroines in the Private Sphere
The discourse on motherhood and maternalism constituted an important ele-

ment in women’s public identity in the 1930s. There was a substantial difference 
in the Stalinist construction of motherhood and maternalism. Here I use the term 
motherhood to refer to the act of reproduction, while maternalism denotes parenting 
and the idealized relationship of the mother and child that was often enforced by 
the state and society. For example, in postrevolutionary America although women 
were denied political rights, they were nonetheless exhorted to raise good republican 
children. Similarly, women in nineteenth-century Western Europe were supposed to 
seek fulfi llment through reproduction and discharge civic obligations by transmit-
ting to children appropriate social and moral values.  In Russia, however, there was 
little historical precedent for limiting women’s functions to child rearing, and the 
nineteenth-century western notions of women fulfi lling their destiny exclusively 
through child raising and domesticity were fairly uncommon.65 While the Russian 
aristocracy routinely trusted the care of children to servants, peasant women and 
factory women could not afford the luxury of personally raising their children. These 
children were, for the most part, abandoned to the supervision of older children 
and/or old women, unfi t to work in the fi elds.66 Despite their declared animosity 
toward bourgeois culture, the Bolsheviks, following the October Revolution, tried 
to inculcate typically bourgeois notions of child rearing in its citizenry. 

Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, magazines for women such as Rabotnitsa, 
Krest’ianka, and Obshchestvennitsa carried simple articles explaining modern 
methods of child rearing and information on obstetrics. In Red Corners in factories, 
doctors and nurses held seminars on infant care, personal hygiene and the impor-
tance of regular cleaning of living quarters. The organization Okhrana Materinstvo i 
Mladenchestvo (Section for Maternity Protection) printed popular tracts on hygiene, 
nutritional information on children’s diets, and articles on pre- and postnatal care.67  
Parents were encouraged to pay attention to children’s homework, inculcate good 
reading habits, and take an interest in their social development. In Women’s Day 
speeches in the 1930s, party leaders stressed the responsibilities of parents to their 
offspring and exhorted them to supervise their children’s development. However, 
at the same time it was repeatedly emphasized that maternal functions were only 
supposed to consume a fraction of women’s time, the rest of which was to be spent 
in socialist labor and community-oriented activity.68  

The discourse on motherhood, too, was created along statist lines. By repro-
ducing, Soviet women fulfi lled the prime obligation of good citizens. Mothers of 
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large families exemplifi ed civic virtue and social conscience. Unlike the Victorian 
construction of maternalism, which exhorted woman to fulfi ll their feminine and 
therefore essentially biological destiny by reproduction—within the holy bonds of 
matrimony—in the Soviet Union, motherhood became a public act. When a Soviet 
woman had a child she fulfi lled an important national function, she ensured the re-
production of a future generation of socialists who would work for the Fatherland 
and protect the Motherland from the aggression of fascists and capitalists. It was an 
investment in the future on a par with investment in heavy industry. As Stalin said, 
“The Soviet woman has the same rights as the man, but that does not free her from 
a great and honorable duty which nature has given her: she is a mother, she gives 
life. This is certainly not a private affair, but one of great social importance.”69 

Soviet discourse on motherhood was not self-contained; instead it was created 
in reference to both the “decadent” bourgeois West and the infi nitely more demon-
ized fascist order. While the nationalization of women’s reproductive and productive 
capacities was part of a pan-European phenomenon, Soviet propaganda strove to 
distinguish the modernity of its pronatalist policies from the retrograde nature of 
those pursued in the West.70  Of the various images used to contrast the youthfulness, 
vigor, and vitality of the young Soviet Union with the degenerate and effete West, 
birth rates ranked among the most popular. 

Popular articles extolling motherhood cited comparative mortality and fertility 
fi gures that contrasted the Soviet Union favorably with the West. In this instance, 
Soviet propaganda merely echoed the demographic anxiety expressed in countries 
such as France, Spain, Scandinavia, Italy, and Germany. It was claimed that while 
mortality rates were declining and birth rates were rising in the Soviet Union, in 
France, England, Italy, and Germany, birth rates were dropping precipitously.71  Soviet 
propaganda maintained that the fascists in Germany were practicing a most sinister 
and ingenious form of class war using eugenics. Facists were closing nursing homes 
across Germany  demanding that the “natural” process of giving birth be carried out 
within the domestic space. But this romantic Nazi yearning for premodern German 
society, where women would be restored to their “natural” functions, concealed a 
form of class oppression. The Soviets alleged that by closing down nursing homes, 
and by denying working mothers access to doctors and medical pre- and postnatal 
care, the fascists were trying to control the growth of the proletarian population in 
Germany.72       

