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TERMS

State-run abortion clinics.
Party-appointed, high-level state (male) bureaucrats.

Diminutive of “grandmother” (babushka). A derogatory term applied to
women, implying something like “ignorant old hag”.

Peasant (“wise women”) who assisted in childbirth, performed abortions, and

gave contraceptive advice.

Landless peasants who hired out for wage work and often ended up in beggary

and prostitution.

Literally “shelterless waifs”. Orphaned or homeless children and youth who
roamed the cities and countryside, reduced to begging, prostitution and petty
crime.

The state of child homelessness.

In 1905 workers, misled by Father Gapon, organizer of a police union,
marched to the Winter Palace to petition the czar for relief from their suffer-
ing, and were massacred.

Literally “majority” (bolsheviki). When the Social Democratic Party split in
1903, the Bolshevik faction, led by Lenin, eventually became the Commu-
nist Party of the Soviet Union (Bolshevik). The Bolsheviks stood for revolu-
tionary overthrow of capitalism, a party led by professional revolutionaries
organized on the dialectical principle of democratic centralism, and the he-
gemony of the proletariat in alliance with the peasantry.

Black horsehair veil worn by Muslem women.

The Third Communist Internationale founded in 1918. Worldwide organiza-
tion of Communist parties.

Head of a government department, or person in charge of political education,
e.g., attached to Red Army.
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CPSU(b)
De facto

Delegatki

Detkomissiia

Duma

Five-Year Plan

Iskra

Izvestiya

Kalym

Kolkhoz

Kommunistka

Komsomol

Kulaks

Likbg’s

Mensheviks

The Communist Party of the Soviet Union (Bolshevik).
Marriage by fact. Unregistered marriage or cohabitartion.

Working and peasant women delegated by their constituency to serve several
months as apprentices in governmental agencies. Program run by Zhenotdel,

Literally “Children’s Commission” which handled problems of youth and be-

sprizorniki.

The term for parliament in czarist Russia and under the Provisional Govern-
ment.

Economic plan for the Soviet Union; 1st plan, 1928-1932; 2nd plan, 1933-
1937.

Literally “spark”. Marxist organizing newspaper, founded by Lenin, pub-
lished from exile abroad, 1900-1905, and smuggled into Russia.

Literally “the latest news/news of the hour”. Official state newspaper of the
Soviet Union.

Bride price: money, goods or services paid by bridegroom to bride’s parents.

Collective farm: farm land worked collectively; farmers paid partly by wages
and partly with produce, depending on profitability of farm; private subsis-
tence farming allowed.

“The Communist Woman”. Theoretical journal of Zhenotdel.
Youth organization of the CPSU(b).

Literally “fist”. Well-to-do peasant farmers, many of whom fought against the
Bolshevik regime, hoarded grain and exploited the poorer peasants.

Campaign to eliminate illiteracy.

Literally “minority” (mensheviki). After the final split with the Bolsheviks in
1912, the Menshevik faction became what is known today as “Social Demo-
crats”. The Mensheviks stood for a loose party organization, a reliance on the
spontaneity of the masses, and a gradual transition to socialism based on
alliance with the liberal bourgeoisie in order to build up a base of capitalism.
They supported (while criticizing) the Provisional Government which proved
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Mullaks

Narodniks

NEP

NEPmansha

NEPmen
Orgburo

Paranja

People’s Wil
Politburo

Presidium

Pravda

Provisional
Government

Potemkin mutiny

Prophylactoria

Rabfacs

their ideas to be bankrupt. After the October Revolution, they ceased to be a
viable force, although they remained opposed to the Bolshevik government.

Muslem religious leaders.

Literally “The People”. A 19th century peasant party, forerunner of the Social
Revolutionaries.

New Economic Policy, 1921-1928. A partial retreat to capitalism, where
some foreign concessions, private ownership and free market trading were

allowed.

A woman who, during the NEP period, sought out men with good incomes,
a “gold-digger”.

Private traders during the NEP period.
Party department in charge of organizational affairs.

Black, head-to-toe garment, sometimes without eye holes, worn by Muslem
women.

(Narodnaya Volya). Terrorist wing of the Narodniki movement.
Political Bureau of the CPSU; highest Party authoriry.

Standing committee in Supreme Soviet (CPSU parliament); highest state
authority.

Literally “truth”.  Bolshevik newspaper founded in 1912. Later, the official
newspaper of the CPSU.

The (Kerensky) bourgeois government which held power between the Febru-
ary Revolution and the October Revolution.

In 1905, sailors aboard the Potemkin mutinied against spoiled food. The
mutiny escalared into a general revolt in Odessa.

State-run facilities for the rehabilitation of prostitutes.

(Rabochi faculter). Workers’ faculties to prepare selected workers and peasants
who had not completed elementary school for higher education.
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Rabotnitsa

Secretariat

Seasonal wives

Social Democrats

Social
Revolutionaries

Soviets

Sovkhoz

St. Petersburg

Stakhanovites

Technicums

Terem
Tovarishch

Trudodni

Literally “The Woman Worker”. Bolshevik women’s magazine.

Body which supervised various departments of the Central Committee of the

CPSU.

(“Summer wives”). A form of labor exploitation of women. Kulaks married
women for the planting through harvesting season and then annulled the
marriage.

Russian Social Democratic Workers Party (RSDRP). Name of the Marxist
Party founded in 1898. The Bolshevik and Menshevik factions split in 1903
over principles of organization and discipline. They reunited from 1906 until
1912, when the split became permanent. The Bolsheviks adopted the name
Communist. After this, the term Social Democrat was applied to the leaders of
the 2nd Internationale, the Mensheviks, and their modern followers in parties
loosely termed “Socialist” who stood for a gradual transition from capitalism
to socialism through parliamentary methods.

(SRs). A peasant party, opposed to the Bolsheviks.

Literally “councils”.  Elected governing bodies on all levels: city, village,

district, province, republic and all-union. Based on occupation, e.g. factory, or
district.

State farm: workers paid in wages.

Capital of czarist Russia. Name changed from German to Russian form
(Petrograd) in 1914. Capital moved to Moscow at beginning of Civil War in
1918. Petrograd changed to Leningrad in 1921. After dissolution of Soviet
Union in 1991, name changed back to St. Petersburg.

Superior, “shock/storm workers”. Named after an especially productive coal
miner of the same name.

Vocationally specialized high schools.
Complete seclusion (our word “harem”), in which Muslem women were kept.
“Comrade” (same form for male and female).

“Labor days”. The Soviet system for determining wages on collective farms,

based on the difficulty of the job and on productive output.
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Workers' Opposition  Faction of Party (1920-22), led by Shlyapnikov and Kollontai, which accused
the Party of betraying workers' interests and bureaucratism. Wanted to give
trade unions economic decision-making powers instead of the Party, and
opposed NEP policies. Accused of petty-bourgeois syndicalism at 10th Con-
gress in 1921, and factionalism prohibited at 11th Congress in 1922.

ZAGS Departments for the Registration of Acts of Civil Status, ie., birth, death,
marriage, divorce.

Zhenotdel Women’s Section of the Secretariat of the Central Committee of the CPSU(b),
1919-1930.
Zhensektor Women’s Sector; successors of local Zhenordels.

Zhensoviety Women’s Councils established in rural areas in 1950s.



FOREWORD

The articles in this book were prepared by
members of a study group on women which was
formed in 1990. This study group was organized
by the Marxist-Leninist Party, and several of these
articles originally appeared in the Woarkers’ Advo-
cate Supplement, a journal of the MLP. The ar-
ticles have been edited and expanded for publica-
tion in this book.

The Marxist-Leninist Party has since dis-
solved -- in November, 1993. The MLP stood for
Socialism, and for building an independent work-
ing class movement. One of the historic strengths
of the Marxist-Leninist Party was its opposition
to the betrayal of Marxism-Leninism that took
place in the Soviet Union. In fact, the MLP and
its predecessors saw themselves as anti-revisionist
communists who opposed the bureaucratic state
capitalist regime in the Soviet Union and its reac-
tionary theories and tactics. The MLP worked to
develop a critique of Soviet state capitalism and
to rescue socialist theory and practice from years
of distortion brought on by the Soviet-style
communist parties, which had wide influence on
the mass movements around the world. Today,
the USSR doesn’t exist. We were not surprised
when economic and political crises brought down
the Soviet system.

Developing this critique of Soviet revision-
ism was one of the issues which inspired our
work on women.

The MLP came out of the mass struggles of
the 1960s and '70s. It tried to break the reformist
hold over the mass movements and to organize
working people as a class for themselves. The
MLP fought against the influence of the Demo-
cratic Party in the mass movement. It opposed
the trade union bureaucrats for holding back the

workers” struggles. It opposed the revisionist and
Trotskyist politics which attempt to tie the mass
struggles to reformism.

The members of the study group have had
many years of experience working to build a revo-
lutionary movement. At the time the study group
was formed, the MLP was actively working to
build the Pro-Choice and Clinic Defense move-
ments. [t tried to develop more militant tactics
by exposing the role of bourgeois feminism in the
movement, and by broadening the perspective to
focus on the concerns of working class, poor, and
minority women.

The MLP was very aware of the conditions
of women in the capitalist world of the 1980s and
'90s. In the U.S., women make on average only
67% of the wages of men, poverty among women
and children is rising, and there is an epidemic of
violence against women. In many countries such
as Japan, for example, violence against women is
still hardly talked about. There is the widespread
practice of genital mutilation of young girls in
many African and some Asian countries, the murder
of women for their dowries in India, the infanti-
cide of female children in many countries, and
the rise of fundamentalist religious attacks on
women in Iran, Turkey, Egypt, Bangladesh, and
other countries. We could go on and on.

Our awareness of the condition of women
throughout the world, and our (often frustrat-
ing) experience in the women’s movement today
was another current which led to our research on
Soviet women under the Bolsheviks.

In our research, the study group reviewed
the works of such major socialist theorists as
Marx, Engels and Lenin, who wrote on the issues
of women’s oppression and how to end it. As

ix
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well, we studied the works of other socialist lead-
ers to whom the liberation of women was a major
concern, such as August Bebel, Clara Zetkin and
Alexandra Kollontai. We wanted to have a better
grasp of the views and experiences of the socialist
struggle to liberate women. We also investigated
certain questions of anthropology in order to
better understand the historical basis for women'’s
oppression.

We are informed of the controversies sur-
rounding Engels and his use of Morgan’s work.
In the end, we found these criticisms to be insig-
nificant in regard to the basic conclusions of our
book. We are also aware of the many feminist
analyses of the Marxist position regarding women
which have been written over the last twenty
years. We have found that most of these critiques
were based on a false interpretation of Soviet
history as socialism, and not on a correct analysis
of its history as a failed attempt to create social-
ism that resulted in a repressive state capitalism.

We make the assertion that there has been
no better blueprint for women’s emanciparion
than that of Marxist-Leninism. It is our conten-
tion that fighting for women’s liberation is closely
linked to fighting the economic system of capi-
talism which maintains the oppression of women
and that, conversely, socialism cannot be achieved
without emancipating women.

Our study and discussion focused on the
history of the struggle for women’s liberation
prior to and after the October 1917 Bolshevik
Revolution in Russia. The October Revolution
brought to power the first proletarian regime to
endure for more than a brief time. The fight of
women against their oppression was a strong current

of this Revolution, and the victory of 1917 opened
up an even broader fight. The struggle for women’s
liberation was intimately connected with the
advances, as well as the failures, of the Bolshevik
Revolution.

It is our view that the revolutionary socialist
movement in the Soviet Union was betrayed, that
eventually the Communist Party and the Soviet
state lost all of their revolutionary character and
became an entrenched state capitalist bureauc-
racy. One of the factors revealing this betrayal
was the abandonment of the struggle for the lib-
eration of women.

In our opinion, activists committed to
women’s emancipation should seriously look into
the history of the revolutionary movement in the
Soviet Union, a story which provides valuable
lessons for the struggles of today. Our study on
women has given us a better grasp of the long-
term issues involved in building a progressive
women’s movement in this country.

In this book, we examine the history of the
struggle for women’s liberation in the Soviet Union
in detail, concentrating on the period from 1917
through the middle 1930s. We investigate the
Bolshevik goals for the liberation of women, the
struggles of the women themselves, the policies
of the Soviet government and the Communist
Party, and the turn away from socialism, which
undermined the progress of women'’s liberation
and justified the exploitation of women anew.

We welcome any comments or criticisms
about our book, and will willingly engage in dia-
logue on the issues involved in it. We include a
form for your convenience.



OVERVIEW

The experience of all liberation movements has
shown that the success of a revolution depends on
how much the women take part in it.

Lenin, “Speech at the First All-Russia Con-
gress of Working Women,” November, 1918, p.
60

The emancipation of women was a major
goal of the Bolshevik Revolution. It demonstrated
that the emancipation of women is inseparably
bound up with the struggle to radically transform
society from capitalism to socialism, and that the
initial victory over capital opens up the broad
fight for women’s liberation. Compared to any
prior revolution, compared to any bourgeois state
of its time, the October Revolution made great
strides toward the emancipation of women and
had tremendous impact throughout the world.
Soviet history is not easy to assess. The revolu-
tionaries were working in very harsh conditions:
extreme poverty, famine, epidemic, bloody civil
war with foreign intervention, incredible social
and cultural backwardness. Furthermore, the an-
ticipated proletarian revolutions in Germany and
other European countries did not materialize to
give them aid. Applying Marxist-Leninist prin-
ciples in such conditions was not easy.

Lenin had theorized that the Soviet Union
could arrive at socialism through the structure of
a state economy under, however, proletarian he-
gemony and with the active input of the masses.
Lenin spent his last days trying to revive the mass
movements -- the soviets, the cooperatives, the
workers' control organizations -- in order that
they could fight against the growing bureaucracy
in the Party and state and learn to participate in
the administration of the country. At all times,

Lenin gave wholehearted support to the Zhe-
notdel and the mass movements of women in
their struggle to participate in social and political
life.

Proletarian democracy demands the train-
ing of large numbers of people, including women,
to run the country. In Russia in 1917, proletarian
women were a sizable and active part of the work
force, and the proletarian dictatorship needed
their support. This meant breaking down the
restrictions placed on women so that they could
participate fully in building socialism. In the
countryside, any hope of winning the peasants to
socialism and transforming the small-scale pro-
duction of the peasant economy to collective,
socialized production also had to include break-
ing down the age-old patriarchal oppression of
women. For their part, Russian women in large
numbers identified with the goals of the revolu-
tion for women’s liberation and for class libera-
tion, and they rallied to the ranks of the Bolshe-
vik Party and the mass organizations.

However, Soviet history demonstrates that
the revolution is not the end of the fight but
merely the beginning of a new round.

Tre Marxist-Leninist Basis For WoMen's
EmancipaTioN

Frederick Engels, in The Origin of the Fam-
ily, Private Property and the State, set forth the
problem:

The democratic republic does not abolish

the antagonism between the two classes;

on the contrary, it provides the field on

which it is fought out. And, similarly, the

peculiar character of man’s domination over -
X1
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woman in the modern family, and the
necessity, as well as the manner, of estab-
lishing real social equality between the two,
will be brought out into full relief only
when both are completely equal before the
law. It will then become evident that the
first premise for the emancipation of women
is the reintroduction of the entire female
sex into public industry; and thar this again
demands that the quality possessed by the
individual family of being the economic
unit of society be abolished (p. 82).

Engels goes on to explain what some of these

radical transformations are:

The emancipation of women and their equal-
ity with men are impossible... as long as
women are excluded from socially produc-
tive work and restricted to housework, which
is private. The emancipation of women
becomes possible only when women are
enabled to take part in production on a
large, social scale, and when domestic du-
ties require their attention only to a minor
degree... [when] private domestic work [is
converted] into a public industry (p. 152)...
{and] the care and education of the chil-
dren becomes a public matter (p. 83).

Lenin reiterated this, denouncing housework

in harsh terms:

Notwwithstanding all the laws emancipat-
ing woman, she continues to be a domes-
tic slave because petty housework crushes,
strangles, stultifies and degrades her, chains
her to the kitchen and the nursery, and she
wastes her labor on barbarously unproduc-
tive, petty, nerve-racking, stultfying and
crushing drudgery. The real emancipation
of women, real communism, will begin
only where and when an all-out struggle
begins [led by the proletariat wielding the
state power] against this petty housekeep-
ing, or rather when its wholesale transfor-
mation into a large-scale socialist econ-

omy begins (“A Great Beginning,” July,
1919, pp. 63-64).

Lenin further argued that real equality for
women required the full participation of women
in the administration of the economy and the
government:

Unless women are brought to take an in-
dependent part not only in political life
generally, but also in daily and universal
public service, it is no use talking about
full and stable democracy, let alone social-
ism (“The Tasks of the Proletariat in Our
Revolution,” September, 1917, p. 46).

We want the working woman to be the
equal of the working man not only before
the law bur in actual fact. For this working
women must take an increasing part in the
administration of socialized enterprises and
in the administration of the state...., Elect
more working women to the Soviet, both
Communist women and non-party women
(“To the Working Women,” February, 1920,
pp. 78-79).

To summarize, there are three points out-
lined in the above quotes which we view as essen-
tial requirements for the emancipation of women:

1) Legal equality is a necessary first step, but
does not equal emancipation.

2) Women must participate fully in economic,
social and political life.

3) Women’s full participation is only possible
when the family is no longer the basic eco-
nomic unit of society.

What 1s Reauireo For Tue Emancieanon Of
Women

Full Legal Equality. legal equality is nec-
essary not only for its own sake, but most impor-
tantly because it opens the door to class struggle.
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Achieving full equality before the law is only the
beginning in the fight for women’s liberation.

Modern capitalist society shows that formal
equality -- which in large part exists in many capi-
talist countries -- still leaves women oppressed. A
revolutionary working class regime will quickly
grant legal equality to women. But, more impor-
tantly, under the dictatorship of the proletariat,
the state becomes a force for the emancipation of
women, pushing ahead the class struggle and ac-
tively supporting women against reaction. Lenin
stated:

Take the position of women. In this field,
not a single democratic party in the world,
not even in the most advanced bourgeois
republic, has done in decades so much as a
hundredth part of what we did in our very
first year in power. We actually razed to the
ground the infamous laws placing women
in a position of inequality.... But the more
thoroughly we clear the ground of the lum-
ber of the old, bourgeois laws and institu-
tions, the more we realise that we have only
cleared the ground to build on, but are not
yet building (“A Great Beginning,” July, 1919,
p. 63).

Full Participation in Political, Economic
and Social Life.

doors and providing opportunities, but that the

This means not just opening

revolutionary proletarian state must encourage and
prepare women for every facet of social and eco-
nomic life.

For centuries, since the beginning of class so-
ciety, women were confined to domestic slavery.
This kept half of society chained to the household,
and it meant that women of the oppressed classes
faced a double enslavement. Women were kept in
a backward state with their horizons limited to the
four walls of the home. Lenin stated:

The chief task of the working women’s move-
ment is to fight for economic and social

equality, and not only formal equality, for
women. The chief thing is to get women
to take part in socially productive labor,
to liberate them from “domestic slavery”,
to free them from their stupefying and
humiliating subjugation to the eternal
drudgery of the kitchen and the nursery
(“On  International Working Women's
Day,” March, 1920, p. 81).

There was a broad movement of working
class women in Russia before, during, and after
the revolutionary victory in 1917. Capitalism
was developing rapidly in Russia. The capiral-
ists in Russia, as elsewhere, desired cheap female
labor. By 1913, 30% of the industrial workforce
was female. With World War I, millions of work-
men were sent to the front, and the number of
women factory workers jumped to 40% by Janu-
ary, 1917. Still, on the whole, Russia was a peas-
ant country, and working women were only a
small minority. The strong feudal traditions and
fetters of the Russian Orthodox Church and
Islamic law complicated the class struggle and
made the fight for women’s liberation more dif-
ficult. Women were often considered to be no
more than beasts of burder;, they were not al-
lowed to own land and in many areas were under
the veil. Not infrequently, women were bought
and sold as brides, concubines, servants or even
draft animals!

In the cities, working class women typically
held only menial jobs under sweatshop condi-
tions, earning much lower wages than men.
Domestic servant was the most common occu-
pation for women, followed by textile worker.
All the social questions facing women — their
low wages, the double burden of work and care
for the family and household — were intensified
by the crisis brought on by the First World War.
Social dislocation and poverty drove many more
women into the work force. Frequently, they
were the sole support of their families. These



Xiv

FroMm Basa To TOVARISHCH

social conditions moved women to take part in
the general revolutionary movement. Women not
only demonstrated their capabilities for organiza-
tion and leadership, but also made clear that the
revolution and the building of a new society could
not be accomplished without their active partici-
pation.

In general, a revolutionary society must en-
sure that women participate in all spheres of eco-
nomic, social and political activity. It is abso-
lutely necessary to fight for better conditions and
equal opportunities. Yet simply holding jobs, even
at wages equal to men, is not sufficient. Women
must be brought into the administration of the
economy and of society as a whole.

Socialism aims at eliminating the differences
between skilled and unskilled labor, the inequali-
ties between managers and employees. It also
aims at promoting the lower strata of society, and
here we are talking about working class women,
into skilled, technical, managerial and adminis-
trative positions. The same holds true for poli-
tics. Women must take the opportunity and the
training to become political leaders and organiz-
ers of the working masses, as well as movement
participants.

But how can there be equal access to eco-
nomic, social, and political life if the family remains
the economic unit of society?

Elimination of the Family as the Economic
Unit of Society. The first condition is to inte-
grate women into the work force and ensure them
an independent living wage and benefits. The
second condition is to free them to do this. Soci-
ety must take responsibility for the survival of all
its members and provide comprehensive, afford-
able socialized domestic services. The quality of
life for its citizens, especially children and the
elderly, must not depend on individual family in-
come. The family will continue, but radically
changed economic relations will undoubtedly

change its form and content, and change it in
ways that are difficult, if not impossible, to pre-
dict (see Engels, Origin, Chapter 2, “The Fam-
ily”).

In capitalist society, the well-being of family
members rests with the individual family unit.
Maintenance of a home, care of children, care for
sick and handicapped family members, for un-
employed relatives, and a host of other responsi-
bilities must be dealt with by each individual
family. While recognizing this, we must also
acknowledge that such burdens devolve first, and
many times exclusively, on the woman. Lenin
was adamant on this point:

Here we are not, of course, speaking of
making women the equal of men as far as
productivity of labour, the quantity of labour,
the length of the working day, labor condi-
tions, etc., are concerned; we mean that
the woman should not, unlike the man, be
oppressed because of her economic posi-
tion. You all know that even when women
have full rights, they still remain down-
trodden because all housework is left to
them. In most cases housework is the most
unproductive, the most savage and the most
arduous work a woman can do. It is excep-
tionally petty and does not include any-
thing that would in any way promote the
development of the woman (“The Tasks of
the Working Women’s Movement in the
Soviet Republic,” September, 1919, p. 69).

To remove this burden, housework must
become a socialized industry. In addition to so-
cialized medicine and education, adequate social
security and pensions, and child care for every
family that needs it, laundries, cafeterias and house-
cleaning services are needed to rescue women
from domestic drudgery. Socialization of house-
work occurs to a limited extent under capitalism.
But these services are not affordable on a regular

basis for working people. Thus, they do not
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really eliminate the burden of domestic drudgery
for working class women. Household maintenance
performed as a “public industry,” affordable and
available to every working class family, will give
women (and the men who do some
of the housework) more time for social and po-
litical activity. But this is possible only with a
radical economic transformation of society, a trans-
formation that is only possible with a socialist
revolution.

Today there is a lot of talk about changes in
the family, and in a sense the family has changed
quite a bit. The traditional family that the bour-
geoisie love to talk about barely exists these days.
Today women make up 45% of the work force.
There has been a large increase in the number of
single<parent families and a growing number of
homosexual couples raising children. But the
increase in non-traditional families, though an
important social change, should not be exagger-
ated. Marxists look at the economic and class
relations underlying the family. Its character as
the economic unit of society does not change if
the family is a single mother or father with chil-
dren or a gay or lesbian couple. Whether rradi-
tional or not, the burdens of survival fall on the
individual family unit. If there is no one who can
maintain the family, most frequently its members
are left without adequate food, clothing, shelter,
medical care, etc. Therefore, regardless of what
form the family takes, its economic character
must be changed.

Bousuevik Achievements IN Te Emancipamon Of
Women

LecaL EauauiTy

Immediately after seizing power, the Bolshe-
viks established legal equality for women. In
November 1917, they decreed new marriage and
(“no-fault”) divorce laws. Prior to this the only

legal marriages were church weddings, and di-
vorce was impossible except by special dispensa-
tion from the Patriarch of the Church. In Lenin’s
words, within a year the Bolsheviks had “razed to
the ground the infamous laws placing women in
a position of inequality” (“A Great Beginning,”
p- 63). Russia became the first country in the
world to grant women full equality before the
law. This was an earthshaking event; it was a
tremendous inspiration to women’s rights activ-
ists around the world. [Note that women had al-
ready won the right to vote in May 1917. But
the Provisional Government had not dared to
change any of the reactionary czarist family laws.]
Abortion was immediately decriminalized and
then legalized in 1920. The Bolsheviks decrimi-
nalized prostitution, and established protective
legislation for women in the workplace. They
made advances in undermining patriarchalism in
the countryside. Child marriage was abolished,
as well as the selling of brides. In Muslim areas,
the workers’ state made it illegal to attack women
who took off their veils. In time, they succeeded
in eliminating the veiling of women altogether.
In the area of family law, the Family Code of
1918 and the Revised Family Law of 1926 were
the most progressive laws enacted up to that time.
Soviet law aimed at breaking down the patriarchy
and eliminating the stranglehold of the church
over women. It abolished illegitimacy and en-
titled all children to parental support. It gave
women equal rights to land. The Revised Family
Law of 1926 expanded the conditions for receiv-
ing alimony, recognized de facto (or common law)
marriage, established community property shar-
ing after divorce, and increased rights for peasant
women. However, it still put major responsibility
for women and children onto the husband or
partner and not onto the state. Both these laws
dealt with property relations, including child
support, in a more or less capitalist context. At
this time, the state simply did not possess the
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resources to socialize dependent care except in
extreme emergencies.

Unfortunately, many of the gains from the
1918 and 1926 laws were rescinded with the
Family Policy of 1936. Among other things, the
Stalinist regime outlawed abortion, criminalized
homosexuality, and made divorce more difficult
to obtain. In 1944, they took a further step back-
ward reviving illegitimacy.

One undeniable conclusion from the Bol-
shevik experience is that equality under the law,
once achieved, will only prove that more sweep-
ing social changes are needed to liberate women.

ParricipaTioN iN Economic, PoLITICAL AND
Sociat LiFe

One of the most positive features of the
Bolshevik regime was that it encouraged and
assisted the mass movement of women for their
emancipation. Lenin asserted:

We say that the emancipation of the work-
ers must be effected by the workers them-
selves, and in exactly the same way the
emancipation of working women is a mat-
ter for the working women themselves. The
working women must themselves see to it
that such institutions [to free women from
housework] are developed, and this activ-
ity will bring about a complete change in
their position as compared with what it
was under the old, capitalist society (“The
Tasks of the Working Women in the So-
viet Republics,” September, 1919, p. 70).

The Revolution brought millions of women
into economic, social and political life. This was
a big leap from czarism, but it only went so far.

The formation of the Zhenotdel, the Women’s
Section of the Central Committee of the Com-
munist Party, was an accomplishment in itself.
Women communists built an organization which
led the women’s movement in the Soviet Union

to several victories and effected permanent change.
Over
delegate system of Zbhenotdel This was a step

10 million women passed through the

toward bringing women into the administration
of the state and the economy. Through Zhenotdel
and other forms, millions of women received
political training and gained experience in organ-
izing the working masses for class struggle.

The enthusiasm of the early years was thwarted
by the New Economic Policy of 1921 (NEP),
which was an especially bitter setback for women.
They were hardest hit by the big layoffs, and
often when male soldiers returned from the front
women were thrown out of the work force. In the
mid to late 1920s as the economy recovered
somewhat [in 1926 it had only recovered to pre-
WWTI levels], women entered the workplace in
larger numbers, and received a great deal of job
training. Still, women were largely unskilled, and
even where they did hold skilled positions, they
were mainly at the low end of the technical/pro-
fessional scale.

The goal of training large numbers of women
as managers, technicians and political leaders was
never quite fulfilled. Women were trained, but
not in large numbers and not consistently. In the
local soviets, women were sizably represented,
but there were virtually no women in the higher
levels of the government, Party or economy. After
1930, a very small number of women were in-
volved in the management of collective farms.
Because of a shortage of workers in certain indus-
tries, the Soviets trained a large number of women,
e.g., as engineers. However, they never rose very
high, for the strain of family duties held them
back, a point that re-emphasizes the importance
of transforming the family so that women can
play an equal role in the administration of soci-

ety.

THe ELIMINATION OF THE FAMILY AS THE
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Basic Economic Unit

Starting from the extreme backwardness of
czarist Russia, the Soviet government made some
progress on this front. The Bolshevik goal was to
guarantee all women employment and an ade-
quate living wage, and to provide income and
services for all children and other dependents, so
that their welfare would not be dependent on the
farr "y income. The Bolshevik government estab-
lished a system of alimony and child support for
indigent women and children. It established free
medical care and education through university
level. It set precedents for social welfare, and
many of their social programs, which were ex-
tremely radical for the early 20th Century, be-
came demands of working class movements in
other countries.

The Soviet Union was among the first coun-
tries to offer workers’ compensation, unemploy-
ment compensation, and social security-style
pensions. It made great advances in maternal and
child care. In fact, its maternity-care hospitals
and rest sanitoriums, and its labor laws providing
maternity protection and benefits were precedent-
setting. It esrablished not only maternity leave,
but also abortion leave. The system of free or low-
cost workplace and district creches, while never
adequate, was a radical concept at the time. The
government instituted labor laws forbidding the
dismissal of pregnant women and single mothers.
It even set up the first battered women’s shelters,”
and mandated harsh punishment for “anti-women”
crimes. The state had some initial success in reha-
bilitating prostitutes, although prostitution and
the care of homeless children (besprizorniki) proved
to be a stubborn problem. The NEP and eco-
nomic hardships undermined these programs.

Education and occupational training for
women, especially Central Asian women, was an
essential issue in order to prepare women for the
work force. The Bolsheviks carried out a highly

successful mass campaign against illiteracy which
was particularly beneficial to women, as czarist
Russia had refused to educate them. They sent
women on to higher education in large numbers.
Overall, they succeeded in greatly improving the
cultural level of the masses, prepared women for
employment, and tried to enable women to free
themselves from oppressive marital situations and
to support themselves and their children.

Tue Dirricuimes Facep BY Tve BoLshevis

The advances made were hard-won, and often
called for great sacrifices. Reaction was strong in
the countryside, and many women activists were
murdered by priests, mullahs, outraged husbands
or male relatives. In the cities, the working class
was also infected with male chauvinism, and male
workers and workers’ organizations often proved
to be obstacles to the emancipation of female
labor. In the countryside, patriarchy and religion
continued to exert reactionary influence. In the
soviets, factories, unions, and even in the CPSU
itself (which could not but reflect the strengths
and weaknesses of the Soviet working class),
opposition to the programs for women’s libera-
tion was a serious problem.

Without a doubt, one of the most serious
obstacles to the development of socialism in the
Soviet Union was the lack of modern industry.
Setting up the large-scale operations that are needed
to socialize housework, provide daycare for every
family, etc., requires a very productive industrial
base which the Bolsheviks just didn’t have.
Nonetheless, they looked for ways to encourage
the masses to move in the direction of socialism
and to create enthusiasm for “shoots of commu-
nism” through volunteerism. “Communist Sat-
urdays” (subbotniki) and the communal kitchens
set up during the Civil War were examples of
this.

These communal kitchens were very suc-
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cessful because it was the most efficient way to
feed the population in an emergency situation.
After the war, however, they mostly died out.
Unfortunately, there were a lot of illusions that
these crisis measures were shortcuts to commu-
nism. It turns out there are no shortcuts, but
communists must find ways to mobilize the masses
for socialist construction because it is the masses
who build socialism!

On the whole, the Bolsheviks work on this
front was a very mixed bag. Soviet society showed
revolutionary energy from mass movements and
social reforms well into the 1920s. But the ruined
economy and the consequent lack of resources
prevented the Bolsheviks from carrying out their
initial plans. During the NEP the situation wors-
ened, and many of the programs that had been
initiated were wiped out. For example, they de-
signed model communal housing that would effi-
ciently share facilities but built few. They planned
house cleaning services and communal laundries
but never got them off the ground.

By the late 1920s, general social welfare
programs and other transitional socialist meas-
ures were often opposed or downplayed by Stalin’s
regime. They were considered a hindrance to
industrialization. However, the government tried
to revive the old revolutionary fervor and volun-
teerism, promising that industrialization and
collectivization was the “second stage of the revo-
lution,” the “revolution from above,” the revolu-
tion that would create socialism. But this was
empty rhetoric.

At the same time, a large number of creches,
kindergartens and cafeterias were established under
Stalin. They were directed at frecing women to
work, since at the beginning of industrialization,
the country suffered a big labor shortage. But
they were not really designed to open the way to
women’s full participation in public affairs. While
many public institutions and services established

in the 1930s may look socialist (i.e., publicly
owned, helped people to live and work) these
facilities are actually consistent with large-scale
capitalist industry — especially when the capital-
ists are secking cheap female labor. [For example,
such facilities are common during wartime in
many countries]. Factory cafeterias were set up in
large numbers, not to lighten the load of domes-
tic work, nor to socialize the family kitchen, but
to make labor convenient for capitalist industri-
alization. And childcare facilities tended to be es-
tablished at only the most profitable and prosper-
ous enterprises and farms. This increased the strati-
fication of the working class. If you worked in a
new modern plant, you got the services; if you
worked in a low-paying concern, you got noth-
ing.

Socialism, on the other hand, opposes such
stratification, and demands that childcare and
other such services be provided for the whole
class, not only to free women to work, but to

develop their cultural and political potentials.
The Betrayal of the Revolution

It is a historical tragedy that many of the
gains women made from the Revolution were
only temporary. This is part of the larger tragedy
of the betrayal of socialism by Stalin and the
CPSU.

While the Soviet Union managed to pull
itself out of the depths of poverty following WW1,
the long years of foreign intervention and the
Civil War, while it managed to industrialize and
modernize its economy, it failed to build social-
ism. By the 1930s, it is clear that the Communist
Party of the Soviet Union was not organizing the
working class for socialist construction nor ap-
proaching the working class in a revolutionary
way. Instead, it was building what became a bu-
reaucratic state capitalist economy under the he-
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gemony of a privileged bureaucratic class (or strata,
if you will), a new bourgeoisie which, while not
technically owning the means of production, cer-
tainly controlled them, and pocketed the profits
in devious ways. And in doing so, the workers
were once again exploited, in a manner not too
different from under the czars. And most women
became doubly exploited, a subclass which as-
sumed a double burden of work.

In 1930 Zbhenotdel was dissolved. The lead-
ership of the CPSU said to women in essence:
“This is socialism and you are liberated.” There-
fore, no special institution for organizing women
to fight their oppression was needed. This was a
very significant act, for it signaled that the prole-
tarian women's movement was dead.

Social programs remained throughout the
1930s. However, these were not socialist in con-
tent, but representative of a state capitalist soci-
ety with social welfare features. The emancipa-
tion of women and the building of socialism were
sacrificed to capitalist industrialization and col-
lectivization and the consolidation of new bu-
reaucratic bourgeoisie.

The CPSU abandoned socialism as its goal,
and with this it reversed many of the gains women
had previously won. Just as the transition to so-
cialism is inseparably bound up with the libera-
tion of women, the process of consolidating state
capitalism demanded that the family once again
be enshrined as the basic economic unit of soci-
ety. The failure to carry through with measures
that would lead to socialism (childcare, socialized
housework, etc.) undermined the position of
women. Legal equality was still on the books, but
the reactionary measures passed in 1936 and 1944
made it a sham.

Along with these practical changes came
ideological ones. The Marxist theory of women’s
emancipation and the family was discarded. Marx
and Engels were abandoned in favor of bourgeois
experts who asserted that the traditional bout-

geois family structure was what socialism required.
They only gave the old structure a new name —
“The Socialist Family.”

In the difficult times of the 1920s, the new
Soviet power had faced tremendous obstacles. The
revolutionary movements did not succeed in Ger-
many or other countries and the Soviet revolu-
tion was left isolated. The economy was wrecked
after World War 1 and the Civil War. The work-
ing class itself was decimated. The state was forced
to adopt a New Economic Policy which rees-
tablished capitalist market relations and, conse-
quently, strengthened bourgeois relations. In this
situation, the CPSU and the Soviet state took
various turns away from revolutionary politics
and policies. We have not found any one event or
political decision which marked a decisive turn.
But collectively, the political stands and policies
taken meant that at least by the early 1930s, the
Party and state had given up all but the ourward
trappings of a struggle for socialism. The fate of
the fight for women’s liberation was closely bound
up with the fate of the working class and peas-
antry as a whole. Women workers and peasants
were mobilized in the fight for their own libera-
tion, and there were many successes during the
1920s. But by the early 1930s, it was clear that
the fight for women’s liberation was given up.

WhHar Suouto Have Been Done

Perhaps nothing could have stopped the turn
away from the early Bolshevik ideals. However,
we felt strongly about a couple of issues. First and
foremost is the issue that mass proletarian or-
ganizations and movements were allowed to dete-
riorate. Lenin and the early Bolsheviks had envi-
sioned arriving at socialism through a form of
state capitalism under the hegemony, however, of
the proletariat, and guided by a Marxist-socialist
party which represented the interests of the pro-
letariat and the other working masses. They envi-
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sioned this to only work if the mass movements
of the working peoples remained vital, not only
for their input into decision-making and admini-
stration, but also as watch-dogs to ensure that the
interests of the working masses were kept at the
forefront, and to expose and check any bureau-
cratic deviations or corruptions which might occur.
In fact, Lenin died making plans to re-establish
“Workers’ Control” organizations, and to infuse
life into the masses by reviving the soviets and
establishing cooperative movements. He never
wavered in his support for the Zhenotdel.

In this context, we felt strongly that the
Zhenotdel, or some other kind of mass women’s
organization, should have been maintained to
advocate for women’s issues such as domestic
services, to insist on the necessity of abortion, to
protest the restrictions on divorce. We felt that
socialized services could have been reinstituted at
the time of industrialization, or perhaps after the
first five-year plan had been completed when the
country had the resources. We also felt that such
an organization could have pursued the issue of
raising men’s consciousness more. But, obviously,
any kind of vital mass proletarian movements
would have hindered Stalin’s plans.

Some histortans and some trends in the
Marxist movement (including in ex-MLP circles)
feel that the revolutionary movement in the So-

viet Union was exhausted by the early 1920s.
They say that the Bolshevik Party and Soviet
state, by holding on to power, necessarily had to
degenerate, and eventually had to take up various
repressive measures against the masses, and that
this could not help but consolidate repressive
state capitalism. This is a serious question. The
members of this study group believe that a tran-
sition to socialism requires the support of the
masses and a mass movement for socialist meas-
ures. Our study about the fight for the liberation
of women does not answer all the questions in-
volved in the issues of what went wrong in the
Soviet Union. Our study does show, however,
that it is not accurate to say that the Soviet re-
gime had no mass support after the early 1920s.
The fight for the liberation of women intensified
after the Soviet state came to power. Millions of
women and men were mobilized into this barttle
throughout the 1920s. Nevertheless, by the 1930s,
this struggle was undermined.

The eventual failure of the
however, does not negate its importance. The

Revolution,

study of Soviet history is just as valuable for the
shortcomings, as well as the successes, it reveals.
It holds important lessons, some positive, some
negative, for the socialist future and for the fu-
ture of women.



ZHENOTDEL AND THE NEW WOMAN

This article discusses some of the work of
the Bolsheviks in the fight for women’s emanci-
pation and in the organization of women workers
and peasants into the revolutionary movement.
It concentrates on the work of the Zhenotdel
(zhenskii otdel -- women’s section), formed in

1919 and disbanded in 1930.

PREHISTORY OF ZHENOTDEL

To understand Zhenotdel, it is necessary to
discuss some of its prehistory. The issue of women’s
liberation had been a historical current since the
early Russian revolutionary movements. For in-
stance, in the Narodniki movement of the 1860s
and 70s, women revolutionaries such as Vera
Zasulich were among the best-known of Russian
heroes. And as well, the fight for the social eman-
cipation of women was an important current of
the revolutionary movement leading to the vic-
tory of the Bolsheviks in October, 1917. Through
the early 1900s, women were an increasingly
important section of the working class. Often
employed in the lowest-paid, dirtiest work, they
frequently were little more than beasts of burden.
By 1917 they made up 40% of all production
workers. Although they had been militantly agi-
tating for their rights for several decades, the
history of the struggles of Russian working women
has not received due attention (see article on
Women’s Work). Women workers took an active
part in the 1905 Revolution. And in 1917, pour-
ing into the streets of Petrograd on International
Working Women's Day, women sparked the
February Revolution.

Lenin and other leaders fully recognized the
crucial role of women in achieving the Bolshe-

vik’s goals. Lenin stared:

The success of a revolution depends on
how much the women take part in it.!

The building of Socialism will begin only
when we have achieved the complete equal-
ity of women and undertake the new work
togcthcr.2

The struggle for women’s rights must also
be linked with our principal aim ~ the
conquest of power and the establishment
of the dictatorship of the proletariat... we
must combine our appeal politically in the
minds of the female masses with the suf-
ferings, the needs and the wishes of work-
ing women. They should all know what
the proletarian dictatorship will mean to
them.?

But pressing problems faced the Bolsheviks
in organizing women workers and peasants into
the revolutionary movement and advancing their
struggles for emancipation. These included:
winning the support of the class-conscious sec-
tion of women workers for the Revolution; mobi-
lizing those women workers and peasants who
remained outside the revolutionary movement;
and fighting the incredible backwardness of Rus-
sian society, which was a major brake on the
participation of women in the Revolution. The
emancipation of women meant much more than
granting mere legal equality. It meant a fight to
break down the barriers to participation in the
work force and in the politics of society. It meant
developing the conditions for women to be edu-
cated. It meant destroying the patriarchal rela-

1
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tions dominant in the countryside and the au-
thority of the church. And it meant carrying out
a broad social and economic transformation which
would develop conditions where the family was
no longer the basic economic unit of society.

The history of Zhenotdel must be looked at
in light of these tasks.

Orcanizing WoMmeN

There were discussions and plans within the
Bolshevik Party over how and in what form to or-
ganize women for at least two years prior to the
formation of Zhenotdel in the autumn of 1919.
It was agreed to be essential, but there were vari-
ous issues. The Bolsheviks declared themselves
for women’s complete social emancipation. They
considered legal equality to be only a beginning,
opening the way for a much broader struggle. As
Lenin stated:

The more thoroughly we clear the ground
of the lumber of the old, bourgeois laws
and institutions, the more we realize that
we have only cleared the ground to build

01’\....4

The Bolsheviks were opposed to the bour-
geois feminists of the time whose program chiefly
consisted of winning the vote and other educa-
tional and legal rights. They realized that a total
social transformation was imperative. Alexandra
Kollontai assessed the marter succinctly:

Access to the ballot box and the deputy’s
seat is the true goal of the feminist move-
ment. And the more politically conscious
of the working women are aware that nei-
ther political nor legal equality can finally
settle the “woman question.” As long as a
woman has to sell her labour power and
suffer capitalist slavery, she will not be a
free and independent pcrson.5

The Bolsheviks recognized that the emanci-
pation of women had a definite class basis. There
could be no liberation of the mass of women
unless they were also liberated as workers and
peasants: “Women will only become free and equal
in a world where labor has been socialized and
where communism has been victorious.”® Kol-
lontai and others outlined a series of urgent
demands which included a shorter working day,
higher wages, more humane treatment in the
factories, maternity protection, better conditions
for the hundreds of thousands of servants, equal
rights to land for peasant women, breaking up
the power of the landlords, etc. Without these
conditions there could be no talk of the emanci-
pation of women.