In the Soviet Union, by contrast, state propaganda claimed that because biologi-
cal reproduction was both a social act and a civic obligation, the health and welfare 
of pregnant women were public and state concerns. If motherhood was celebrated 
as a public duty and as an act of patriotism in Stalinist Russia, the image of a caring 
and paternalistic state order was given equal visibility in the media. Thus, Maria 
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Il’inichna, mother of ten children, in an interview for Women’s Day in 1936, high-
lighted the fact that three of her children went to a nursery, one to kindergarten, 
and the older one attended school.73  Moreover, having given birth, women were not 
asked to sit at home and take care of their children. There was a constant tension 
implicit in the construction of maternalism. On the one hand, Soviet women were 
being taught to become modern mothers, to replace age-old Russian practices of 
child rearing with modern and scientifi c advice on nutritious diets, daily hygiene, 
appropriate clothing, and stimulating intellectual surroundings. But at the same 
time, women were not perceived purely as caregivers, nor was reproduction their 
only function. Soviet children were citizens in their own right, and the Stalinist state 
promised to provide adequate medical care, nurseries, kindergartens, and childcare 
services. Infl ated and often spurious facts and fi gures on social service organizations 
accompanied the rhetoric extolling motherhood.74 

During the 1930s there was a remarkable expansion in state social services, 
but they were grossly inadequate in number and the quality of service they offered 
left much to be desired. Strangely enough, the popular press openly acknowledged 
some of these limitations.75  The volunteer movement of the Wives of Industrialists 
and Engineering-Technical Personnel (obshchestvennitsy), organized by Sergo Or-
dzhonikidze, the commissar for heavy industry, was intended to utilize the services 
of this privileged cohort to compensate for shortcomings in state-funded social ser-
vices.76  A large number of articles in the women’s press focused on the limitations of 
Soviet childcare services, dining halls, housing, medical organizations, and instructed 
obshchestvennitsy on how to supplement these services through voluntarism and 
community action.77   

The argument was circular: because the state provided such extensive services, 
as well as social circumstances conducive to promoting motherhood, there was no 
compelling need for Soviet women to limit the size of their families. At the same 
time, due to the availability of social services, there was no reason why women 
should spend all their time on childcare. As Agaf’ia Karpovna explained when asked 
how she managed to be a mother of fi ve, a teacher, a worker and a social activist, 
she replied that it was all a matter of time management.78  A Women’s Day fi lm clip 
from 1937, showed women moving effortlessly from mothering at home, to working 
in the factory, to socializing in clubs with their children. The fi lm clip presented a 
brief vignette of a female professor at a military engineering school, who was also 
a mother and a skilled seamstress.79  Notions of effi cient ordering of time evoked 
images of modernity. The multiple roles that Soviet women were expected to play 
in both the public and the private sphere became not a burden or the double shift, 
but as a testimonial both to the Bolshevik “can do” spirit, and to the innate superior-
ity of Soviet women over their international counterparts. Although in private the 
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double shift was often overwhelming, in public discourse the progressive effi ciency 
of Soviet women was used to valorize the Soviet state.80 

Abortion, naturally, represented a threat to images of joyous fecundity, and the 
arguments against abortion were constructed along essentially the same lines that 
sought to promote motherhood. It is instructive to remember that the infamous abor-
tion decree of 27 June 1936 carried several supplementary conditions in addition to 
the restrictions on abortion. These included the rendering of material assistance to 
pregnant women, growth in the number of childcare centers and children consulta-
tion clinics for children, increase in alimony to wives with large families, and strict 
punishment of defaulters on alimony payments.81  Once again, the abortion decree 
was used to contrast the limitations of the October Revolution with the achievements 
of the Stalinist revolution. It was argued that abortion had been reluctantly allowed 
in the 1920s because of the material poverty of the country and the desperate plight 
of its citizens.82  But in the 1930s, because of the better living conditions and the 
social services provided by the state, there was no need to deny women their natural 
right to the joys of motherhood. 

The abortion decree, however, unleashed a storm of protest from women across 
the nation.83  Although public acrimony was soon stifl ed, the number of illegal abor-
tions in the cities of Leningrad and Moscow rose dramatically in 1937 and 1938.84  
The Sovnarkom (Soviet of National Commissariets) sought to defl ect blame for 
the growing number of illegal abortions by claiming that the methods used by the 
procurator’s offi ce to weed out illegal abortion centers were inadequate and that 
insuffi cient punishment was meted out to doctors and old women who performed 
abortions.85  Also, Narkomzdrav (People’s Commissariat of Health), Narkomzem 
(People’s Commissariat of Health), and Narkompros (People’s Commissariat of 
Enlightenment) were criticized for the lack of material help rendered to pregnant 
women, terrible conditions at nursing homes, shortages of trained medical personnel, 
slow construction of day-care centers, and limited popularization of information on 
child care and the perils of abortion.86  During these years, the strictures of Sovnarkom 
(Soviet of National Commissariats) notwithstanding, a modest propaganda campaign 
was waged that celebrated motherhood and warned against the evil repercussions 
of abortions. Articles, purportedly written by doctors, warned that abortions invari-
ably led to barrenness, loss of health and vigor in women, premature aging, hemor-
rhaging, and internal bleeding.87 Soviet propaganda stressed the fact that women 
who resorted to back-alley abortions were reverting to the mores of a presocialist 
and premodern peasant Russia. As these were performed principally by old women 
lacking scientifi c skill and knowledge, it was inconceivable that the modern Soviet 
women would patronize such butchers. In 1938, the paternalistic provisions of 
the 1936 abortion decree were further elaborated. The Central Committee decrees 
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published on Women’s Day of that year declared that the constant concern of the 
party for Soviet mothers and children was refl ected in increased state funding for 
the construction of nursing homes and day-care centers.88  