The necessity to take up special work among
women workers and peasants came from various
angles. Lenin held that the emancipation of women
was impossible without women themselves fight-
ing for it

The emancipation of working women is a
matter for the working women themselves...
and this activity will bring about a com-
plete change in their position as compared
with what it was under the old, capitalist
socicty.7

As well, the fact that women workers were
already an active part of the revolutionary move-
ment may have been a factor pushing ahead the
discussion of special organizing among women
workers and peasants. Another justification for
this special work was to overcome the essential
conservatism of women in order to increase sup-
port for the revolutionary movement® At this
time, fully 85% of all women were peasants trapped
within the reactionary domination of the church
and the patriarchy.

Another issue that came up was whether or
not a mass organization for women rto fight for
their liberation was needed. The Bolsheviks de-
cidedly went against this concept. They felt that
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this would inevitably assume a “feminist” nature,
but they were against a separate Party organiza-
tion of women as well, for they feared that this
would split the male and female proletariat. Lenin
set forth the Party view:

The communist women’s movement ijtself
must be a mass movement, a part of the
general mass movements; and not only of
the proletarians, but of all the exploited
and oppressed.... We want no separate or-
ganizations of communist women... How-
ever, we must not shut our eyes to the
facts. The Party must have organs—work-
ing groups, commissions, committees,
sections or whatever else they may be called-
-with the specific purpose of rousing the
broad masses of women, bringing them
into contact with the Party and keeping
them under its influence.”

As Hayden puts it: “The Bolsheviks [were
in] the odd position of appealing to women as a
separate group in order to convince them that
they were not a separate group.”'® What eventu-
ally was established was a Bureau of Agitation
and Propaganda Among Women under the Sec-
retariat of the Party Central Committee which
was to direct agitational work among women.

Events Leaping Up 10 THE CREATION OF
ZHENOTDEL

The eventual creation of Zhenotdel began
with the Revolution of February, 1917. The impetus
for the February Revolution was a mass demon-
stration of women workers and soldiers’ wives de-
manding “Peace and Bread” on International
Working Women’s Day in Petrograd. As women
workers poured into the streets, the Petrograd
committee of the Bolshevik Party delegated Vera
Slutskaia to draw up a plan for work among
women. Her proposal included a bureau to coor-
dinate agitational work, and the revival of the
journal Rabornitsa (The Woman Worker, first pub-

lished in 1914 but shut down by the authorities
during the war). Apparently Slutskaia made it
clear in her report that this bureau was to be for
“purely agitational work,” and that “no kind of
independent women’s organization will be cre-
ated.”!! Kollontai proposed the creation of an
actual Women’s Department at the 7th All-Rus-
sian Conference of the Bolsheviks held in April,
1917. Although the proposal was rejected, the
chairman of the conference affirmed that “it is
necessary to create a technical organ for the di-
rection of agitation among women.”'?

Rabotnitsa resumed publication in May, 1917.
It played a key role in organizing women for the
proletarian revolution. To understand the work
of Rabotnitsa, and other organizational forms of
this period, one needs to understand that the
Provisional (Kerensky) Government, which came
to power after the defeat of the czar in February,
1917, had failed to take any significant action for
women’s emancipation, except to grant them the
vote, although it had promised other civil rights.
These empty promises spread wide discontent
with this government composed of bourgeois and
petty bourgeois parties, and provoked a turn towards
the program of the proletarian revolution.
Rabotnirsa urged that such a revolution was nec-
essary in order to bring about the conditions
where a fight for women’s emancipation could be
waged successfully.

Some idea of the work in this period can be
gleaned from Holt’s anthology of Kollontai's
writings. Included in it are articles from Pravda
warning that women needed to ensure equality in
practice, that is, to ensure that such freedoms as
were granted by the constitution did not pass
them by.

Rabotnitsa encouraged soldiers’ wives to de-
mand greater benefits and to send delegates to
local soviets. It agitated to support the strike of
8,000 laundresses in Petrograd, pointing out the
importance of this action to the working class as
a whole. It criticized the trade unions for not
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taking up the issue of equal pay, and for blocking
the participation of women in the trade union
movement.!®> The Rabotnitsa editorial board also
convened factory and district meetings to discuss
general issues of importance to women workers
and peasants, such as the eight-hour day, the
democratic republic, and confiscation of landlord
property, as well as “women’s issues” such as ma-
ternity protection, protection of female and child
labor, and equal civil and political rights. The
need for organization on the part of women and
for solidarity with their brother workers was at all
times stressed.'®

Opposition to the slaughter of millions and
to the mass starvation and deprivation caused by
the war had been a key factor in the demonstra-
tions of women workers in February, 1917.
Rabotnirsa organized a campaign against the war
and high prices in June, 1917. This was an im-
portant cut against the Provisional Government
and the bourgeois feminists who supported Rus-
sia’s participation in the war.

In September, the Petrograd Women’s Bu-
reau organized a conference of working women.
Delegates assembled in late October -- “500
hundred delegates representing 80,000 women
from factories, workshops, trade-unions, and unions
of socialist youth and Party organizations.”’® The
Ocrober Revolution interrupted the conference;
when it reconvened in mid-November, its delib-
erations provided the basis for legislation on
maternity protection and other laws of the new
government.

This gives some idea of the work among
women leading up to the victory of the October
Revolution of 1917.

Tue Ocroser Revorution Openep THE Way
FOR A FigHT ForR WoMeN's EmANCIPATION

When the Bolsheviks came to power in
October, 1917, they took a series of immediate
steps forward. They declared the complete legal

equality of women. They made marriage and
divorce simple civil procedures. They enacted
decrees providing protection for female and child
labor and social insurance, including pregnancy
leave. The first Constitution in 1918 not only
confirmed women’s right to vote but also to be
elected to office. Abortion was decriminalized
after the Revolution, and legalized in 1920 (see
article on Abortion).

At the same time, Bolshevik leaders declared
that these were only the first steps to prepare the
way for the social and economic transformations
that must take place. They called for a fight against
the conditions which kept most women domestic
slaves, and against the influence of the priests
and mullahs. However, the Bolsheviks were only
able to take a few steps along this path when the
new regime became involved in a life and death
struggle with counter-revolution in a devastating
civil war.

THe CiviL WAR Periop

THe WomeN's COMMISSIONS AND THE
CREATION OF ZHENOTDEL

The victory of the October Revolution and
the immediate steps taken had opened up an
even broader fight for women’s liberation. In
November, 1918, the First All-Russia Congress
of Working and Peasant Women was held. This
was a pivotal event in the eventual creation of
Zhenotdel. Women were coming into the revolu-
tionary movement in large numbers. Three hundred
delegates were expected at this Congress, but 1147
arrived. Anecdotes of the time described how un-
expected was this large turnout and the difficul-
ties of suddenly accommodating such a number
of pcoplc.w Lenin addressed the Congress, the
first national leader in history to endorse a full
program for women’s emancipation.

The work of this Congress covered many
topics, including mobilization of women for the
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war; involvement of women in the Party, govern-
ment, trade unions and soviets; problems of edu-
cation and social welfare; and institutions to so-
cialize household labor -- all to refashion women
and “give Communist society a new member.”
The Congress shouted approval when someone
proposed outlawing the derogatory term “Baba.”!’
A proposal which laid the basis for the formation
of Zhenotdel was adopted: a commission (ad hoc
body) was to be attached to each Party organiza-
tion to be responsible for conducting agitation
among working women. A head commission was
to be established in Moscow directed by Inessa
Armand, Alexandra Kollontai and Vera Moirova.

Following this Congress, there was intensive
work to involve women in defense of the Revolu-
tion. Kollontai addressed women’s meetings to
persuade Party members and unpaid volunteers
to set up and staff women’s groups. Leading women
cadres were sent across the land in brightly-pos-
tered propaganda trains to recruit women to the
war effort. This work seems to have had success.
In her essay, “The Woman Worker and Peasant in
Soviet Russia,” Kollontai stated that women workers
and peasants were involved in the Civil War from
the beginning, but that by the end of 1918 this
activity had become highly organized. Women
labored in weekend work brigades (subbotniks),
conducted campaigns against epidemic diseases,
and dispensed aid to families of Red Army sol-
diers and homeless children. They organized feed-
ing stations and childcare: posters in the Ukraine
urged, “Be a mother not only to your child but to
everyone’s children.”'8

Over 73,000 woman served in the Red Army
as political propagandists, medical workers, scouts,
and combat soldiers; there were even some women
commanders. Kollontai reported:

The proletarian women of Petrograd not
only provided 500 Red nurses and medical
orderlies for the front, but also served in
their thousands in the machine-gun com-

panies, in communications, in sapper
companies, and labored selflessly in the
cold autumn weather to dig trenches and
surround Petrograd with barbed wire.... The

industrial centers in particular sent a large

number of women to the front.!”

At the Congress of 1918, Armand and Kol-
lontai had argued that the liberation of women
could not come about solely by their participa-
tion in the work force, but that family life must
also be transformed. This necessitated the reor-
ganization of domestic labor and childcare, re-
quiring such institutions as creches, communal
dining halls, laundries and clothes-mending cen-
ters to be put in place. This was in line with
Lenin’s goals for the industrialization of house-
work, what he termed “shoots of communism:”

Public catering establishments, nurseries,
kindergartens ~ here we have examples of
these shoots, here we have the simple,
everyday means, involving nothing pom-
pous, grandiloquent or ceremonial, which
can really emancipate women, really lessen
and abolish their inequality with men as
regards their role in social production and
public life.2°

By 1920-21, 12 million urban people were
eating at the canteens, over 80% of the popula-
tion of Petrograd and 93% of the population of
Moscow.?! Public feeding was obviously a meas-
ure necessitated by the war situation, i.e., the
only way to organize food distribution given the
scarce resources. All children were fed free, and
food coupons were issued as part of the voucher
system which replaced monetary wages under “War
Communism.” But at the time, these “commu-
nist shoots” were definitely seen as ushering in an
era when women would no longer be tied to the
slavery of home and kitchen. In addition to set-
ting up domestic and child services, the Commis-
sions were also involved with the protection of
mother and child, inspection of labor conditions
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having to do with women and children, and the
elimination of illiteracy.

Shortly after the 1918 Congress, Armand
had proposed a more organized method of draw-
ing women into the construction of the new soci-
ety. At women’s meetings in the winter of 1918-
19, delegates were elected to serve for three months
as “apprentices” or paid interns in various gov-
ernment departments and soviets. Paid instruc-
tors from the Commissions supervised their work.
Thus began the delegate system which was a
feature of the Commissions then, and later of
Zhenotdel. Armand envisioned the delegate sys-
tem not only as a means of political education,
but also as a source of future employment. Dele-
gatki would be trained to take part in the admini-
stration of society. They would then return and
report to the conferences that elected them to
encourage other women. The goal was to learn
how government worked and to become actively
involved in its tasks. Smith describes this proce-
dure:

One out of every ten workers, and one out
of every hundred housewives and peasants
are elected every year by as large a number
of women as can be got to participate in
the elections. The women thus elected meet
twice a month under the leadership of a
trained Party worker, and are given a course
in the structure and problems of the gov-
ernment, the position and rights of women,
questions of education, cooperation, liv-
ing conditions, etc. The program for work-
ing-women concentrates on industrial and
trade union problems, and for peasant
women on agricultural and village ques-
tions.... Each group of delegates is divided
into sections for more intensive study of
special questions. Members of the sections
are attached as praktikants to local soviet,
cooperative, or trade union organizations.
The heads of these institutions have been
instructed officially to make it possible for
these women to become fully acquainted

with the organization, and w0 give them
some practical work.... Each year a new set
- of delegates is elected, and the “graduates”
are drawn upon for teachers, and to take
regular positions in the organizations where
they have been training. Meetings are held

periodically at which the delegates report

to their “constituency.”?2

By the time of the 8th Party Congress in
March, 1919, the Women’s Commissions had re-
ceived thousands of letters from women all over
the country begging for material help and sup-
port. Kollontai’s speech emphasized that the Party
would have no success in recruiting women with
general political appeals: “We have to conduct a
struggle with the conditions that are oppressing
women, and emancipate her as a housewife and
mother. This is the best approach toward women
-- this is agitation by the deed.”?* Specific pro-
posals for work among women were adopted:
each Party committee should ensure that its or-
ganizational meetings were attended by represen-
tatives from the Women’s Commissions, and
political education courses for women would be
set up. A resolution was passed which committed
the Party to giving every support and encourage-
ment to the work of the Commissions.

In the midst of the Civil War, September,
1919, Zhenotdel received official status. The chief
impetus was that the 8th Party Congress resolu-
tion had prompted a flood of complaints from
women that their work was being undermined
and undervalued. Therefore, they requested that
the status of the Women’s Commissions be ele-
vated into a nationwide, Party-sponsored Depart-
ment. Armand, who had long been arguing for a
women’s national bureau based on the German
Party model, was named Director, with Kollontai
as Deputy Director. Shortly afterward, in 1920,
Armand was also delegated to establish a Women’s
Department of the Comintern.

One of the first things Zbenotdel did was to

issue an instruction requiring every enterprise to
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have at least one delegate apprenticed in the fac-
tory inspectorate. The role of the delegare was to
monitor the conditions of women workers, en-
suring that laws were carried out concerning the
length of the working day, night work, overtime,
protection of the rights of mothers and pregnant
women, and sanitary and safety conditions. The
delegatki were also supposed to organize meetings
and lectures centered upon protection of labor
and conditions of work in the factories.

Zbhenotdel also turned its attention to social
problems. Since millions of men had been mobi-
lized and large numbers had died, most women
found themselves solely responsible for their
families. In 1920, Nadezhda Krupskaya wrote
that the years of war had forced women to be-
come more independent, while sexual relation-
ships had taken on a temporary and informal
character, more “candid” than the old bourgeois
marriage relations. As a result of the hardships of
war, prostitution was rampant, illegal abortions
often resulting in illness or death were wide-
spread, and hundreds of thousands of children
had been abandoned. Therefore, she urged the
state to move rapidly to aid destitute mothers and
children, providing healthcare, day nurseries, and
children’s homes.?* Zhenotdel organizers mobi-
lized women volunteers to establish and staff these
facilities, and also tried to deal with the problems
of the besprizorniki, homeless youth of both sexes
who survived on the streets by begging, thieving
and prostituting themselves.

In November 1920, a Zhenotdel commission
to fight prostitution was established. It stipulated
that all women found prostituting themselves on
the streets would be taken to the Commissariat of
Labor, where they would be encouraged to attend
courses of study, helped to get jobs, or sent to re-
cuperate at sanitoria. Only if 2 woman were re-
peatedly found guilty would she be sentenced to
a period of enforced labor (see article on Prostitu-
tion). Zhenotdel also endorsed the Legalization of
Abortion Decree in 1920, and helped establish

its criteria of health care (see article on Abor-
tion).

Toward the end of the War in 1920, Zke-
notdel initiated a decree for compulsory (if mini-
mal) military training for young urban women
between 16 and 18. Since the War was drawing to
a close, this appears to have been a measure to
dramatize sexual equalicy, but it was also a means
of mobilizing women for future social action.”®
Although this was not carried through for very
long, it illustrates a certain romantic or unrealis-
tic attitude of the Bolsheviks, including Kollon-
tai, toward the period of “War Communism.”
That is, many thought that these war measures,
where the state took over complete management
of society, where feeding was collectivized, labor
was “militarized,” and grain was forcibly requisi-
tioned from the peasantry to feed the urban
population and the army, was indeed “commu-
nism,” and thar it could be continued.? In justi-
fying the NEP which followed, Lenin admitted
that “War Communism” had been allowed to go
on too long, and that this thinking had been
utopian.27

By 1921, Women’s Bureaus had been estab-
lished in every province of European Russia.
Kollontai states that there were 70,000 delegatks
representing three million women.?® Despite male
resistance and skepticism, the red-kerchiefed dele-
gate had already become a familiar and popular
figure in the villages and towns. A jingle of the
time conveys the liberating atmosphere:

Like it or not, I do not care,
Your wife’s no addlepate,

Lay finger on me, if you dare,
And I'll be a dc:lc:gate!29

This gives some picture of the work of Zhe-
notdel during the Civil war.
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NEP Periop

At the end of the Civil War, the Bolsheviks
needed to reassess their program, including the
work of Zhenotdel As already pointed out, Zhe-
notdel delegatki had been involved in organizing
the communal kitchens, laundries, etc., during
the Civil War. With the easing of this crisis, the
number of such facilities severely diminished,
and under NEP state funding was largely with-
drawn. In the first year after the War, more than
half the daycare centers and homes for single
mothers closed down.*® Through the 1920s, Zbke-
notdel organizers and delegatki were involved in
organizing what facilities remained. Volunteers
were urged to set up neighborhood childcare and
communal dining facilities. There were creches
and canteens at some of the larger factories. Hayden
reports that in 1925 in Leningrad, there were 53
childcare centers in the factories serving 2,270
children.3! Smith reports that in 1927, the large
Three Hills textile factory in Moscow had an
impressive chain of kindergartens and day nurs-
eries. But she also adds:

Here I saw also another side of the picture,
workers’ wives living in crowded quarters
swarming with children who could not be
accommodated in the day nurseries because
there was still not space enough for all the
women themselves working in the factory.32

It seems that nurseries and dining rooms
were available to workers at the more prosperous
factories, and that they were mostly funded by
the factories themselves. They were by no means
available to the working class as a whole. None-
theless, this does not alter the fact that the workplace
creche, where mothers could nurse and visit their
children, was a very radical measure for its day.
How many work places today furnish this kind of
convenience for working mothers?

A crucial issue at the end of the Civil War
and the entry into NEP was unemployment. As

4 million men returned to the work force, war in-
dustries shut' down and domestic industries were
in a shambles, there were large-scale dismissals of
women workers. Kommunistka (The Communist
Woman) projected that in the initial wave of ad-
justment to NEP, one-third of all women workers
-- 900,000 people -- would lose their jobs. Kom-
munistka deplored the “groundless firing of women
workers” based only on “prejudice” and not on
any kind of defensible economic, social, or politi-
cal consideration.3? Some trade unions did pass
resolutions against this situation, and the labor
code placed various restrictions on the firing of
women. This was at the urging of Zhenotdel which
admitted, however, that it was impossible to en-
force these rcgulations.“ The government also
cut apprentice programs for women, and reduced
the number of places designated for women in
vocational skills institutions (see article on Women'’s
Work). Hayden describes the attempts of Zbhe-
notdel to deal with this situation:

Since unskilled workers were the first to
be laid off, and women workers were for
the most part unskilled, the Zhenordel
organized meetings of women workers to
explain to them the skills required for dif-
ferent trades, and tried to find ways of
raising their level of skills. In addition, the
Zhenotdel organized unemployed women
into artels, where they did things like sew-
ing and knitting articles of clothing for

sale. 3%

These measures proved inadequate, and so
in 1924 Zhenotdel reluctantly agreed to lift the
ban on night work for women “in order to give
employers as little excuse as possible to lay off
women workers” (see article on Women’s Work).36

Throughout the NEP period, Zhenotdel agi-
tated for the reestablishment of domestic serv-
ices, for childbirth and infantcare relief for un-
employed women who had lost their social insur-
ance, for any measures that would give women an
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independent wage to prevent such horrors as
beggary, prostitution and infanticide which were
growing at an alarming rate among women cast
out of the work force.

But the economic conditions of the NEP
undercut the goals of Zhenotdel. Budget cutbacks
seriously reduced both the central and regional
Zhenotdel staffs. In 1922, the soviets withdrew
funds previously allocated to pay the interns, and
this appears to have been the case with other state
organs as well.¥” Hayden quotes a report from a
national meeting of Zhenotdel organizers held in
1921:

Many people are stating that there are dan-
gers that the new economic conditions are
not only destroying any possibility for work
among women, but also that they will
strengthen the enslavement of working
women. In connection with all these ques-
tions, there arose the inability to coordi-
nate our work with the changing economic
conditions. Work began to decline, doubts

in the usefulness of the zhenotdels were

born.38

Work AmonG THE PEASANTRY AND IN THE
East

The end of the Civil War inaugurated a
period of increased Zhenotdel work among the
peasantry, and the women of the East who were
mainly Muslim. Hayden relates this turn to the
difficulties of dealing with the conditions facing
urban women workers. It is also possible that
Kollontai was over-optimistic about the successes
of communist work among these workers:

It is now not individuals, but masses of
women workers who are joining in the
task of constructing the Soviet republic.
As yet, the peasant woman is only timidly
following in their wake. The women among
the urban poor have become conscious of
their rights and have bound their future to

the future of communism. The Party’s task

is to find the way to the mind and heart of

the peasant woman.>?

It is clear that the increased work in the
countryside was mandated by the leadership of
the Party. In 1923 Stalin wrote an article for
Kommunistka stating that “Zhenotdel’s aim must
be to draw into the construction of Soviet life the
millions of peasant women.”*® Zhenotdel was criti-
cized for expending too much effort on “politi-
cizing” women, and was directed to turn its at-
tention to the concerns of women’s daily life,
called “socialization of byr.”

No fight for the emancipation of women
could succeed without breaking down the patri-
archal system and other backward conditions facing
women peasants. It appears that there was objec-
tive motion among peasant women. After all,
World War 1 and the Civil War had caused ex-
treme social dislocation in the countryside; many
women were then solely responsible for the fam-
ily dvor (homestead) and for working the land.
They were not satisfied with the same old ways.
Still, at first, Zhenotdel had a difficult time in the
rural areas. The urban style of the young Zbe-
notdel organizers and their modern notions aroused
the suspicion of the conservative peasant women.
For example, they were resistant to the idea of
creches, fearing these “godless people who wished
to take children away from mothers.”*! In the
end, they came to greatly appreciate the child-
care, literacy classes and handcraft artels.