In stark contrast to the nurturing role of the party, males, especially husbands 
and boyfriends, were cast in the role of the evil seducers who urged girlfriends and 
wives to have abortions in order to escape the consequences of their irresponsible 
sexual behavior.89 An article in Molodaia gvardiia, analyzing letters written by women 
in response to the abortion decree, concluded that in most instances it was men who 
were guilty of forcing women to have abortions.90  While women’s agency in moth-
erhood was stressed, abortion was represented as an infringement on women’s free 
will and modernity. During this period, in consonance with the other clauses of the 
abortion decree, there was a statewide crackdown on errant husbands who refused 
to pay alimony or child support.91 

The Limitations of Soviet Modernity
In this classic struggle of the sexes, propaganda stressed that it was the Stalin-

ist state that supported the heroine and ensured the success of the heroine in every 
sphere of her existence. It was claimed that the trudoden’ (work day) system in the 
kolkhoz made the peasant woman fi nancially independent of a husband or a father 
and for the fi rst time rewarded her materially for her labor.92  As Stalin said and 
was quoted ad nauseam thereafter, “only collective farm life could have destroyed 
inequality and put women on their feet.”93 It was reiterated that it was the party 
that nurtured the hidden talents of women peasants and helped them become opera 
singers and parachutists.94  The party created circumstances in which women could 
advance to high administrative positions. The party admonished Soviet men who 
held traditional attitudes toward women and wanted to limit them within the confi nes 
of domesticity.95  Men were urged to help with childcare and housework.96  The party 
also held modern notions that marriage was founded on equality between men and 
women.97 Finally, it was repeatedly claimed that the party upheld women’s rights 
to motherhood against the depredations of husbands and evil quacks. 

The hyperbole surrounding the Soviet heroine was used to buttress the myth 
of upward mobility in the Soviet Union. Here, the traditional social and cultural 
stigma surrounding Russian women was especially useful. The creation of a Soviet 
hero was less miraculous in a society long accustomed to the myths of strong male 
rulers and valiant knights. But the transformation of the illiterate, uncultured, and 
counterrevolutionary Russian woman was an achievement of far greater magnitude. 
The capacity to create the Soviet heroine not only conferred legitimacy on the So-
viet regime, but through association with the heroines, Stalin, and by extension the 
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Soviet Union, was guaranteed immortality. The conversion of the baba to a civic 
subject constituted a revolution of unique social dimensions and was represented in 
Soviet ideology as one of the most triumphant results of  Stalinism. As Stalin said 
in his speech to the November 1935 Congress of “Five-Hundreders,” “there were 
not, nor could there have been such women in the old days.”98 

The extensive “thank you Stalin” literature that emerged in the 1930s as an 
integral ritual of Women’s Day exemplifi ed this symbiotic relationship between Stalin 
and Soviet heroines. The narrative structure of the letters was essentially identical. 
To begin with, the women letter writers addressed Stalin with the familiar ty (you), 
rather than the more formal vy (you).  Stalin’s name was prefi xed with the adjective 
rodnoi (one’s own) to underscore the familial relationships that bound Stalin and 
the Soviet women. The women thanked Stalin for the extraordinary improvement 
in their cultural and material position. The extensive concern for women’s welfare 
that Stalin was credited with was congruent with the public imaging of the dictator 
as the paternal champion of women’s rights and the sole guarantor of their upward 
mobility to positions of power and prestige.99 

Thus the modernity of the New Soviet Woman was deeply ambiguous. If in her 
dedication to work and upward mobility, gender equality, effi cient time management, 
and nationalism, the Soviet heroine exemplifi ed the modern citizen, her pronatalism, 
reliance on sisterhood, and devotion to Stalin was redolent of the politics of a pre-
modern era. Finally, the statist orientation of the category of modernity revealed its 
complex nature. Soviet heroines were completely dependent on the state to uphold 
their authority in both the public and the private sphere. This dependence, coupled 
with the atmosphere of terror, bespoke political allegiance from the women. Their 
power was based on the artifi cial support extended by the state, not grounded in any 
fundamental change in popular attitudes or gender relations. Also, since Soviet hero-
ines rarely occupied positions of political power or strategic party posts, they could 
not form a serious pressure group for women’s rights within the system. The hero-
ines’ claim to fame rested on the fact that they engaged in occupations traditionally 
reserved for men and by doing so lent credibility to the alleged Soviet commitment 
to women’s liberation. At the same time, the miraculously transformative power of 
Stalinism was revealed. Not only had Russia modernized almost overnight into an 
industrial giant, but the baba, the most benighted expression of Russian backward-
ness, had transmuted into a modern, confi dent, politically mature citizen, in short a 
chelovek (human being).100 
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