During this second phase of Zhenotdel work,
the number of women peasants recruited increased
markedly, while the number of urban workers
declined. At the end of 1923, 30% of the dele-
gatki were workers and 40% were peasants; by
July 1925, 63% were peasants and 18% were
workers. In 1926, one-half million delegatki were
elected throughout the country, 64% peasants
and 20% workers. The remainder were house-

wives, office workers and domestic servants,42
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As Kollontai phrased it, “after the peasant
woman comes the ‘last slave’, the woman of the
East.”*3 Halle presents a number of detailed an-
ecdotes of both the successes and the difficulties
of this work.*# In the spring of 1921, 20 or so
Zhenotdel workers in agit-trains and boats set off
for Azerbaijan, Turkestan, Bashkiria, the Crimea
and the Caucasas. By the end of March, 45 Muslim
women, most from Turkestan, attended a pre-
liminary conference in Moscow to discuss the
best way to change the Muslim laws. It was de-
cided to set up clubs, literacy classes, and nurser-
ies in the Central Asian regions to provide an
example of the benefits of the new regime. The
first organizers were Russian urban women. But
there were also a number of Tatar organizers from
Kazan and Crimea, where the position of women
was freer, women were unveiled, and many women
spoke Russian. These organizers carried on agita-
tion in home visits (when men were absent), at
funerals, in streets, marketplaces and bathhouses.
They sometimes had to don paranjas like the
Muslem women in order to disguise their activi-
ties.

In addition to regional Zbhenotdel offices
themselves, women’s hostels, clubs, and stores
which offered modern hygienic products (like
soap!) were set up. Red Corners, Red Yurzas (tents),
and Red Boats were organized, depending on
local conditions. These might contain a medical
consultant, a legal consultant, a newspaper reader,
and a day nursery. Courses were given on hy-
giene, childcare, midwifery, literacy, typing, and
elementary politics. Lenin Corners offered simple
political propaganda, exhibits and pamphlets.
Dramas, films and lectures portrayed social is-
sues, and performing arts groups toured the coun-
tryside. Many large conferences were held, draw-
ing peasant women from the furthest regions of
the East together with the proletarian women of
the West. And International Working Women’s
Day was a huge and often dramatic celebration.
According to Halle, Zhenotdel grew rapidly in the

East. For example, in 1924 there were 5,000
members in Central Asia; by 1925 there were
15,000 members.*?

In June 1921 at the 2nd Comintern Women’s
Conference, delegatki from the East had dramati-
cally thrown off their veils. An observer wrote:
“That moment when the delegates of the eastern
Soviet republics walked in and raised their chad-
ris (veils) before the conference was a symbol of
our victory in joining the women of the East to
communism.”* But this was just a prelude. In
1927 the offensive against the veil and seclusion
stepped up. At Party meetings, communist men
unveiled their wives to set an example. In waging
this campaign, Zhenotdel appealed to Moham-
med’s original writings; in turn, the mullabs
counteracted with “progressive Muslimism” to
lure women away from Zbenotdel However, in
1927 at a celebration of International Working
Women's Day in Bukhara, 100,000 women tore
off their veils, dipped them in paraffin and burned
them. They then marched through the streets
tearing the veils off the wealthier women. After-
wards there were terrible recriminations. Hun-
dreds of deveiled women were murdered by hus-
bands and fathers, and by the next year, all but
5,000 had re-veiled themselves. However, by 1930
there were no veiled women in Bukhara. The
government could not issue a law against the velil,
since it was too entrenched in Muslim culture,
but it enforced protective laws for women who
unveiled. Zhenotdel also waged campaigns against
kamsol (breast binding) among Kalmuks, against
kalym (bride price), and another for cloaks for
Caucasian women who were forbidden them and
froze in winter.

During this period Zhenotdel houses became
refuges for battered wives, rebellious women, and
rescued child brides. A fierce male reaction led by
the mullahs and nobility followed. They called
Zbhenotdel “jinotdyel” (devil’s chancellory), and
started rumor campaigns against the Bolsheviks
for holding orgies, sharing women in common,
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and using their centers as houses of prostitution.
Earthquakes, droughts and plagues were blamed
on deveiling. Women leaving a Baku women’s
club were set upon by wild dogs, and men threw
boiling water at them. An eighteen year old Uzbek
activist was mutilated and thrown into a well. A
Muslem woman in her 20s was hacked to death
by her father and brothers when she appeared in
public in a bathing suit. Many Zbenotdel organ-
izers were also killed. Stites reports that there
were three hundred such murders in Central Asia
in only three months of one yc:ar.‘7 However, ex-
emplary trials were held for murderers of women,
and the government eventually classified such
crimes as counter-revolutionary offenses (in 1929).

The campaign to liberate the women of the
East was perhaps the most notable (and dramatic)
work of Zhenotdel. Tt demonstrates that the struggle
of women for their emancipation was indeed a
major current of the Bolshevik Revolution. De-
spite the hardships, the determination and en-
thusiasm of the Zhenotdel workers reflected the
vigor of the revolutionary movement at that time.

This gives an indication of the kind of work
Zhenotdel was involved in from the end of the
Civil War through the 1920s. In many ways it
was quite impressive.

Controversies WitHiN THE PartY Over
ZHENOTDEL

All through this period there were problems
within the Party towards the work of Zhenotdel
At several Congresses Zhenordel representatives
claimed that the Party was not paying enough
attention to their work, and that regional centers
were deliberately hindering it. At the 9th Party
Congress (1920), one Martynova complained:

It is essential that the Party committee pay
serious attention to this work and not be
limited by the taking of only one resolu-
tion. What should the participation in the

work consist of? Looking over the proto-
cols of the Party committees you see that,
if in one and a half years this question is
put for discussion then this is an advanced
committee; but in the majority of cases
the comrades assign a worker who is by far
not responsible but rather a rank and file

communist woman, and on this quit them-

sclvcs.48

After this, a resolution put forth by Martyn-
ova was approved. It stated that “The 9th Con-
gress of the Communist Party (Bolshevik) con-
siders the work among the female proletariat one
of the tasks of the moment which cannot be put
off and an essential part of our general Party
work.” The resolution called for “organizing
women’s sections among our Party committees
where they don’t exist and strengthening their
work where they do exist... in this providing
these sections with responsible organizers and
leaders from among the best Party workers.”#

In spite of Party resolutions, Konkordia
Samoilova complained that Zhenotdel was treated
as a joke, and that most Party members, includ-
ing women, considered this work “beneath their
dignity.” More seriously, Party officials in the
outlying districts were actively sabotaging Zbe-
notdel work. According to Hayden, in the first
year of NEP, several local women’s departments
were arbitrarily disbanded. There continued to
be incidents where Party provincial committees
refused to allow delegate elections, and even called
for the liquidation of Zhenotdel>® Therefore, the
10th Congress (1921) called for more coopera-
tion between Zhenotdel and agitation and propa-
ganda departments of the Party. Hayden says that
after the 10th Congress, the Central Committee
“repeatedly issued circulars instructing its local
organizations to stop ‘liquidation’ of the women’s
departments.”®!

Nevertheless, matters had reached a crisis
point. At the 11th Congress (1922), Zhenotdel
raised the complaint that their directors were
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generally not invited to meetings of heads of
Central Committee departments, but told to wait
in the hall until the subject under discussion
concerned women. Sofia Smidovich, then Zbhe-
notdel director, called for disbanding Zhenotdel if
more support was not given. The 11th Congress
made the decision to maintain Zhenotdel, and
again promised more support.’2

By the end of 1922, a number of non-Party
women’s publications had sprung up. This may
have reflected dissatisfactions arising from the
problems brought on women during NEP -- loss
of jobs, decrease in funds for daycare, laundries,
etc. In 1923, Vera Golubeva, Deputy Director of
Zhenotdel, put forth a radical scheme. She felt
that since the Party did not support Zhenotdel, it
was accomplishing very little. Therefore, it would
be more useful if men and women outside the
Party would form themselves into special socie-
ties dedicated to the emancipation of women.
She proposed experiments in communal living as
a first step. Her ideas received an immediate and
hostile reaction from the Party -- and from most
of the rest of the Zhenotdel leadership.>® In Janu-
ary 1923 Rabomitsa was revived, apparently to
deal with this situation.

The 12th Congress (1923) also tried to deal
with this. It reconfirmed that Zhenotdel should
have equal status with other Central Committee
departments. It stated:

The continuing, and becoming more com-
plicated, conditions of this work in the
face of the slowing construction of institu-
tions to lighten the conditions of the women
workers creates some soil for feminist de-
viations. These deviations can assist the
creation of such specialized societies which,
under the flag of improving the daily life
conditions of women, in fact, would lead
to the splitting of the female part of the
laboring reoplc from the general class
struggle.®

The 12th Congress issued a call “to strengthen
the work of the assigned organizations in the
matter of improvement of the daily life of women
along with the improvement of the position of
the working class as a whole.” But it also noted
what it called “the significant separation of the
work among women workers and women peas-
ants from the general Party work, and the inade-
quate inclination and activity flowing from this
to a large degree of the Zhenotdel workers towards
general Party work.” A resolution proposed meth-
ods to resolve this: “The Congress proposes to
the Party commuittees to get rid of these phenom-
ena by putting into effect the full leadership of
the Party committees in the work of the Zhe-
notdels and by making them up of qualified women
Party workers.”>> The resolution further supported
the delegate system and work in the East. How-
ever, in other words, Zhenotdel was acting too
autonomously, and was put under tighter Party
control.

We are in no way able to assess the different
controversies and debates concerning Zbhenotdel
at the Party Congresses. However, it is clear that
work among women was an issue of discussion at
each Party Congress through the 1920s. McNeal
states that “few other issues in the 1920s were the
subject of as many party decisions as the ‘woman
question’.”>® It is also clear that the chauvinism
permeating the Soviet society did not totally es-
cape the Party. Lenin said: “Scratch the Commu-
nist and a philistine appears. To be sure, you have
to scratch the sensitive spot,-- such as their men-
tality regarding women.”””

Traoe Union OpposiTioN

There are many references in the literature
to ongoing difficulties in the relations between
Zhenotdel and the trade unions. In the autumn of
1919, Kollontai wrote a letter to the Politburo on
the “pressing question of the relationship be-
tween trade unions and the women’s sections, in
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view of the heated discussions which are disrupt-
ing our work.”>® There continued to be tensions
of “turf’ and hostile reactions from the male
members. So, instead of using Zhenotdel instruc-
tors, the trade unions were put in charge of the
work of the delegatki. Nonetheless, the unions
had to be constantly pushed into their commit-
ments toward women, and they too repeatedly
called for the liquidation of Zhenotdel.

Smith recounts an informative discussion

with the daughter of a Zhenotdel leader:

The daughter reported that originally all
work among women in the factories rested
on Zhenotdel. As a result, the factory com-
mittee often failed to take initiative and
refused to put subjects of special interest
to women on their programs. When women
came to meetings they were met with: “Well,
let’s hear what the babas have to say.” Because
women were afraid to express themselves
it was necessary to organize special women’s
meetings. This person thought this had
some good effect but led to a we/they atti-
tude, Therefore, a decision was made for a
change of method. She stated that the trade
union congress voted to place responsibil-
ity for work among women on factory
committees as a whole. This congress in-
structed unions to include questions of
special interest to women on their general
program. She thought that this had a healthy
effect. The unions became more active in
drawing women into their work. Her con-
clusion was that Zhenotdel prepares the
ground for union work>®

Smith also gives an interesting example from
this period of Zhenotdel work in the textile manu-
facturing district of Ivanovo Voznesensk. Of the
126,000 textile workers in the district, two-thirds
were women, and of these 26,000 were peasant
women who had come to work in the factories for
the first time in the last two years. Zhenordel
faced many difficulties, including the harsh life

of the peasants. Yet in the end, 30,000 of these
women were reached in one way or another by
Zhenotdel and over 8,000 became delegates.
Hundreds of women were studying in the politi-
cal circles, and 3,000 women were members of
circles which discussed household and other
questions of immediate interest to women. Smith
states that in two years (1926-28), the number of
women elected to soviets in this area increased to
23%, the number of women shareholders in co-
operatives from 48,000 to 70,000, and the num-
ber of women in the Communist Party from 18%

o 23%.%°

However, it appears that the relation be-
tween the work of Zhenotdel and the work of the
trade unions was never adequately settled. There
is also evidence that a similar situation existed in
the local soviets, where (male) leadership also
eventually co-opted control of the Zhenotde! dele-
gatki.

Tue Demise oF ZHENOTDEL

Zhenotdel was officially dissolved at the 16th
Party Congress in June, 1930. There had been
forewarnings. In 1926, the Women’s Secretariat
of the Comintern had been downgraded to an ap-
pendage of the Executive Committee. In 1927,
the Party Central Committee had issued a circu-
lar letter to all local organizations noting the
failure of Zbhenotdel to mobilize women around
the tasks of the Party.$! Zhenotdel was perfectly
willing to organize women to carry out Party di-
rectives, but insisted that women had to be eman-
cipated in their daily life before they could fulfill
these tasks. In 1927, Zhenotdel held its second
All-Union Conference of Women Workers and
Peasants, in which women very vocally presented
a list of their grievances. They expressed disgust
with the male chauvinism in the trade unions
and soviets and with the callousness of factory
managers. They criticized the Commissariat of
Labor for not following up on its decrees to pro-
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tect women workers from unemployment, for not
providing adequate job training, and for ignor-
ing the inequality of wages that persisted. They
demanded better healthcare and childcare facili-
ties for unemployed women, and appealed to the
government for the promised domestic services.
The peasant women presented a particularly horrific
picture of their plight. In effect, the women ac-
cused the Party and Government of betraying
their interests and treating them as second-class
citizens. This appears to have brought the ongo-
ing tension between Zhenotdel and the Party to a
head, but to little avail. Hayden reports that in
the following year, of the 16 slogans for Interna-
tional Working Women’s Day, 15 dealt with
mobilizing women for industrialization and col-
lectivization needs, and only one slogan referred
to emancipating women in their daily lives.?

In 1929, the Secretariat was abruptly reor-
ganized to suit the new period of industrializa-
tion and collectivization. Special departments
(Jewish, Village and Women’s) were subsumed
under Agitation and Mass Campaigns. Stites states
that “the furious pace of industrialization and
collectivization beginning in 1928 posed tasks of
mass mobilization which were, in the minds of
some, much too imposing to be handled by Zbe-
notdel. One Party figure, according to Stalin’s
spokesman Kaganovich, felt that ‘Zhenotdel was
no longer a center of progress, but rather a brake
to it.”% In a complete about-face, Kaganovitch
blamed Zhenotdel for concentrating too much on
the problems of women’s everyday lives, and not
enough on political education, therefore, not
preparing the peasant women for collectivization!®*
[Zhenotdel had been given the impossible task of
organizing the batrachki (landless peasant women),
probably the most down-trodden segment of society
who lived an almost subhuman existence.]
Kaganovich further stated that the conditions
which gave rise to Zbenotdel no longer existed.
Women were full citizens with equal rights, i.e.,
their mass entry into production. It was acknowl-

edged that Zhenotdel had done important and
necessary work, but it was outdated. There was
now a solid cohort of liberated women, and a
special organ was no longer needed. The Party as
a whole would assume this work.®

There was evidently no debate leading up to
the decision to abolish Zhenotdel At the Con-
gress, it was presented as a fait accompli. Stites
recounts that “some comrades applauded the
abolition of Zhenotdel as long overdue, while
others... lamented the decision.”®
The current Zhenotdel leadership, as well as
Party
minutes did record at least one strong protest.
PE Kudelli, an original editor of Rabomitsa,
protested that although working women had es-

sentially contributed in building the new econ-

Krupskaya, concurred in its liquidation.

omy, they still enjoyed none of the benefits prom-
ised to them in their homes, and that women
struggling to combine work, home life and politi-
cal activity suffered from an impossible conflict
of interests. She stressed the need for workers’
communal living arrangements, and accused the
Party of hypocrisy in forcing collectivization on
the peasants, when neither the workers nor the
leadership lived collectively.®”

Tue AFTERUIFE OF ZHENOTDEL

The legacy of Zhenotdel lingered on. Succes-
sors of local Zhenotdel organs (Zhensektors) or-
ganized delegate meetings in rural areas until
1934, and these departments were maintained in
certain non-Russian regions into the 1950s to
combat the remnants of feudal prejudice. Com-
missions of Work Among Women officially re-
mained a part of trade unions and soviets. Cul-
tural, political and professional women’s groups
continued, as did mass campaigns around vari-
ous issues; and International Working Women’s
Day continued to be celebrated. But Kommu-
nitska was abolished [theory about women was
clearly not desired!], and Party presses discontin-
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ued women'’s pages. Put under Party editorship,
Rabotnitsa survived, but with considerably wa-
tered-down content.

However, the women’s activities that remained
were entirely tied to the perceived needs of the
nation and the Party, e.g., the main slogan for
International Working Women's Day in 1930
was “100% collectivization.”®® Local organiza-
tions served chiefly to transmit Party directives
on production quotas and to mobilize women in
support of the five-year plans. After 1930, many
Red Clubs and Tents were opened to men and
concentrated on work training. Delegate meet-
ings were essentially replaced by women’s “pro-
duction conferences.” After Stalin’s death, Zhen-
soviety (Women’s Councils) were established in
the non-urban regions. Browning gives an inter-
esting analysis of these councils as means to
“mobilize women for the tasks decided by the
Party” and as transmitters of bourgeois family

ideology.®

ZHENOTDEL'S ACHIEVEMENTS

By 1930, significant gains had been made
towards the emancipation of women. Women had
full legal rights. The great majority of urban working
women had been won over to the regime. Large
numbers of women were again employed, and
could be found in occupations previously un-
dreamed of. Major progress had been made against
illiteracy; maternal and child services were in-
creasing; and labor protection laws were again
enforced. Significant gains had been made against
domestic slavery, the veil and other outrages.

However, Zhenotdel had not been able to
achieve two of its major goals -- the eradication
of prostitution and the establishment of collec-
tivized housekeeping. The conditions of NEP
had frustrated the first goal, since it impover-
ished women and reestablished their dependency
on the male income (see article on Prostitution).

And the priorities of the Party prevented the

second goal from being achieved, as it sacrificed
the well-being of women in order to increase
production and profit (see article on Women'’s
Work).

Some figures demonstrate these gains. In
ten years, nine to ten million women had passed
through the delegate system. At the time of Zhe-
notdel’s demise, almost half of all women were
literate. Women comprised over 30% of all uni-
versity students and approximately 40% of trade
school students. Party membership was about
14% female. Women’s membership in rural and
urban soviets and distribution centers was 20-
25% at this time (see article on Women’s Work).

The accomplishments of Zhenotdel cannort,
however, be measured by statistics alone. The
modest forces of the Zhenordel were expected to
go everywhere and do everything. Zhenotdel’s
economic resources were scant at best, and con-
stantly reduced. Its efforts were thwarted and
ridiculed by the trade unions and soviets. It re-
ceived only lukewarm Party support, and its pri-
orities were continually being changed by the
Party. And Zhenotdel workers were actively perse-
cuted by the reactionary, patriarchal forces. Given
the incredibly oppressed and backward position
of women before the Revolution, the fact that by
1930 most women were conscious of their rights
as full and equal citizens and were seeking to
achieve them is the true and remarkable legacy of

Zhenotdel.

Discussion

Impressive as some- of these facts are, to us,
this was only a beginning, opening up the possi-
bility for an even broader fight for the emancipa-
tion of women.

Continuing on the path to socialism would
have required such a fight, including equalizing
the conditions of male and female workers, rais-
ing the level of pay and skills of women workers,
continuing the fight against patriarchal condi-
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tions in the countryside, organizing to socialize
domestic services, and other fights. It is possible
that by 1930 some other form of organization
among women besides Zhenotdel was needed. Stites
states bluntly that the abolition of Zhenotdel marked
“the end of the Proletarian Women’s Movement.””®
But the real issue is that the fight for women’s
emancipation was given up because the fight for
socialism was given up.

By the 1930s it is clear that the Communist
Party of the Soviet Union was not organizing the
working class for socialist construction nor ap-
proaching the working class in a revolutionary
way. Instead, they built what became a state capi-
talist economy which they called “Socialism.” The
state capitalist economy required the participa-
tion of women workers; there was a labor short-
age. But measures did not go beyond that. The
emancipation of women and the building of so-
cialism took a back seat to the industrialization
and collectivization programs and the consolida-
tion of Stalin’s regime. To disguise this, Soviet
leaders insisted that “The Victory of Socialism”
had completely liberated women.

It does seem to us that in the conditions of
Russia at the time of the Revolution, a mass or-
ganization outside the Party to fight for women’s
emancipation might have been reasonable. Rus-
sia was a country of incredible backwardness.
The condition of women was horrendous. The
extent of patriarchal domination and male chau-
vinism was vast, and the Party itself was not
immune. Furthermore, women workers and peas-
ants had a long history of activism in fighting for
their rights. The Party’s fear of a separate Party
organization splitting the proletariat is under-
standable, but there was an irresolvable contra-
diction in its position. Hayden puts the matter
thus: “Lenin viewed Zhenotdel as the representa-
tive of the Party among women, whereas the early
Zhenotdel leaders viewed it as the representative
of the interests of women within the Party and
the institutions of the Soviet state.””! This was

not a contradiction in Lenin’s thinking, and need
not have been a contradiction as long as the
Bolsheviks were on the socialist track.

But the contradiction became apparent when
Zhenotdel had to constantly battle the Party for
support and fight against male prejudice within
the Party. It was exacerbated when, after Lenin’s
death, the Party began to veer away from its
original goals. As a Party department (of the
Secretariat, headed by Stalin), Zhenotdel had no
choice but to follow Party directives.

Further, despite the Party’s fears, Zhenotdel
could not but have the features of an “organiza-
tion.” For example, Zhenotdel leaders repeatedly
had to assert that the major advantage of delegate
meetings was their “temporary” character; women
would not become “isolated” from the rest of the
working class because delegate meetings were not
a continuing organization with regular members.
Where ongoing women’s organizations did spring
up, whether spontaneously or organized by Zhe-
notdel workers, the Zhenotdel leadership insisted
they be disbanded.”? The point is that there was a
natural tendency for women to organize them-
selves. Perhaps if that had been allowed, they
might have been able to fight against the erosion
of their rights, such as the abolition of abortion,
or could have pressured the state for the domestic
services promised them.

By the mid to late 20s, the economic situ-
ation in the Soviet Union had somewhat stabi-
lized. We thought that by that time some discus-
sion of organizing daycare services, dining rooms,
etc., for the working class as a whole could have
been taken up. But we have found no indication
that it was. In fact, social welfare programs and
other “shoots of communism” continued to seri-
ously decline. Certainly in the 1930s, intense in-
dustrialization demanded that more factory daycare
programs and cafeterias be established. But they
were not aimed at lightening the burden of domestic
work so as to free working women to take part in
society more fully. Rather, they were necessities
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to make women’s labor available for capitalist
industrialization and accumulation. Moreover, the
connection of creches and dining rooms to the
factories meant that a certain stratification of the
working class took place. If women worked at the
more prosperous factories, they received these
benefits. But there was no organized work to
make such services available to the class as a
whole. Furthermore, we question whether a more
direct struggle for employment and improving
the working conditions of women should have
been waged during NEP. And not least, a cam-
paign to raise men’s consciousness was never ade-
quately attempted.

We recognize the extreme difficulties in the
economy of the Soviet Union of that period, the
drastic decline in production, the fact that large
sections of the population had gone back to the
countryside because industry was at a standstill.
We recognize that contradictions of the regime
with the peasantry had become severe. We recog-
nize the purpose of NEP in getting the economy
going at that time and establishing a compromise
with the peasantry. However, we have questions
as to whether NEP went too far in concessions to
the bourgeoisie and petty bourgeoisie. We ques-
tion whether more restrictions could have been
put on these strata, and more pressure exerted to
force them to honor the laws and resolutions
regarding women.

At the bottom is the issue that, in general,
the mass movements of workers declined in this
period. The soviets degenerated from grass-roots
policy-making bodies into mere appendages which
carried out Party directives. The trade unions
also became mere transmitters of Party policies to
the workers, and strikes were suppressed. The
concept of citizen “watch-dog” organizations which
were to check the rising bureaucracy was aban-
doned during NEP and never revived. In short,
the proletarian character of the Revolution was
destroyed. Lenin theorized that socialism could
be reached through a state capitalism under pro-

letarian rule. But proletarian organizations were
undermined and sabotaged. It is our thesis that
the emancipation of women is inseparably linked
to the general triumph of the proletariat. With-
out means for the proletariat (including women
proletarians) to exert their goals, reactionary,
bureaucratic - state capitalism was consolidated
without serious opposition. By the 1930s, it is
clear that this had happened. We agree with Stites
that Zhenotdel had many features of a genuine
proletarian movement, and when it was elimi-
nated, the fate of Soviet women was sealed.

Certainly, by the 1930s, when there was almost
full employment and material conditions had
greatly improved, the state could have established
the promised system of domestic and childrear-
ing services, and turned its attention to the pro-
motion of women to their highest capacities. But
by this time, the individual family was again fully
entrenched as the “basic cell” of society and had
reassumed many of its former economic and so-
cial responsibilities. This aided the new rising
class of bureaucrats to enrich themselves from
state profits and to build up a military economy
to protect its position (see article on Family Law).

It is a historical tragedy that many of the
gains women derived from the Revolution were
only temporary. The following articles on Family
Law, Abortion, Prostitution, and Women’s Work
discuss the gains and reversals in detail. They
reveal that the betrayal of the early Bolshevik
goals for women is part of the larger tragedy of
the betrayal of socialism by Stalin and the Com-
munist Party.

ZHenoToer DIRECTORS

INessa Armanp (1919-1920)

Bourgeois intellectual background. A long-
time, close associate of Lenin. Briefly opposed,
then supported Lenin’s April Theses. Appointed
Head of Women’s Section of the Internationale
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in 1920, Directed women’s Civil War work, worked
with Commissariats of Justice and Social Welfare
to legalize abortion and decriminalize prostitu-
tion, conceived delegate system. Died in 1920.
[Anna Kollontai, deputy director].

AnNa KoLontal (1920-1922)

Bourgeois intellectual background: novelist
and essayist. Organized first Social Democratic
women’s groups in Petrograd. First woman on
Executive Committee of Petrograd Soviet and on
Party Central Committee. Supported Lenin's April
Theses. First woman in government as Commis-
sar of Social Welfare. Founded Office of Maternal
and Infant Welfare and had major input into first
Family Code and Prostitution legislation. Mem-
ber of Left Opposition to Brest-Litovsk, dropped
from Central Committee and resigned Commis-
sariat in 1918. Propagandist for Red Army dur-
ing Civil War. Secretary of Women’s Section of
Internationale after Armand. Active in famine
relief of 1921, in protection of rights of urban
women workers, and in campaign to liberate women
of the East. Removed from post because of role in
Worker's Opposition. Remanded to diplomartic
posts in Norway and Mexico; first Soviet woman
ambassador -- to Sweden. Negotiated treaty be-
tween Finland and the Soviet Union in 1940.
Returned to Soviet Union in 1945. Nominated
for Nobel Peace Prize. Advisor to Soviet Ministry
of Foreign Affairs. Died 1952. [Vera Golubeva,
deputy director].

SoF’iA SmipovicH (1922-1924)

Petry-bourgeois, non-intellectual background.
Social Democrat since 1889; organized women

factory workers. Head of Moscow Regional Zke-
notdel from 1919-1920. Concerned with mater-
nal and child protection. Conservative on “psy-
chological liberation,” abortion and the family.
Stalin supporter. Resigned Zhenotdel for post on
Central Control Commission. Died 1934.

Kiavona Nikoraeva (1924-1927)

Proletarian background: typesetter/book-
binder. Veteran of feminist Congress of 1908; or-
ganized proletarian women’s circles, former edi-
tor of Rabotnitsa, Director of Petrograd Zhenotdel,
Head of Women’s Section of Internationale after
Kollontai, member of the Central Committee
and Orgburo. Directed peasant women’s entry
into cooperatives and rural soviets. Dismissed for
role in Zinoviev’s Leningrad Opposition; remanded
to minor posts in provinces. Returned to Party,
re-elected to Central Committee in 1939. Died
1944. [Aleksandra Artiukhina, deputy director].

ALEksANDRA ARTIUKHINA (1927-1929)

Proletarian background: textile worker and
trade unionist. Member of Kollontai’s “Women’s
Mutual Aid Club” in St. Petersburg in 1907,
Zhenotdel deputy director in 1924, member of
Central Committee, Orgburo and candidate for
Secretariat. Organized agricultural workers into
production. Led Zbhenotdel in opposing Lenin-
grad Opposition. Possibly removed from Direc-
torship for supporting Bukharin’s Right Opposi-
tion. Later, rewarded for economic and trade union
work. Served on Central Control Commission
and as President of Cotton-worker’s Union. Died
1969.
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LAw AND THE TRANSFORMATION OF THE FAMILY

The best criterion of the cultural level is the legal
status of women.

(Lenin, “On International Working Women'’s
Day,” 1920).

BACKGROUND

The passage of the Family Law of 1918 was
the keystone of the legal emancipation of Soviet
women. It was a remarkable accomplishment of
the October Revolution. Capitalism had emerged
in Russia only a half-century earlier. Czarism
had been overthrown just six months before. Under
czarism, all authority had begun with god and
the czar, passed through the clergy and aristoc-
racy and then, by right of gender, devolved upon
fathers, husbands, sons and brothers. The clergy
regulated every important life process from birth
to marriage to death. In the best of cases, fathers
had to give consent for their children to marry.
Otherwise, they outright arranged marriages. In
the rural and Muslim regions, fathers even sold
daughters into marriage. If a young person mar-
ried without paternal consent, disinheritance or
even imprisonment was possible. Although, tech-
nically, women had the legal right to own and
acquire separate property (dowry, inheritance, gifts,
earnings), common practice nulified this right. A
woman owed complete obedience to her hus-
band; she was unable to take a job, get an educa-
tion, obtain a passport, or conduct a monetary
transaction without her husband’s consent. If
her husband changed place of residence, she was
obligated to follow. In realityy, women were
property: head servants in households of the upper
classes, beasts of burden in the lower classes. They
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had no separate identity, but were appendages of
their patriarchal owners. According to czarist law,
it was a woman’s duty

to obey her husband as the head of the
family, to be loving and respectful, to be
submissive in every respect and show him
every compliance and affection, he being
the master of the house.! '

They called this enslavement of women a
religious sacrament ordained by god. Lenin called
it medievalism and feudalism, and regarded the
enforced inferior status of women as a “relic of
serfdom.”? Orthodox religious law did allow dis-
solution of marriage (annulment), but mainly by
the husband; Muslim law granted this right only
to the husband. Among sections of the peas-
antry, this enabled a regular system of exploiting
women. Peasant men took seasonal wives for plant-
ing and harvesting, then annulled the marriage
when the crops were in, and abandoned the women.
Women did not even have the right to their own
children. Any children of a dissolved marriage
went to the man, if he wanted them, because
they were his heirs. At the same time, husbands
could escape responsibility for children born out
of wedlock. These were the sllegitimates upon
whom society placed a great stigma. The czarist
government even stamped this status on pass-
ports. And all this was but the tip of the iceberg
in the barbaric treatment of women -- and chil-
dren.

Prior to the October Revolution, the rising
Russian bourgeoisie had added social hypocrisy
to the absolute authority of the man. They spoke
of equality in marriage, and of love as its founda-
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tion, but only in order to obscure their real inter-
ests -- the male-dominated economic founda-
tions of marriage and the family. Lenin scath-
ingly decried the “decay, putrescence and filth of
bourgeois marriage.”? The bourgeois parties, with
their program of constitutional monarchy, were
too conciliatory to the aristocracy and too re-
spectful of “the sacred rights of private property”
to consider real equality for women.* A reform
law of 1914 did allow a woman to separate from
her husband and obtain her own passport, but
only under extreme conditions of adultery, im-
potence or abandonment. This, however, mainly
benefitted a small portion of the upper classes.

Nevertheless, capitalism had been gradually
breaking up the old social relations. The patriar-
chal family was falling apart. As capitalism forced
women to seek work outside the home, they be-
came breadwinners or workers alongside their
husbands, with some degree of independence.
The social dislocation of World War I accelerated
the distintegration of the family. The number of
women who worked for a living grew dramati-
cally, as did the number of women who headed
peasant households. Even before this, proletarian
women had joined in the struggles of the day on
their own initiative. They participated in educa-
tional, cultural and political, factory and com-
munity clubs. They raised general democratic de-
mands, plus demands for their class and for them-
selves as an especially oppressed section of the
population. They took part in strikes and even
led them (see article on Women'’s Work).

Lenin emphasized that the oppression of
women to some degree cut across class lines, af-
fecting “the working woman, the wife of the
worker, the peasant woman, the wife of the little
man, and even in many respects the woman of
the propertied class.”® One must acknowledge
the efforts of bourgeois and petry-bourgeois women
to liberate both themselves and others. For ex-
ample, the socially conscious women of the 19th
century populists (Narodniks) were forced to flee

their fathers and enter into marriages of conven-
ience in order to get passports to obtain medical
educations abroad and return to work for the lib-
eration of the peasantry. And many women of
the People’s Will and other political groups spent
years in prison and exile, and even gave their
lives for revolutionary causes.

During the early years of the 20th century,
several bourgeois feminist groups had worked for
the emancipation of women. Mainly these efforts
were in the legal and political arenas: the fran-
chise for women was the big issue, but they also
questioned such matters as church-sanctified
marriage and husbands’ rights over women and
children. They were chiefly concerned with is-
sues related to their own class, although a certain
segment of this movement had promoted more
radical social reforms: land reforms for peasant
women, maternal protection, and insurance for
working women and household servants. The bent,
however, was to organize all women on a gender
basis, which obliterated class conflicts.

Alexandra Kollontai and other Social Demo-
cratic women regarded most of these efforts as a
sort of noblesse oblige. They recognized that or-
ganizing women by gender left untouched the
class-based economic foundations of society, which
was the real cause of women’s oppression. They
insisted that mere legal reforms could not really
alleviate the horrendous conditions of working
women. The matter came to a head when Social
Democratic and proletarian women stormed the
bourgeois All Russian Women’s Congress of 1908
to press their demands for a revolutionary social
and economic program which would liberate
working women (see articles on Zhenotdel and
Women’s Work).

After the February Revolution, the bour-
geois Provisional (Kerensky) government was forced
to grant women suffrage and nominal civil rights,
but hesitated to implement these rights. The task
of advancing the liberation of women fell to the
October Revolution, which smashed the czarist
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and bourgeois apparatus. As part of tearing down
the old and building up the new, the Bolsheviks
immediately began examining and reconstruct-
ing the whole legal apparatus.

The importance of Bolshevik women and
the working women’s movement in formulating
what eventually became the first Family Law cannot
be overemphasized. The measures urged by Kol-
lontai, Krupskaya, Inessa Armand and others,
who drew upon direct input from working women,
largely formed the basis of these laws. Immedi-
ately after the October Revolution, the first All-
Russia Congress of Working and Peasant Women
in November of 1917 formulated the measures
on divorce and marriage, maternal and infant
protection, adoption, and labor protection of
women and children.

First Famity Law - 1918

The first Family Law (or Code) came about
piecemeal, and was not codified until October
18, 1918. The Divorce Decree was the first ele-
ment to be put in force, in December of 1917. At
the same time, civil marriage replaced ecclesiasti-
cal marriage, and Registrar’s Offices (ZAGS) were
established. A Decree Forbidding Adoption was
issued in 1918, but was not originally part of the
Law (see Discussion). The Abortion Decree, in-
stituted in November, 1920, also was not origi-
nally part of the Family Law but was considered
a health measure (see article on Abortion). Fur-
ther amendments were made in 1922 in the Land
Code (peasant rights) and in the Civil Code
(inheritance). All these addicions through 1922
may be considered part of the First Family Law,
as they have direct bearing on the family. Addi-
tional protective laws for women and children
were under the Health and Welfare Code, the
Criminal Code, and the Labor Code (see article
on Women’s Work).

Rudolf Schlesinger's Changing Attirudes in
Soviet Russia: The Family in the U.S.S.R. provides

the text of the Family Laws. Wendy Goldman's
Women, the State and Revolution presents a well-
researched and documented analysis of the social
consequences of these laws. The first Family Law
was very lengthy and elaborately spelled out. It
tried to cover all varieties of situations and to
foresee complications which might arise. Follow-
ing is a summary of its main points:

On Marniace:

* A marriage must be registered 1o be legal.
Religious marriages concluded before Oc-
tober 17, 1917 are considered legal.

* Mutual consent is necessary to enter into a
marriage.

* The age of consent is 16 for females and
18 for males.

* Polygamy and marriage between close rela-
tives are prohibited.

* Parties of different religions may marry, as
may all clergy.

ON ANNULMENT:

Marriages may be declared void by either party,
outside involved persons, or the state if:

* contracted by persons already married.

* persons are not able to appreciate the sig-
nificance of their acts.

* one of the parties is underage -- unless ac-
tion is begun after the age of consent, or if
pregnancy or offspring have resulted.

On Divorce:

* The only grounds needed are mutual con-
sent of both parties or the desire of one of
them to obtain the dissolution of both
registered and religious marriage.

* Murtual consent divorce is merely processed
at ZAGS office.

¢ Contested divorce is handled by local courts.

* Divorce may be appealed to a higher court.
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Ox RigHts AND Duties oF Hussano anp WirE:

Parties must choose a common married
name: husband’s, wife’s or a combination.
If parties are of different nationalities (and
one is Russian), either party may change
citizenship.

Change of residence on the part of one of
the parties does not obligate the other to
follow.

Marriage does not establish community of
property.

Both parties are obligated to support the
other if either is unable to work, after di-
vorce as well, until financial situation is
secure.

The spouse of the deceased is entitled to
receive only the first 10,000 rubles of prop-
erty after death.

On Famity Rigurs:

Children descended from non-registered
unions have equal rights with those de-
scended from registered marriages.

Both unmarried and married women may
name the natural father of their child, up
to three months before birth. The natural
father must assume financial responsibil-
ity for childbirth and support of the child.
In cases of disputed paternity, the court
decides.

ONn Personat Richts ano Osticanions oF CHiLDREN
AND PARENTS:

Paternal rights are exercised by parents con-
jointly until male child is 18 and female
child is 16.

Parents are obligated to provide education
and training for useful activiry.

Parents have the right to decide on up-
bringing and instruction of children, but
have no right to enter children into any
employment contract from ages 16 to 18
without their consent.

¢ Darents may determine the nationality of

their children; if they fail to agree, chil-
dren may choose upon reaching legal age.

* Parents may determine the religion of their

children; if they fail to agree, children are
considered to have no religion until age
14 when they may choose.

* In cases of abuse or neglect, the state may

remove children with visitation as appro-
priate.

On Property RicHTs aND OsLicamions BETwEEN
Parents aND  CHILDREN:
* Parents are equally responsible for support-

ing minor children, in accordance with the
means of each, unless children are main-
tained by state.

* Parents are equally responsible for support-

ing minor children after divorce or annul-
ment. Disputes are handled by the court.

* Children are obliged to provide mainte-

nance for their parents if they are unable
to work and not maintained by the state.

* Neither children nor parents have rights

to property of the other.

On Ricits ano Osuicamons ofF Reratep PeRrsons:
* Close relatives (parents, children, siblings,

half-siblings) are required to support each
other if they have no other means of sup-
port.

* No difference is made berween relarion-

ships established inside or outside of regis-
tered marriage.

While examining other parts of the legal
system, the Bolsheviks adopred additional meas-
ures which benefitted women and children:

* In 1918, the government banned adop-

tion to prevent sexual and labor exploita-
tion and inheritance fraud.

o Immediately after the Revolution, it re-
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moved criminal penalties for performing
abortions. Then on November 19, 1920 it
legalized abortion (see article on Abortion).
¢ In 1921, it amended the Land Code which
covered peasant rights. This gave women
and children equal membership in the dvor

(peasant farmstead) and, therefore, the right

to receive their share of its disbursable assets

after annulment or divorce.

e In 1922, it amended the Civil Code to
abolish the status of illegitimacy in inheri-
tance rights. It also limited inheritance to
direct family members (spouse, children,
grandchildren and great-grandchildren, and
indigent family members already supported
by deceased), not to exceed 10,000 rubles
each.

* All disputes over property, inheritance,
marital support, familial support, ali-
mony, child support or child custody to
be settled by the court.

* The Health and Welfare Code guarded the
welfare of mothers and children with ma-
ternity and infant care, milk and feeding
stations, creches and kindergartens.

* The Criminal Code protected women from
sexual exploitation by establishing penal-
ties for non-consensual sex, rape, pander-
ing, abuse, and the forcing or sale of fe-
males into marriage.

* The Labor Code established equal pay for
equal work, paid leave for child bearing
and abortion, extra rations and time off
from work while nursing, and banned
many types of work for women, especially
when pregnant or nursing (see article on
Women’s Work).

Discussion

The Bolsheviks acted immediately to allevi-
ate the worst social conditions oppressing women,
to save their lives and free them from desperate

marital situations. Underlying motives were to
win the support of women (considered the more
conservative element) for the new regime and to
free them to work, an urgency many times ex-

pressed by Lenin:

Unless women are brought to take an in-
dependent part... in political life... [and]...
public service, it is no use talking about

full and stable democracy, let alone social-

ism.‘

The Party passed the Law with a minimum
of serious debate over its individual clauses. Sch-
lesinger offers an interesting theory why these
laws were enacted so swiftly. That is, in the very
real danger that the regime would not survive
the forces of counter-revolution, the Bolsheviks
hoped that by being officially on the books some
of these laws might survive.” While a few hot-
heads argued against registered marriage as being
a step backwards from socialist goals, it was justi-
fied as necessary to combat the influence of the
church and religious marriage. Similarly, objec-
tions to alimony as insulting to the new-won
equality of women were easily refuted by social
and economic realities.

Although these laws were carefully worded
in terms of absolute equality of rights and re-
sponsibilities between the sexes, they were obvi-
ously intended to protect women. For example,
the marriage laws prohibited arranged and forced
marriages, the selling of women, multiple wives,
and child marriage. These measures were explic-
itly directed against practices in the rural and
Muslim regions. Mutual consent divorce was simply
a matter of registering the desire at ZAGS and
receiving a certificate. The complicated, expen-
sive and humiliating process of establishing
trumped-up legal grounds was eliminated. Even
if one party sued for divorce, the procedure was
simplified. If the other party (usually the hus-
band) could not be found, the court issued a
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summons; after a prescribed time, the divorce
was granted whether the party responded or not
(popularly called “post card divorce”). While the
laws insisted on shared economic responsibility,
obviously mainly women benefitted from the ali-
mony laws, since most women were economi-
cally dependent on men. Peasant women were in
a particularly bad situation. Note that the law
did not put any end limit on spousal support
after divorce. Given the economic conditions,
there could be no prediction when the majority
of women would be able to gain employment
and become self-supporting.

The Law had the best interests of children
at its core. It may be viewed as a complete about-
switch from parental rights (common to bourgeois
law) to children’s rights, even today a novel no-
tion. The abolition of the status of illegitimacy
was a very radical measure for its time. This
benefitted children in two ways: it granted them
child support and it allowed them to inherit from
their natural father. Strenuous attempts were made
to find and name these natural fathers. The hun-
dreds of thousands of abandoned and orphaned
children left by the war were a tremendous prob-
lem. The Bolsheviks had plans to care for these
children in state facilities and raise them in a
communal fashion. One must look at the prohi-
bition against adoption, which sounds so strange
to the modern reader, in this context. It was
specifically directed against the kulaks, who com-
monly “adopted” orphans only to exploit their
labor on the farms. But while the Bolsheviks had
grand plans for the care and education of chil-
dren, the 1918 Law mainly put responsibility for
support of children onto the parents, since the
state at this time was not able to take over this
function except in emergency cases (and emer-
gencies were extreme and endless).

The property and inheritance clauses at-
tempted to put the burden of familial support
onto the bourgeois classes. In one of the provi-
sions it was phrased that indigent members were

entitled to support from their “wealthy” rela-
tives. Obviously, this law hardly even applied to
the working classes, since they had no means to
support needy relatives. In this case the state
assumed responsibility. The prohibition against
adoption may also be viewed in this context.
Since the Bolsheviks put a strict limit on the
amount one could will to heirs, this prevented
the bourgeosie from claiming orphans as “heirs”
and fraudulently distributing their income in this
manner, only to reclaim it later.

A problematic area, which has been much
noted by contemporary commentators on the Law,
is the lack of community property sharing. For
this not only seemed to cheat the housewife out
of compensation for her years of domestic work
and child-raising, but also ignored the peasant
woman’s lifetime of farm labor on the dvor.
Schlesinger calls this provision a remnant of
“feminist thinking” (i.e., strict property division) A
but it had its logic. It conserved to the woman
her own earnings and savings, however meager.
It also returned property and dowries to the woman
who came into marriage with some assets but
which under Czarist law were controlled by her
husband. Because the right to female property
was rare in European law, it was probably con-
sidered very important to conserve this right.
Bourgeois and petty-bourgeois women, of course,
would have profited from this, but so too might
have the poor peasant woman, who customarily
brought into marriage a modest dowry of domes-
tic goods and animals. But community property
sharing at this time was simply not a burning
issue. Bourgeois property had been expropriated
at the time of the Revolution -- land, businesses,
stock, bank accounts, even houses. For the work-
ing class, there would be almost no community
property amassed during marriage beyond a few
household furnishings. And peasant property was
communal, belonging to the 4vor, not to the
married couple. The situation was mitigated by
the fact that indigent women were granted ali-
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mony after divorce for an undetermined period,
and children were granted support until the age
of majoriry.

The question comes up now, and indeed
came up then, whether these laws were socialist
laws or merely the most advanced bourgeois
democratic laws, i.e., whether they could have
gone further. Schlesinger, for example, considers
that “[the] general features correspond rather to
a consistent bourgeois democratic revolution rather
than to a socialist one.® Farnsworth, a biogra-
pher of Kollontai, sees the Law as a compromise
between the conservative goal of Lenin to pre-
serve the family structure, and the more radical
views of Kollontai and others who envisioned a
larger role played by the state in the “withering
away of the family.” She attributes the eventual
reestablishment of the bourgeois family to the
compromising nature of these laws. It is interest-
ing, but not very useful, to consider how the laws
were viewed at the time of their creation. Ac-
cording to Goldman, the chief author of the Law
regarded it as “proletarian” law, i.e., so constructed
as to strengthen the position of the proletariat,
but also with its own obsolescence in mind:

Proletarian power constructs its codes and
all of its laws dialectically, so that every
day of their existence undermines the need
for their existence.... We must accept this
[code] knowing that it is not a socialist
measure, because socialist legislation will

hardly exist. Only limited norms will ex-

ist.10

[There is a semantic problem here because
at the time many casually interchanged the terms
“socialist” and “communist” rather than adher-
ing to the classic definition of socialism as the
dictatorship of the proletarian class and commu-
nism as the absence of all classes.] At any rate,
another jurist of the time termed the legislation
“not socialist legislation, but legislation of the
transitional time.”!! This concept conforms with

the Marxian tenet that law is not an eternal cate-
gory but is a social phenomenon expressing the
prevailing relations of production. It also con-
forms to a basic tenet of Marx, which Lenin was
keenly aware of, that laws cannot be higher than
the cultural level of the society. That is, it is
utopian to institute laws which can neither be
obeyed nor enforced. In real terms, this means
that while the family as a social unit was pre-
served, it was considerably weakened. Certain
measures removed some of its economic basis
and, therefore, its coercive and oppressive na-
ture. One commentator put it rather romanti-
cally:

The new family rights stand on the border
between the old world and that shining
new world where all society will be one
family.!?

The Bolsheviks were very proud of the Family
Law. Speaking at the First All-Russia Congress of
Working Women in 1918, Lenin boasted:

For the first time in history, our law has
removed everything that denied women
rights... nowhere else in the word have
equality and freedom for working women
been so fully established.'

Lenin obviously saw the laws as surpassing
bourgeois law:

Not a single democratic party in the world,
not even in the most advanced bourgeois
republic, has done in one decade so much
as a 100th part of what we did in our very
first year in power. We actually razed to
the ground the infamous laws placing
. .. . .14
women in a position of inequality.

He maintained that the Bolsheviks “solved
the problems of the bourgeois revolution with
these laws.””® In other words, the bourgeoisie
could not even implement such laws as they did
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decree without altering the economic founda-
tions of society and of the family, which they
could not do.

In practical terms, what exactly did the First
Family Law do for women? It liberated them
from the tyranny of religion and from the patri-
archal social order. It established absolute equal-
ity between the sexes, granted more autonomy
and freedom to women, and made crucial life
processes which formerly constrained their lives
(birth, marriage, divorce) simple civil procedures.
Engels stated:

the first premise for the emancipation of
women is the reintroduction of the entire
female sex into public industry, and that
this again demands that the quality pos-
sessed by the individual family of being
the economic unit of society be abolished.'®

What did the law do in respect to the goal
of eliminating the economic foundations of the
family? In its measures on familial support and
inheritance, it destroyed the basis of the bour-
geois family which rested upon willed property
succession. And it guaranteed an income (after
divorce) to women and their children so that
they were not forced to remain in an oppressive
family structure.

But Engels also warned that law alone could
not eliminate the economic foundations of the
family.”” The Bolsheviks were aware that much
more needed to be done to liberate women within
the family. A whole series of domestic services
were necessary to free them to take full part in
social production. But at this time, the state could
not assume economic responsibility for the rear-
ing of children, could not even cope with the
burden of homeless children. It could not guar-
antee all women employment, nor could it sup-
ply all the support services necessary. At the very
least, what these early laws did was to remove all
legal constraints against women which would
hamper their further liberation and prevent them

from rtaking their rightful place in a future so-
cialist society. Certain measures, such as “no-
fault” divorce, children’s rights, and the aboli-
tion of illegitimacy, were far ahead of their time.

Revisep Famiy Law -- 1926

As social conditions changed, the Family
Law went through a number of revisions. The
first of these began in 1925 with a Union-wide
discussion of the marriage, divorce and alimony
provisions of the Law. These discussions con-
cluded with several important amendments and
additions in 1926. The Revised Law was consid-
erably streamlined. The significant changes are
summarized below. Because the de facto provi-
sion was the most controversal, it is worth quot-

ing in full:

* De facto union has full legal parity with
registered marriage.

» Where e facto conjugal relations exist be-
tween persons, which relations have not
been registered... such persons are entitled
at any time to regularize their relations by
registration, stating when so doing the
period of their actual cohabitation.

* [Marital property rights] extend also to the
property of persons married de facto though
not registered, provided such persons rec-
ognize their mutual status of husband and
wife, or their marital relationship is estab-
lished as a fact by a court on the basis of
the actual conditions under which they
live.

¢ Proof of joint cohabitation is sufficient for
the court to establish marital cohabitation
in cases where the marriage has not been
registered, provided that in addition to proof
of joint cohabitation, proof of a common
household be adduced, and that statements
have been made to third persons either in
personal correspondence or in other docu-
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ments tending to prove the existence of
marital relations, taking also into consid-
eration such circumstances as the presence
or absence of mutual material support, joint
raising of children, and the like.

* Communal property sharing, in addition
to separate property rights, is granted to
de facto unions as well as to registered mar-
riages.

* Alimony payments are extended to unem-
ployed ex-spouses for six months, but lim-
ited to one year for disabled or needy ex-
spouses of both registered and de facto un-
ions.

¢ Spouses may retain their premarital last
names, original citizenship and separate
residences.

* No time limit is set on claiming paternity,
but only one natural father is recognized.

* Adoption is no longer prohibited.

® Peasant children of a dissolved union have
the right to support from the private means
of parents over and above their share of
the dvor.

* Ex partedivorce (suit brought by one spouse)
may be conducted through ZAGS rather
than the courts.

In addition, marriageable age was raised to
18 years for both sexes; any religious persuasion
designated by parents was not binding on chil-
dren; provision for needy relatives was extended
to grandparents; and support for minors was
expanded to grandparents, step-parents, and even
to parents who had lost legal custody.

DiscussioN

Halle reports that “the whole country was
shaken to its depths” over the discussions of the
revisions in the Family Law, particularly the e
facto provision. In one year, there were thou-
sands of meetings which ranged from one end of

the Soviet Union to the other, on all levels of
government, in factories, women’s meetings,
peasant associations, newspapers and journals.'®
The Law was put out for public discussion be-
cause, since its hurried inception, continual dis-
putes had arisen over its legal points. Unforeseen
social conditions obviously necessitated some
changes in the law. Several revised drafts were
offered by various agencies, but the Central Ex-
ecutive Committee, in a long series of heated
debates, had not been able to arrive at a consen-
sus. In fact, “vituperation grew so heated and
bitter that the Commissar of Justice suggested
that the proposed law be submitted to mass dis-
cussion.”! In addition to eliciting public opin-
ion, there was also the necessity to educate the
rural population to accept these changes. Halle
states that this was “the first time a people of 160
million made a law for itself.”?® But while the
year of debate was certainly lively and controver-
sial, in reality, public discussion only changed
minor features of the draft, such as raising the
marriage age, and spelling out the definition of
de facto marriage more clearly.

The most common fears expressed about e
facto marriage were these: It would decrease the
desired tendency toward registered marriage and
revive the impetus toward religious marriage. It
would encourage casual or mercenary attitudes
toward cohabitation, or even lead to a kind of
serial polygamy or polyandry. It would allow
women to exploit men by going from one de
facto union to another, collecting multiple ali-
monies. It would discourage women from look-
ing for work. It would increase the number of
abandoned children. It would put an intolerable
burden on the courts to determine e facto unions;
de facto was, in fact, impossible to determine. It
would put an intolerable burden on the courts to
collect support from men involved in these un-
ions. Finally, some thought de facto was a con-
cept ahead of its time, unworkable without state-
supported services for women.
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On the other hand, others argued that 4e
facto further weakened the concept of bourgeois
marriage, and was therefore compatible with future
communist goals. [Zhenotdel objected to any limi-
tations placed on the definition of e facto.] The
realists insisted it was the only way to protect
women and children in this period of economic
instability. Statistics given by Schlesinger reveal
that in the rural villages, 60% of the population
were against de facto marriage, but that in the
towns 60% were for it, and that in the larger
cities, it was overwhelmingly approved.?! In the
end, the law was passed for expedient reasons,
similar to the abortion law. De facto union was
already a serious quantitative fact, and women
were being harmed by their lack of legal protec-
tion in such unions.

Goldman discusses an interesting study done
in Moscow in 1925, right before the passing of
the Law. Fully 45% of the women bringing ali-
mony (child support) suits were unmarried, and
two-thirds of these had lived with a partner for
less than a year.?? She also gives very complicated
divorce statistics, but it suffices to mention only
a few. By 1926, in Moscow, there was one di-
vorce for every two marriages. While the urban
rate was twice as high as the rural rate, even in
the conservative countryside the divorce rate ex-
ceeded that of any European country. And it
appears that a large percentage of these liaisons
were of rather short duration.” Given the insta-
bility of relationships during this period, some-
thing had to be done.

The de facto provision did not apply to the
Muslem republics where the control of the mul-
lahs and the long tradition of polygamy were still
too strong. Therefore, registered (civil) marriage
was insisted upon. On the other hand, the mar-
riage age was slightly lowered according to local
customs and earlier maturity.

A major opponent of the de facto measure
was Alexandra Kollontai, who felt it demeaned
women to beg for alimony and child support.

She insisted that the state should immediately
assume responsibility for child care. Therefore,
she put forth a plan for universal social insurance
in an article titled "A Common Pot or Individual
Alimony” (1925). She believed the proposed 4e
facto law proceeded from a wrong basis. That is,
broad as the provisions were, de facto ignored the
even more casual relations which resulted from
hard conditions and poverty in the villages and
towns. In such situations, it was impossible to
regularize unions or to exact alimony. Instead,
she proposed a general fund from a small tax
levied on the working population, on a sliding
scale, to fund nurseries, children’s homes, and
provide support for needy single mothers. Her
scheme, while hotly debated, was in the end al-
most universally rejected by the public. They
feared that men would treat liaisons with women
even more lightly, knowing they would not have
to pay alimony. They objected that it penalized
single people unfairly, and degraded and impov-
erished women and children by making them
welfare wards of the state. And they foresaw in-
creased antagonism between city and country-
side. That is, since most peasants did not have
wages, a tax could not possibly be exacted from
them. The urban workers would end up subsi-
dizing the pea.sants.24 In addition, there was a
huge and growing number of unemployed work-
ers. Thus, Kollontai’s plan may be viewed as another
utopian holdover from the War Communism
period, in that it simply did not correspond to
the social realities of the time.

The really radical feature about de facto, how-
ever, was not that it recognized short-term or
more casual relationships, but that it granted ali-
mony to ex-partners (women) of such unions.
Here, the term “alimony” must be clarified. Tech-
nically, it meant support for the separated spouse.
But it was often used in the literature of the time
to mean child support as well. Under the first
Family Law, alimony had been granted only to
ex-spouses of registered marriages, whereas child
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support was granted to offspring of both married
and unmarried women equally.

There had been, from the first, much peas-
ant disapproval of the easy divorce law and the
alimony provisions. Peasants feared that the dvors
were being destroyed by constant disbursing of
their moveable assets. When a young man left
the dvor for life in the city, or a divorced woman
and her children left with their share of the dvor,
all members suffered. The concepr of private prop-
erty was alien to the peasant lifestyle. Practically
speaking, since there was little actual money in
the dvor, the divorced spouse (with dependent
children) who walked off with the only cow or
horse could seriously threaten the poorer dvor’s
existence. Even many peasant women were nega-
tive toward divorce. They felt it left them at a
great disadvantage. They could hardly start a new
life with a few sacks of potatoes or a cow. Even if
a woman were granted a subdivision of the land
to work, she could not make a go of it. Only the
rich kulaks could really afford divorce.

So, the de facto alimony provision raised an
uproar with the peasant (male) population. The
first Family Law, with its basis of individual rights,
had continually come into collision with the Land
Code, which governed peasant relations and was
based on communal rights. Problems had come
up about whose dvor the children of a divorced
and remarried woman belonged to; what to do if
a woman’s original dowry had been converted
into other items, and a host of other complicated
issues. All sorts of unsatisfactory compromises
had to be worked out, often decided on a case-
by-case basis in the courts. Men hid their outside
wages; peasants falsified dimensions of their land
plots; they even cut back production to prevent
crops from going out in alimony. Goldman states
that half of the peasant women who sued for
alimony were unable to collect anything.?® Most
of the divorced women became batrachki, landless
and often itinerant laborers hired out to kulaks
or state farms, or were exploited as seasonal wives,

or drifted into prostitution. But in the end, peas-
ant objections were simply overridden. Even though
the peasantry constituted the vast majority of the
population, its reactionary basis could not be
allowed to govern the law. Some even felt that if
the traditional peasant life was destroyed, so be
it. Collectivization was the way of the future.

It should be noted that the Family Law was
revised at the height of the NEP period where
some private market relations and profit-making
were allowed, cash and vodka reappeared, and
greater religious tolerance was considered pru-
dent. The 1926 Revisions are often viewed today
as representative of the increased social freedom
of this periocd. But they may also be viewed in a
totally different manner, as measures to put a
brake on the resurgence of bourgeois relations
under NEP. This is the period where state serv-
ices were being reduced and women were being
pushed out of the work force. The Revisions defi-
nitely increased the economic protection of women
and children with the de facro clause. They also
increased the economic responsibility of the bour-
geoisie for its own members, thus relieving the
State of more financial burdens. Winter states
that de facro marriage came about precisely be-
cause the resurgence of money during the NEP
period had brought a change in property rela-
tions.2® And Schlesinger makes an even stronger
point: that this and other fearures of the Revised
Law were actively designed to limit capitalist ac-
cumulation. Thar is, individual profits were di-
verted into increased economic responsibility for
family members.”

One must also see the change to commu-
nity property, a measure urged by working women,
as compatible with this interpretation. It was
really a more radical idea than de facto marriage,
for it recognized women’s domestic work as real
work and as a social contribution which must
receive paid compensation. {This is still an issue
in the women’s movement today!] In the NEP
period when great numbers of women could not
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obtain employment, community property shar-
ing was important protection for the many women
forced back into being housewives. As well, it
acknowledged the lifetime of farm labor the peas-
ant woman contributed to the dvor. [It is not
clear from the literature, however, how commu-
nity property settlements, clearly anathema to
the peasant way of life, were ever settled.] Also,
by the middle twenties, in addition to the Nepmen
and kulaks, the more well-off workers were able
to accumulate a little property. So that, in this
sense, the Revision tallied with the restored capi-
talist market relations of NEP. Goldman adds an
important point: that community property shar-
ing was not presented in terms of “marriage”
equity, but in terms of “labor” equity.2®

In this context, one can also consider the
question of reinstating adoption. The state had
lofty plans, but it simply could not cope with all
the abandoned children; children’s institutions
were often termed a “disgrace” if not a real “hor-
ror.” So necessity prompted this reversal. Goldman

gives an excellent analysis of the Besprizornost’

problem which led to this change in the adop-
tion law. She calls the period from 1914 to 1921
a “demographic earthquake” where 16 million
people died from war, famine and epidemic, leav-
ing in 1922 an estimated 7.2 million starving
and dying children -- begging, stealing and pros-
tituting themselves in order to survive.??> More-
over, the beginning of NEP saw the shutting
down or transfer to localities of many children’s
homes. The Detkomissiia (Children’s Commis-
sion) tried all sorts of measures, from shifting
children back and forth between city and coun-
tryside, relocating children with relatives, send-
ing them out to kulak dvors as hired farm labor-
ers, and organizing self-supporting children’s
colonies. Despite these measures, by 1924 a sub-
class of chronic besprizorniki had formed, and
officials were afraid it would turn into a permanent
lumpenproletariat. In 1925, thinking had shifted

to encouraging families to bring up their own

children. A last-ditch attempe to offer stipends to
private, urban families to take these children was
unsuccessful.  So, necessity prompted peasant
adoption, with the avowed aim to “cut state ex-
penditures and prepare children for employ-
ment.”>?

However, the adoption law was conceived to
protect these children as much as possible. For
example, children over 10 had to give consent to
be adopted. Priests, criminals, former czarist offi-
cials and the insane were not allowed to adopt,
and single men were discouraged. If natural par-
ents were alive and not unfit, their consent had
to be given; and they still had responsibility to
contribute to the support of their children, who
could inherit their property. The peasant dvor
could only adopt one child, and was contracted
to supply education and all normal necessities.
Eventually, the child could become a full mem-
ber of the dvor. In turn, the dvor received a sti-
pend, an extra plot of land or tax breaks.! As
were many measures of the NEP, the reversal of
the adoption law was definitely regarded as a
“retreat” from original ideals, but a temporary
retreat. [t was certainly recognized that many of
these children would be exploited by their peas-
ant families, but it was considered the only alter-
native to the streets.

In the end, the Revised Law was passed be-
cause, as many judges noted, it was simply a
written expression of current court practices. Since
1922 many courts had both recognized joint
property and awarded alimony to women in de
facto marriage.3? And, as noted, since the end of
the Civil War, orphaned youth had been hired

out to the countryside as a desperate measure.

Revisep Famity Poucy -- 1936

In 1936 Soviet Family Policy took a sharply
conservative turn, which may be seen as a turn
from ensuring individual rights to subordinating
individual rights to the good of the society. Changes
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were made which, while not officially -added to
the Family Law until 1944, nevertheless reversed
the course of women’s ernancipation.- The most
important of: these was the prohibition against
abortion:

* prohibition of abortion (see article on Abor-
tion): ;

* increased material aid to women in child-
birth, nursing mothers and aid to large
families.

* extension of insurance to previously unin-
sured women toilers.

* increased maternity leave for women em-
‘ployees.

* criminal penalties for employers who re-
fused:to employ pregnant women or who
reduced wages.

* additional state allowances for mothers of
large families.

*. increased network of maternity homes and
obstetrical services, especially in the coun-
tryside.

* increased creches, kindergartens and feed-
ing stations.

tighter restrictions on divorce.

* mangdatory attendance of both parties at
ZAGS, and entry of fact of divorce on pass-

. ports.

¢ increased fees for divorce in line with num-
ber of divorces sought.

* tightening: up of alimony (child supporr)
requirements.

» increased child support payments.

o system of alimony based on labor-days for
collective farm women.

* increased criminal sentence (up to two years)

for non-payment of alimony.

Discussion

There appears to have been no heated par-
liamentary discussion over the 1936 Family Pol-

icy changes, as with the 1926 laws. With much
self-contragulatory publicity, the Party did put
the draft out to “test public opinion” in Pravda
and /zvestiya, but for barely one month. This
highly-manipulated public discussion did not alter
any essential features of the laws, certainly not in
the most contested issue of abortion. Only mi-
nor changes were incorporated, such as reducing
the maximum amount of alimony, and increas-
ing stipends for mother and children.

Since the prohibition of abortion was the
lynchpin of these changes, the other amended
laws were all meant to ameliorate its effects. The
Preface stated:

Only under the, conditions of socialism
where exploitation of man by man does
not exist and where woman is an equal
member of society and the continual im-
provemen: of the material well-being of
the toilers constitutes a law of social devel-
opment, is it possible seriously to organize

the struggle against abortions by prohibi-

tive laws.??

The other changes on divorce and alimony were
intended to “combat a light-minded attitude
towards the family and family obligations.”34
The Soviets obviously felt under some pres-
sure to justify the new Family Policy, for the offi-
cial Explanations in journals of the CPSU were
quite elaborate. In them, two themes predomi-
nated: 1. the complete victory of Socialism, at-
tributed to nationalization of industry and col-
lectivization, which ushered in “the period of so-
cialism some five years ago;” and 2. the necessity
of destroying the remnants of bourgeois morality
to allow the “new Soviet morality” and the “new
Soviet family” to flourish.3® There was no sense
of the contradiction between the “complete vic-
tory” of Socialism, and also dangerous bourgeois
“remnants.” [Goldman speaks of Stalin’s “oxy-
morons”!] Nonetheless, this was used as a double-
edged sword against women. In short, the “com-
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plete victory” had totally liberated them. They
did not need abortion. Abortion was a bourgeois
“remnant.” Socialism had established conditions
which now allowed them to reproduce the “new
Soviet family” and also contribute to the build-
ing of Socialism in the workplace. Negative views
toward this end were termed counter-revolution-
ary, Trotskyism, or worse, Fascist ideology (see
article on Abortion). ’

The accomplishments of women in the fields
of education and the workplace were lauded, as
were the accomplishments of the Soviet state in
providing child and domestic services. Incredi-
bly, it was stated that “the dictatorship of the
proletariat has... liquidated the numerous house-
hold obstacles which in the exploiting societies
stand in the way of women’s productive and so-
cial activiry.”“ Moreover, “the State of the prole-
tariat which has built socialism, has created all
the conditions necessary for transforming women
from ‘household slaves’ into free citizens of socialist
society enjoying full rights.”” A woman could
now “combine harmoniously an active participa-
tion in productive and social life with the per-
formance of her family functions, her duties as a
mother.”® All it took was a little organization!
This, of course, was far from the truth. Marernal
and child facilities were obviously grossly inade-
quate, or why would the government promise
such huge increases in them? There had never
been nearly enough creches; and communal kitch-
ens, laundries, and other domestic services had
largely fallen by the wayside during the NEP
years. From all accounts, real wages fell consid-
erably during the first years of industrialization.
The average family simply couldn’t make it with-
out both partners working. In short, this fact,
plus the need for women in the work force to
increase production, allowed the state to make a
virtue out of a necessity.

An all-out attack on the concept of the “with-
ering away of the family” was launched. This
concept was removed from the ideas of Marx and

Engels and attributed to petty-bourgeois
“remnants.” Rather, “Socialism does not lead to
the breaking up of monogamy, but to its stabili-

3% Assertions that socialism leads to the

zation.
“extinction of the family” were considered pro-
foundly mistaken and harmful: “They only help
those exponents of the survivals of capitalism in
the minds of the people who attempt to hide
their acts of exploitation behind an empty ‘lefrist
phrase’” [e.g., Kollontai].“ All of a sudden, the
“new Soviet family” was the ideal of post-capital-
ist relationships between men and women which
Engels had envisioned but declined to delineate.

This, however, is what Engels actually said:

That will be settled after a new generation
has grown up: a generation of men who
never in all their lives have had occasion to
purchase a woman'’s surrender either with
money or with any other means of social
power, and of women who have never been
obliged to surrender to any man out of any
consideration other than that of real love,
or to refrain from giving themselves to
their beloved for fear of the economic con-
sequences. Once such people appear, they
will not care a rap about what we today
think they should do. They will establish
their own practice and their own pubic
opinion, conformable therewith, on the prac-
tice of each individual —~ and that’s the
end of it4!

It was insisted that this “new Socialist fam-
ily” had been taking shape over the last five years,
and was becoming “purified” and “fortified.” “Now
that socialism has achieved complete victory, now
that life has become rich and civilized, all the
conditions for the existence of strong and healthy
families based on profound emotion are present
in the US.SR™

On concrete measures, the Preface justified
the restrictions on divorce by stating that free-
dom of divorce, while a right to be preserved,
was being abused and turned to “anarchist-indi-
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vidualistic use to the detriment of society. *> The
abolition of abortion was justified on exagger-
ated medical evidence, and on the grounds that
Lenin intended it to be only a temporary meas-
ure until social and economic conditions made it
unnecessary (see article on Abortion). Now it
was delaying “the growth of a new generation for
socialist society.”*# “To have many children in
the U.S.S.R. is not a misfortune, as it is thought
to be in the capitalist countries, but a respected
achievement which deserves every encouragement
and support on the part of the socialist State and
society.”43 As to the more stringent alimony laws,
“our socialist State will not tolerate the old con-
temptuous attitude toward mother and child.”#¢

The New Family Policy clearly demonstrated
the desire to keep women in the work force to
increase production (re: employer sanctions), but
also to encourage them to increase the popula-
tion. Its authors insisted that women could and
had been doing both: “The fact that women are
increasingly participating in social production
under the conditions of socialism does not lead
to a decline in the birth-rate [debatable], but on
the contrary increases it and lowers infant mor-
tality."” It even guaranteed women anesthetized
childbirth! The Policy both gave and took away.
It said in effect, “Have more children, and we’ll
promise you certain benefits.”

To strengthen traditional marriage, the Fam-
ily Policy penalized husbands and fathers rather
severely for walking out on their financial obli-
gations. Peasant women had already benefitted
from collectivization in the sense that wages could
be withheld from men to meet their support ob-
ligations. The new amendment concerning ali-
mony based on labor-hours was, probably, a long
overdue adjustment and benefitted women fur-
ther. [More labor hours were allocated to higher
skilled jobs, which were held mainly by men.]
Despite the insistence that the majority of Soviet
citizens were registering marriages, there proba-

bly was a considerable problem of “light-minded-
ness.” Both the abortion rate (see article on Abor-
tion) and the divorce rate continued to soar. Al-
ready by 1929, for example, Moscow’s divorce
rate had accelerated to four-fifths of all mar-
riages.*® According to questionnaires quoted by
Schlesinger, 20% of registered marriages were
concluded as a result of one month’s acquain-
tance, and 53.9% of all marriages entered into
were the result of an acquaintance of less than a
month.* With e facto marriage still on the books,
they could not tighten marriage restrictions, so
they had to tighten divorce procedures.

While the abrupt revision of the Family Law
took many by surprise, this conservative swing
did not happen overnight. Since the middle of
the 1920s, educational and family theorists had
been promoting a return to the traditional fam-
ily, portraying it as the “basic cell of Soviet soci-
ety” -- except, of course, that this was now called
the “new Soviet family.” Foreiiost among these
was the state-approved educator Makarenko, who
promoted the (ideally large) family as “the first
collective,” and thus the ideal environment in
which to teach children socialist virtues.’® Dur-
ing the years of industrialization and collectivi-
zation, there was a marked step-up in propa-
ganda against abortion and divorce, and for the
stabilization of the family as necessary to instill
labor discipline to build Socialism. And the peas-
ants had never been enthusiastic about abortion,
divorce or de facto union. ,

During this period, Soviet militarists were
constantly predicting what percentage of the popu-
lation would be lost in the impending Imperial-
ist war. There seemed to have been a race with
Nazi Germany in terms of increasing both pro-
duction and population, e.g., the many refer-
ences to “Fascists” who opposed the idea that
women could be both workers and mothers.*!
This is confirmed by an admission of a Soviet
jurist after World War II:
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High fertility of the Soviet family was one
of the socialist state’s basic purposes in
publishing the decree of June 27, 1936 on
the banning of abortions.”?

Goldman maintains that the continuing prob-

lem of Besprizornost’ also bore major responsibil-

ity for the conservative shift.>® The connection
between single mothers, divorce, male irrespon-
sibility and the persistence of besprizorniki was
drawn, so that from 1927 a series of preventative
measures had been attempted. Help for single
mothers and out-of work teenagers, subsidies to
urban families who would adopt, and subsidies
to employers were tried but with little success.
Another factor which contributed to besprizor-
nost’was that transferring divorce to ZAGS meant
a delay in women getting alimony and child
support, since a separate petition had to be made
to the courts. Moreover, the time limit for ali-
mony payment was insufficient, and collecting
alimony was all too often a problem. A study
showed that 90% of men refused to pay volun-
tarily. They changed addresses and jobs, and women
were forced to go to their employers to collect.
Men were often not prosecuted for this, and
convictions of men dropped from 1932 to 1934.>4
This put more besprizorniki on the streets. The
civil courts were simply overwhelmed, and when
prevention did not work, Criminal Law was
amended to step in. The family was seen as an
essential “auxillary social formation.”>> Parents
who abandoned children were criminally prose-
cuted. Juveniles as young as 12 could now be
given criminal sentences, instead of reeducation.
The family unit was made responsible for the
conduct of its members. This covered both crimi-
nal acts and political “crimes against the State.”
History demonstrates how this law was used in
the purge trials.

New Famiy Law -- 1944

The revisions of 1936 must be carried through
to their conclusion in the Family Law of 1944 to
see their full implications. The Family Law of
1944 explicitly put forth as its goal: “encourag-
ing large families and providing increased pro-
tection for motherhood and childhood.” It also
stated that “during and after the War, when many
families face more considerable material difficul-
ties, a further extension of State aid measures is
necessary.”>® It might thus be regarded as a spe-
cial war law, except that it crystallized the ten-
dencies of the 1936 revisions and, further, many
of its provisions stayed on the books. Namely, its
keystones were the abolition of de facro marriage
and further restrictions on divorce. Its main bent
was to force people back into traditional mar-
riage. The chief points of the Law are as follows:

On Marniace:

* Only registered marriage produces the rights
and obligations of husband and wife... Per-
sons having de facto matrimonial relations...
may formally establish their relationship
by registering their marriage.

* A woman may not apply for alimony or
child support from a man she is not legally
married to.

» Children born to a woman not legally mar-
ried assume their mother’s name.

On Divonce:

e all divorces are now heard in a court.

* increased fees for divorce.

* motives for divorce are required, and wit-
nesses are necessary for disputed divorces.

* public notice of all divorces.

* court is obligated to try to reconcile par-
ties, and may deny divorce.
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ON ALIMONY AND TAXATION:
* severe penalties for non-payment of ali-
mony and child support.
* increased taxes on bachelors, spinsters, and
citizens with small families.

On Aip AND PriviLeces To MoTHERS:
* increased stipends dependent on number
of children.
* increased aid to unmarried mothers
* increased leave of absence for pregnancy
and motherhood, restrictions on work, and
increased food rations.

¢ Motherhood medals

On Expansion of Faciimes anp Gooos For Morthers
AND CHILDREN:
* increases in maternity facilities, creches,
milk stations, kindergartens, and children’s
articles of use.

Discussion

The 1944 Family Law reflected the urgency
of replacing the tremendous losses of World War
II. Even unmarried women were positively en-
couraged to produce offspring. The rhetoric re-
garded them as heroines sacrificing for a cause.
Not only did the Law elevate motherhood on a
pedestal, but it penalized childless people and
small families. Because of the lack of men, and
the casual relationships caused by war, the State
was forced to increase its burden to provide ma-
terially for these children,

To encourage population growth, pregnancy
leave was further extended; overtime was denied
to pregnant women, as was night work for nurs-
ing mothers. Food rations were increased for
pregnant and nursing mothers, and creche and
kindergarten fees were reduced for low-income
parents with three or more children. Subsidies to
martied women began with the third child and
lasted from age two to five (as opposed to the

1936 Law where subsidies began with the szv-
enth child). Subsidies for unmarried women wete
even more generous, beginning with the first child
and lasting until the child was 12. Increased fa-
cilities for mothers and children were again prom-
ised. Motherhood Medals were awarded to women
with five or more children, culminating in the
“Heroine Mother” award for 10 or more chil-
dren.

But at the same time, amidst this fecundity,
the family structure was tightened. Only regis-
tered marriage was now recognized; de facto mar-
riage ceased to exist. It was now regarded as a
relic of the fight against the kulaks of the 20s;
like abortion, it was a temporary expedient. Since
collectivization had long since taken care of the
kulaks, it was declared that the position of women
was no longer vulnerable:

This subject can no longer be approached
solely with a view toward protecting the
interests of the weaker party — of woman.
In our land, woman occupies the same eco-
nomic and political position as man, It
must be fully emphasized that men and

women bear equal responsibilitcy for the
57

consequences of their relations.

And after all, one of the first acts of the Bol-
sheviks was to register marriage. To be fair, there
is evidence that the courts were very overbur-
dened in determining the validity of e facto liai-
sons. It was not always an easy matter to sort out
just which men had to pay alimony to which
women, or support to which children. And sup-
port for multiple families was simply not pos-
sible on most workers’ salaries.

Along with demanding legal marriage, the
difficulties, expense and moral approbation of
divorce were further increased. These tighter re-
strictions were to combat a “light-minded atti-
tude,” but also to protect minor children. All
divorces now became court procedures, complete
with grounds and witnesses. Contested divorces
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could be denied, and divorces were published in
the press and stamped on passports. Larger fees
were deliberately imposed to discourage divorce,
and the person at faulr had to pay the fees. Fees
became so high that poorer workers and farmers
often could not afford to divorce.

Another measure to strengthen marriage and
the family was that no longer could a woman sue
for paternity and child support from a man out-
side of registered marriage. In other words, an
unmarried man was legally childless; the hus-
band in a registered marriage was financially
obligated to all children, his or not. The flip side
of this is that the child of an unmarried woman
had to bear her name (on her passport), and
therefore once again was burdened with the stigma
of illegitimacy. This had further consequences in
that illegitimates could no longer inherit from
their natural fathers.

Last but not least, elaborate ceremonies and
facilities were established for such life occasions
as naming, marriage and death. For example, Las
Vegas-style wedding chapels came complete with
music, flowers, witnesses, rice, and an appropri-
ate ritual to sentimentalize the concept of mar-
riage and encourage people to register their un-
ion.

The rhetoric employed in the official expla-
nations of the {944 Family Law was almost rabid.
The prevailing “light-minded” attitude toward
family obligations was termed “ultra-leftist,” “bour-
geois libertinism,” “anarchist-individualistic,” and
“a remnant of petty-bourgeois liquidation.” Es-
pecially virulent attacks were launched against
the “anti-Marxist” idea that under Socialism the
family “becomes extinct” and against child-rear-
ing by the State, ideas attributed to Kollontai
with much scorn.

The new Law marked the shift that had
been taking place in the definition of woman
from worker to worker/mother to mother. With
men once more returning from war to take the
places of women workers, it was desirable to

encourage a certain segment of women to stay
home and have babies. It was now possible to
have a profession of Motherhood, complete with
raises (increased subsidies for each child) and titles
of achievement (Motherhood Medals). Still, Moth-
erhood was pretty much an unpaid, or at the
least underpaid, profession, with no pension or
social security unless one secured a husband. It is
unlikely that after 5-10 children a woman would
have the energy or skills to re-enter the work
force in any meaningful way.

For traditionally married couples, the call to
Motherhood put the burden of supporting the
family back onto the husband, and thus further
differentiated between the sexes in their roles.
The Bolsheviks had never been very concerned
with the sharing of household duties between
the sexes, since they had relied on the eventual
establishment of domestic services. Since these
never materialized, housework continued to be
the woman’s responsibility -- and millions of
women continued to work outside the home as
well. Unpaid housework was now glorified as so-
cially useful work, a concept which completely
turned on its head Lenin’s views on “household
slaves” in “domestic bondage.” Women remained
“burdened with the drudgery of the most squalid
and backbreaking and stultifying toil in the kitchen
and the individual family household.”*®

SumMmARY

The 1918 Family Law liberated women from
feudal, religious, and patriarchal oppression. It
was the most progressive family law of its time,
and many of its features were admired and emu-
lated throughout the world. The Revisions of
1926 reflected societal changes that the Bolshe-
viks had not foreseen, but the intention to eman-
cipate women and yet at the same time protect
them from victimization was still its salient note.

The 1936 Family Law Policy revealed how
totally most early Bolshevik ideals had been over-
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turned. The “withering away of the family” --
not to mention the “withering away” of the state
and the law -- had been completely abandoned.
[Goldman notes that in 1937, the chief author
of the 1918 Family Law was consigned to a mental
institution!}>® The changes marked the abdica-
tion of state social responsibility and the sanc-
tion of women’s “double shift.” Not only did the
new laws rest completely on a concept of the
bourgeois family, but they actually increased the
exploitation of women. Without abortion, they
were now workers forced to bear children with-
out adequate support services, Women’s well-
being was sacrificed to increased production --
and reproduction. The justification for these laws
rested on false propaganda and outright lies --
“the complete victory of socialism” -- and on the
perversion of the ideas of Lenin and Engels. The
major premise was that since the USSR had
achieved Socialism and was led by a Communist
Party in the interests of the proletariat, any op-
position whatsoever to the laws it declared was
counter-revolutionary.

The 1944 Law, in the aftermath of war dev-
astation, presented a rather horrifying picture of
woman as exalted breeder, her rights now sacri-
ficed to rapid population replacement. Ar the
same time -- impossibly -- she was encouraged to
work to “fulfill” herself and her Socialist obliga-
tions. The increased state subsidies promised for
child care were not to free women to participate
in useful production and the running of society,
as Lenin had demanded, but only to facilitate the
production of war materiel or future citizens.
Whatever historical conditions can be used to
justify the Family Law of 1944, it must remain
the low point of legal oppression of women since
the czarist regime. As Goldman so aptly puts it:

And the greatest tragedy is that subsequent
generations of Soviet women, cut off from
the thinkers, the ideas, and the experiments

generated by their own Revolution, learned

to call this “socialism” and to call this “lib-

eration.”%?
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THE ABORTION DILEMMA

One of the fiercest struggles taking place to-
day in the U.S. is the fight to retain the hard-
won right to legal abortion. In view of this, it is
instructive to examine the issue of abortion in
the Soviet Union under the Bolsheviks -- and
after. After the October Revolution, the Bolshe-
viks immediately decriminalized abortion: all pen-
alties for abortion were abolished. On November
18, 1920, the Bolsheviks legalized abortion and
set up a system to ensure safe and essentially free
abortions. Today, it is rather astonishing to real-
ize that, with a stroke of the pen, the Bolsheviks
granted women the right to legal abortion. They
were the first government in modern history to
do so. This testifies to the fact that the Bolshe-
viks gave protection of the health and welfare of
women one of the highest priorities on their agenda.
They realized that, at this time, access to legal
abortion was essential to liberate women from
their oppressive circumstances. The full story,
however, is complex. Legal abortion was abol-
ished in 1936. In retrospect, this act marks the
point where the betrayal of Bolshevik goals to
liberate women cannot be disguised.

Tue Necessity FoR LecaL ABORTION

Under czarist law, abortion was considered
an act of premeditated murder. However arbi-
trarily the law was enforced, persons performing
abortions could receive severe punishment: can-
cellation of medical license, long periods of im-
prisonment, and even death if the woman died.
If an abortion were self-induced, the woman her-
self could be punished. Abortion could be legally
performed only if a woman’s life was threatened.
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It was therefore driven underground for poor

rural and working class women who self-induced
abortion or resorted to quacks, herbalists, mid-
wives or other “wise women” (babki). Abortions
were induced by knitting needles, crochet hooks,
feathers, roots, herbal teas, quinine, poisonous
chemicals such as bleach, poultices, scalding baths,
and heavy lifting. As always, the daughters and
wives of the rich could procure the service through
private doctors.

After 1905, many physicians (mainly women)
and jurists had argued for abortion reform, and
some professional organizations had even dared
to propose legalizing abortion. Nothing came of
this. During World War I, when social disrup-
tion and economic crisis greatly increased the
illegal abortion rate, efforts to ameliorate the situ-
ation were renewed. The state only reacted by
threatening to increase penalties for abortion for
both the woman and the abortionist.

After the Ocrober Revolution, there were
many public forums, newspaper debates and
women’s meetings over abortion and the new
morality. Zhenotdel workers confirmed that women
were demanding legalized abortion and were giving
undeniable economic justification for ir.! Still at
this time, legalizing abortion did not seem a vi-
able option, due to the shortage of doctors and
facilities; moreover, most of the medical profes-
sion was resistant. However, merely removing
criminal penalties had resulted in an increase in
abortions, and the death and injury rate from
self-induced abortions and unqualified practitio-
ners had become even more appalling. Contra-
ception was almost unknown among the work-
ing classes.
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The conditions of the Civil War finally im-
pelled the law of 1920. In a country not recov-
ered from the previous war, the new civil strife
created a massive breakdown of families, incred-
ible poverty, famine, and disease which resulted
in huge numbers of widows, abandoned women,
orphaned children, infanticides, and pregnancies
that were an intolerable burden. Women resorted

to even more desperate measures. Official sources .

estimated that of these women who underwent
abortions without medical supervision, 50%
became infected, and that 4% of them died.?
Moreover, freedom from the burden of over-large
families was considered necessary to liberate women
into the work force and the war effort, as well as
to free them from ecclesiastical and patriarchal
cruelty. For example, in the rural and Muslim
areas, underage girls were often forced, some-
times by rape, into maternity.®> Above all, eco-
nomic conditions, and most particularly the
housing shortage, were crucial factors.

It is important to understand that the deci-
sion to legalize abortion was not based on the
criterion of a “woman’s right to control her own
reproductive processes,” as it is expressed today
in the Pro-Choice movement. Almost no one
liked the idea of abortion or viewed it as a long-
term solution. Instead, abortion was considered
a temporary right, as the Decree stated,

for so long as the moral survivals of the
past and difficult economic conditions of
the present compel some women to resort
to this operation‘4

Underlying this qualified view toward abor-
tion were the assumptions that children were the
Soviet Union’s socialist future, and that bearing
children was woman’s natural function and so-
cial contribution. Even Kollontai, that most radi-
cal of social theorists, criticized the feminist idea
of woman’s absolute right to control her body as
bourgeois selfishness, a failure on the part of
women to provide the collective with future

workers. Both she and Krupskaya, for example,
accepted abortion as necessary, but strongly ad-
vocated research into contraception. It seems that
the option of childlessness as an acceptable life-
style was not even considered. It must be added
that not all Party members condoned legalized
abortion. For example, Sofia Smidovitch, a later
Zhenotdel director, vigorously expressed the view
of many who feared that legal abortion would
lead to promiscuity and the disintegration of the
family.’

There were other factors which contributed
to the dilemma. Abortion was, at this time, still
considered a dangerous operation, and the medi-
cal profession was on the whole conservative.
Pregnancy was considered less damaging to
women’s health, and early efforts had been di-
rected into improving maternal and infant care.
There also seems to have been a fear of the social
engineering ideology of the European birth con-
trol advocates, the Neomalthusians, who advo-
cated limiting the birthrate of the working classes
and ethnic minorities. Lenin, of course, had made
a clear distinction berween the “hypocrisy of the
ruling class”™ and the “protection of elementary
democratic rights” in his 1913 article, “The
Working Class and Neomalthusianism.” He had
stated: “[We demand] the unconditional annul-
ment of all laws against abortions or against the
distribution of medical literature on contracep-
tive measures.”® Concerns about replacing popu-
lation decimated by war, famine and epidemic,
and the desire to populate the vast barren East-
ern regions also cannot be overestimated. This
latter factor has been constant throughout Soviet
history.

So, at the beginning of the Bolshevik re-
gime, legalizing abortion was regarded as a “nec-
essary evil.” It was considered a temporary solu-
tion until contraception could be improved (see
Coda on Contraception), and until domestic, social
and educational services could be put in place to
free women to be both mothers and productive
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workers. Given the grim realities of the current

situation, it was considered necessary that women
have access to abortions in clinics under medical
supervision, and that scarce resources be diverted
into establishing such a healthcare system.

The Asormion Decree - 1920

The Decree on the Legalization of Abor-
tions was not at this time a part of the Family
Code, as it later came to be (see article on Family
Law). Abortion was under the joint jurisdiction
of the Commissariats of Health and Justice, which
justified the Decree on these grounds:

For the past ten years the number of women
having abortions has been growing in our
country and around the world. The legis-
lation of all countries struggles against this
evil by punishing women who opt for abor-
tion and the doctors who perform it. This
method of struggle has no positive results.
It drives the operation underground and
makes women the victims of greedy and
often ignorant abortionists who profit from
this sccrccy.7

The Decree added, however, that legislation
must be linked to “agitation against abortion
among the masses of working women.”® The
principles behind the Abortion Decree were these:
1. Poverty drove women to abortion, but im-
proved material circumstances would obviate the
need; 2. The decision to bear children was not
personal but social; and 3. Society’s reproductive
needs took precedence over individual women’s
desires.” The conditions of legal abortion were as
follows:

1. To permit such operations to be performed
freely and without any charge in Soviet hos-
pitals, where conditions are assured of mini-
mizing the harm of the operation.

2. Absolutely to forbid anyone but a doctor to

carry out this operation.

3. Any nurse or midwife found guilty of mak-

~ ing such an operation will be deprived of
the right to practice, and tried by a People’s
Court. [Illegal abortionists could be tried
for manslaughter if the woman died.]

4. A doctor carrying out an abortion in his pri-
vate practice with mercenary aims will be
called to account by a People’s Court.

IN ADDITION, it provided that:

a. Abortions be surgical operations, not induced
by drugs.

b. After abortions, women stay in a medical fa-
cility 3-5 days.

c. Working women be granted 2 weeks of re-
covery with full pay.

d. Abortions not be performed after 2 1/2
months (some accounts say 3).

e. An abortion not be performed for the first
pregnancy unless the woman’s health is en-
dangered.

f. Under these conditions, no doctor has the
right to refuse an abortion, but is at liberty

to discourage it in any fit manner.'®

Discussion

Initially, a strict hierarchy of eligibility for
abortion was established:

Insured women with medical problems;

Single, insured, unemployed women regis-
tered with labor exchange;

Single, insured working women with one child;

Married, insured women workers with three
or more children;

Working class housewives with three or more
children whose mates were insured (and
peasant wives);

All uninsured women in the same order.!!
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However, this hierarchy did not seem to be
followed closely, and fell apart as NEP threw
women out of the work force. The prohibition
against first pregnancy abortions was justified on
the grounds that the concept of illegitimacy had
been erased. Exceptions were made for juveniles
and victims of rape and incest. It was thought
that pregnancy was actually beneficial to a woman’s
health and psychological well-being, so it was
urged that abortion be discouraged if a woman
had fewer than three children, if her health was
good, and if her living situation was adequate.
Women were not supposed to apply to the clinics
more than twice each year. Even though doctors
could not refuse abortions to qualified applicants,
Field states that from 50% to 80% of the women
who applied for first abortions were discouraged.'?
But evidently, due to the great variability in medical
personnel and facilities, virtually any woman who
persisted could obtain one. For example, if a first-
time pregnant woman insisted on abortion, she
could be considered psychologically unfit for moth-
ethood. No facts are available on abortions per-
formed after the first trimester, but there are
indications that this also was possible under cer-
tain conditions; under Soviet law, the ferus at
any degree of development was not considered a
person.

Since it was recognized that facilities and
education were inadequate in many regions, women
who self-induced abortions were not prosecuted.
In fact, Schlesinger states that it was common for
women to self-induce abortions in order to gain
admission to the clinics and avoid the red tape
and long waits.'® A campaign was vigorously
carried out against the babki because they were
considered repositories of religious superstition.
But because rural and Muslim women were sus-
picious of doctors in general, they often pre-
ferred their own “wise women.” Goldman speaks
of the “pact unto death” between the babki and
women desperately seeking abortions."* And, it

seems the law turned a blind eye. Also, at first,
registered midwives were prohibited from per-
forming abortions, but later they were permitted
to do so to alleviate the shortage of doctors. Be-
cause clinics had long waiting lists, women could
also go to private doctors with appropriate refer-
ral. There appears to have been some confusion
about the legality of doctors performing abor-
tions outside of medical facilities on their own
time and charging a fee, but they did not seem to
have been prosecuted. Abortions were covered by
social insurance. For those without it, a very
small fee was charged, but this was often waived.
In the end, many measures were relaxed because
the number of women applying for abortions
quite overwhelmed the original plan.

THe ABORITARIA

Aboritaria (state abortion facilities) were es-
tablished in major cities and towns. Foreign medi-
cal personnel, scientists and writers commonly
toured model facilities which were regarded as
state-of-the-art. Among these visitors, Fannina
Halle, Alice Field, and Ella Winter visited the
Moscow Aboritaria in 1930-32. They were very
impressed. Following is a summary of their ob-
servations.

Propaganda posters explaining safe, legal abor-
tion were prominently displayed in public muse-
ums, schools, factories and the Points of Consul-
tation, which were gynecological clinics through-
out the towns and countryside. The visitors were
quite astonished at the medically explicit lan-
guage, the graphic portrayals, and the freedom of
discussion in mixed-sex groups. On the other
hand, other posters cautioned: “To allow abor-
tion is not the same as to encourage it,” and
“Prevention, not abortion.”?

The procedure to obtain an abortion was
very thorough, to say the least. One suspects that
the bureaucratic red tape was specifically designed
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to discourage abortion. Women had to obtain a
license from the Abortus-Troyka, consisting of a
doctor and various community members or public
officials (originally, Zbhenotdel workers). Where
such resources were available, a visiting nurse
was sent to obtain a complete medical history.
Doctors and social workers emphasized the risks
of abortion and the health benefits of pregnancy;
and women were often persuaded to view films
of abortions or real procedures. Field states that
out of every 100 pregnant women coming to the
Moscow health clinics, 18-20 asked for abor-
tions, but that during the laborious intake proc-
ess, up to 60%-75% of these applicants changed
their minds.'® Unless the woman was very nerv-
ous, abortions were done without anesthetic, and
took only five to ten minutes. After an abortion,
women were referred to contraceptive clinics. The
method used was described as similar to “pulling
teeth.” [No explicit description of either abor-
tion methods or contraceptive devices could be
published in the United States at the time of
these accounts, and Field regrets that she had to
expunge many relevant details in order to be
published.] 17 Later writers have added that the
operation was a d & ¢, and that anesthetic was
purposely withheld to discourage further abor-
tions although, to be fair, anesthetics were in
short supply and rarely even used for childbirth.
The visitors in the early 1930s were impressed
not only by the hygiene and efficiency of the fa-
cilities but also by the solicitude of the (mainly
female) staff and the relaxed atmosphere among
the patients. They state, however, that the num-
ber of Aboritaria was nowhere adequate (13 in
Moscow and environs), especially in the country-
side, and that they were always very overcrowded
with long waiting lists. The fact that Clinics for
Incomplete Abortions (mangled or self-induced
abortions) were also eventually established in 1931
testifies to these conditions.

The abortion planners had assumed that the
largest segments of women seeking abortions would

be the young, the unmarried and the unemployed.
This did not quite tally with the facts. A rough
profile can be obtained from various accounts.
Although urban women comprised only 15% of
the female population, 85% of abortions were
performed in cities and towns.'"® Many women
had undergone four, five, six abortions and some

‘had even had 15-20. The average number was

seven. The typical woman seeking abortion was
between 25-40, urban, married, employed and
had two or more children. Surprisingly, women
in white collar jobs or married to men in that
strata comprised the largest percentage, then wives
of the unemployed, and then employed, blue-
collar women. On official questionnaires, eco-
nomic hardships comprised almost 60% of the
reasons given, with medical problems next.
“Egoistic” reasons were not listed on the ques-
tionnaires, but privately women confided that
the demands and opportunities of the new revo-
lutionary lifestyle simply precluded large fami-
lies. Working women cited the lack of childcare
facilities and the difficulties of nursing children
while working. [No acceptable infant formula
was available, or even diapers!] Of the younger,
unmarried women, the largest social group was
students, who could not complete their studies
with a child, and who cited lack of adequate
housing as a major factor. Even though the law
had erased the concept of illegitimacy, unmar-
ried, peasant women often cited the shame of
pregnancy out of wedlock.

Tue Errects oF LecALizen ABORTION

By 1932, there were no cases of criminal
abortion prosecuted in the Soviet Union.' The
abortion policy had evidently achieved its intent.
But it had been a struggle. As early as 1924, the
medical profession had become alarmed about
the abortion rate, and had passed a regulation
that restricted abortion to medical emergencies.
Due to a prompt upsurge in illegal abortions,
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this was hastily reversed. Then a fee was intro-
duced, based on family size, but this did not
seem to deter the rate and was often waived.
Party members and their wives had been urged
from the first not to resort to abortion in order to
set a public example.2’

Statistics on abortion, like most Soviet sta-
tistics, are somewhat questionable. It was popu;
lar to compare legal abortion in the Soviet Union
to illegal abortion in western European coun-
tries, especially Germany (where, however, since
abortion was illegal, reliable figures are doubt-
ful). Soviet officials boasted that “we are the country
in which abortion is least practiced,”?! and in
1929 stated that the Soviet abortion rate was
8.2% per 1,000 women, or half the rate of Ger-
many.2? Field states that by 1927 only 14% of
abortions were performed outside of state facili-
ties, as compared to 41% in 1923, and that the
mortality rate was only .079% in state hospi-
tals.2? Winter confirms this low mortality rate;
for example, in 1931, only one fatality in 26,000
abortions, 10 times lower than in Germany and
in the U.S.24

In 1927, a major conference of gynecolo-
gists was held in the Ukraine to assess the results
of the Abortion Law. Schlesinger maintains that
this was, in effect, “a demonstration against le-
galized abortion.”?® The vast majority of the
participants took an extremely negative view. They
stressed the “manifold harm done to women by
artificial abortion” citing: subsequent psychologi-
cal problems, birth difficulties, sterility, deformed
organs, hormonal trauma, and still-born embryos.
On the other hand, they admitted that Soviet
abortion policy had saved countless lives, and
that procedures were the most enlightened and
safe in the world. Still, they feared thart this fact
was encouraging a “light-hearted” approach toward
abortion and a “paralysis of the will to parent-
hood.” In short, abortion was damaging the sanc-
tity of marriage and the family.

Only one doctor held the position that abor-

tion is a woman’s inherent right

The woman’s request is sufficient because
no one is more capable than she herself of
judging her social indication; no one of us
men would accept a decision by some com-
‘mission.... Do not prevent women from
deciding for themselves a fundamental is-
sue of their lives. Woman has a right to a
sexual life as freely realized as is that of
man.26

He added a voice of reason to the proceed-
ings, stressing the deleterious effects of multiple
pregnancies and the lack of economic resources
to support children.

The Resolutions of the Conference confirmed:

b

. a remarkable increase in abortions;

2. a considerable decrease in secret abortions,
diseases and deaths ensuing thereof;

3. thar abortion had not resulted in a reduc-
tion of the Ukrainian population;

4. that the public must be warned against the
harmful consequences of abortion;

5. that it should not be carried out except by
authorized medical personnel;

6. that the most effective method to counter-
act abortions is distribution of harmless
contraceptives; and

7. that scientific investigation and testing of

contraceptives is the most urgent social

task before gynecologists.27

The effects of legalized abortion on the So-
viet birthrate and overall population growth is
an interesting question. By the late 1920s, doc-
tors and researchers were very concerned about
the falling birthrate. In many of the larger cities,
the abortion rate had superseded the birthrate
and the disparity was growing fast. The experts
were alarmed because women were electing to
limit their families to one or two children. Goldman
gives some very detailed statistics. She cites that
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in Moscow in 1930, there were twice as many
abortions as births. In Russia, in 1926 there were
1.3 abortions for every 1,000 people, but in 1935,
13.1, a more than tenfold increase. She notes a
distinct drop in the crude birthrate around the
time of industrialization.?® Some Party officials
viewed the abortion rate in the cities as “massive
and horrifying” and saw an ominous portent for
future population growth.? Yer, it was repeat-
edly insisted in Pravda and Izvestiya from 1927
to 1936 that the overall population level was not
decreasing; it was either holding its own or slightly
increasing. By 1936 it was said to be increasing
at a healthy rate: 1.5% annually compared to
Europe’s .03%-07%.%

Since other important social influences on
the birthrate must also be considered, it is diffi-
cult to assess this. For example, infant mortality
and childbirth deaths had been cut by more than
half, due to really excellent maternal and infant
care, and better health care in general had in-
creased the life span of Soviet citizens.

SuUMMARY

What can be concluded about legalized abor-
tion between 1920 and 1936? No one liked it,
but it had accomplished its goal. The health and
social condition of women had greatly improved.
Despite advanced medical procedures, it was still
viewed as medically dangerous. Still, women re-
sorted to the service in huge numbers, while at
the same time a considerable percentage was dis-
couraged. The abortion rate in the cities particu-
larly alarmed the government. There were spo-
radic attempts to substitute contraception, but
nothing really adequate was accomplished. Legal
abortion had not greatly harmed the population
level, yet the birthrate was probably not growing
at a pace fast enough to suit many. Perhaps most
important, abortion was seen as fostering im-
morality and as harming the family structure.
And, as it has been noted, since the middle twen-

ties, there had been a strong conservative effort
to strengthen the traditional family (see article
on Family Law).

Tue Pronisimion Acainst Asortion - 1936

In 1936, legal abortion was abolished. The

Prohibition decreed:

1. In view of the proven harm of abortions, to
forbid the performance of abortions whether
in hospitals and special health institurions,
or in the homes of doctors and the private
homes of pregnant women. The perform-
ance of abortions shall be allowed exclu-
sively in those cases when the continuation
of pregnancy endangers life or threatens se-
rious injury to the health of the pregnant
woman and likewise when a serious disease
of the parents may be inherited, and only
under hospital or maternity-home conditions.

2. For the performance of abortions outside a
hospital or in a hospital under conditions
violating the above provisions, the doctor
performing the abortion shall be criminally
punishable to the extent of one to two years’
imprisonment, while for the performance of
abortions under unsanitary conditions or by
persons who have no special medical train-
ing a criminal penalty of not less than three
years’ imprisonment shall be fixed.

3. For compelling a woman to undergo an abor-
tion, a criminal penalty of two years’ im-
prisonment shall be fixed.

4. In relation to pregnant women undergoing
an abortion in violation of the said prohibi-
tion, to establish as a criminal penalty a
social reprimand, and in the event of a repe-
tition of the violation of the law on the

prohibition of abortions, a fine up to 300
rubles.3!
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In order to ameliorate the new law, the state
mandated stricter sanctions against employer dis-
crimination toward pregnant women; increased
subsidies to new mothers and mothers of large
families; increased numbers of maternity homes,
nurseries and kindergartens, stricter divorce laws;
and harsher penalties for non-payment of ali-
mony (see article on Family Law). Another call
for increased research into better contraceptive
methods was issued.

The Prohibition Against Abortion was part
of the revision of Family Law begun in 1936 and
completed in 1944. However, as distinct from
the 1926 Family Law revision, there was no par-
liamentary wrangling about this most important
step, although the draft bill was submitted for
“public debate.”

Schlesinger presents a representative sam-
pling of opinion from Pravda and lzvestiya. Given
the bias of these official organs, it is understand-
able that most of the responses -- heavily weighted
by sociologists and medical personnel -- regis-
tered approval of the measure. A slightly more
critical attitude was expressed in fzvestiya which,
being under Bukharin’s editorship, possibly im-
plied that he was not in favor of the bill. How-
ever, individual opinions by leading Party offi-
cials are not available; given the climate of purge
trials, this is not surprising. Ordinary people cer-
tainly expressed negative views, mainly citing in-
adequate economic resources and housing neces-
sary to raise children. And as before, female stu-
dents protested that unwanted pregnancy inter-
rupted their studies. While it is impossible to
ascertain the true feelings of the general popula-
tion from these excerpts, what is certain is that
this public forum did not, in the end, alter any of
the proposed features of the new law.>?

THe RATIONALE

The rationale for the Prohibition Against
Abortion was expressed in the Forward to the

Decree, and in official Explanations of the New
Family Policy published in organs of the CPSU.??
All the stops were pulled out to convince the
masses of the correctness of this decision. The
arguments were numerous, contradictory and
specious, and the rhetoric was inflammatory. The
main tactic was to invoke the authority of Lenin
(and Engels). The chief argument was as follows:
Lenin opposed abortion in principle, and meant
abortion to be only a temporary measure until
conditions had changed. Conditions have changed.
Therefore, Lenin would wish abortion to be abol-
ished. Lenin’s “The Working Class and Neo-
Malthusianism” was cited as a chief support for
this argument. In this work of 1913, it is true
that Lenin had exhorted class-conscious workers
to oppose artificial restriction of the birth rate
imposed on them by the bourgeoisie. He had
portrayed class-conscious workers as enemies of
Neomalthusianism, a theory “suited only to un-
feeling and egotistic petty-bourgeois couples, who
whisper in scared voices: ‘God grant we manage
somehow by ourselves. So much the better if we
have no children’.” But in defense of the ban-
ning of abortion, Lenin’s statements were taken
totally out of context. He was analyzing condi-
tions under capitalism, and refuting the Malthu-
sian principle that overpopulation, not capital-
ism, was the source of the workers’ oppression.
The Soviets now insisted that conditions had
changed. Socialism had achieved “complete vic-
tory;” therefore, abortion was no longer justi-

fied. The Decree stated:

Only under conditions of Socialism, where
exploitation of man by man does not exist
and where woman is an equal member of
society, while the continual improvement
of the material well-being of the toilers
constitutes a law of social development, is
it possible seriously to organize the struggle
against abortions by prohibitive laws as
well as by other means.®
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The rationale asserted that existing (or
planned) state services allowed women to be both
productive workers and mothers: “We alone have
all the conditions under which a woman can
fulfill her duties as a citizen and as a mother
responsible for the birth and early upbringing of
her children.”3 It was even argued that the rela-
tively low abortion rate (compared to Europe)
proved that Soviet women were insistent on hav-
ing children and fulfilling their natural function,
and that they had already proven that they could
handle both children and work: “In the USSR,
woman’s productive and social work does not in
the least interfere with motherhood but is
beautifully coordinated with it.”% Therefore, “mass
abortions for egoistic reasons are not to be toler-
ated... tens of thousands of women ruin their
health and delay the growth of a new generation
for socialist society.”38

But, while the large number of abortions
was a called “tragedy,” and Soviet medical ex-
perts testified to the horrors of abortion and the
mutilation of women, the evidence is not very
convincing. As an example:

There are few operations so dangerous as
the cleaning out of the womb during preg-
nancy. Under the best conditions and in
the hands of the most experienced special-
ists, this operation still has a “normal” per-
centage of fatal cases. It is true that the
percentage is not very high. Our surgeons
have brought the technique of performing
abortions to perfection. The foreign doc-
tors have unanimously testified that their
technique is irreproachable.3®

The flip side of the argument was that the
Prohibition actually protected and elevated So-
viet women. Abortion was seen as an insult to
womanhood, motherhood -- and even to father-
hood! The argument stated that the NEP period
had furthered bourgeois libertinism and irrespon-
sibility, of which liberalized abortion was a com-

ponent. The new decree would free women from
being forced into abortion by husbands, relatives
and, above all, employers. Abortion was associ-
ated with the degradation of women through
male egoism, Don Juanism, philistinism, free love
and the nationalization of women. These were all

_considered lingering “remnants” of bourgeois

society which must be eradicated. The implica-
tion was that women could only receive dignity
and protection within the confines of the “new
Socialist family.” And in a great leap of illogic, it
was asserted that the “new Socialist family” is
what Engels really had in mind when he refused
to speculate on post-capitalist relationships be-
tween men and women.

The climate of the purge trials is very appar-
ent in the rhetoric of these documents. Abortion
was a “foul and poisonous idea from the enemies
of the people to liquidate the family and disrupt

marriage.”*® ©

The Fascists have invented the leg-
end that taking part in social production and
work is incompatible with motherhood.”*! And
even the “arch-enemy-of-the-people” Trotsky was
dragged in as holding these “Fascist” views to-
ward the incompatibility of work and childrear-
ing. Needless to add, Kollontai's early writings
were attacked as being anti-family and anti-moth-
erthood, in short anti-Socialist. If abortion had
become an “enemy” of the Socialist future, then,
anyone in favor of it was an “enemy” of the
Socialist state.

THe AFTERMATH

But no law could (or can) prevent women
from acts of self-preservation. Goldman states
that in 1939, the incidence of abortion was higher
than in 1926 during the period of legalization.
After 1936, 10% of abortions performed in hos-
pitals were legal, but 90% were abortions initi-
ated outside the hospital. She says:



ThE ABorTION DILEMMA

49

After 1936, doctors saw an enormous in-
crease in the numbers of women suffering
from infections, peritonitis, perforation,
hemorrhage, chronic inflammation, sep-

sis, infertility, and other complications, [and]

the death rate soared 42

The Soviet leadership only reacted with more
repression. At the same time the Prohibition
Against Abortion was incorporated into the Re-
vised Family Law of 1944, divorce was further
restricted. The Law of 1944 did, however, prom-
ise more maternal and children’s facilities, and
provided for even more generous subsidies to
mothers and children. It even established rewards
for women with large families: The “Mother-
hood Medal” for five-six children, “Motherhood
Glory” for seven-nine children, and “Heroine
Mother” for ten or more children. These honors
were equally available to unmarried women.

But Soviet women continued to resort to il-
legal abortion, and so in 1954, criminal penalties
against women were revoked, and in 1955 abor-
tion was again legalized.

Discussion

What lay behind the 1936 Prohibition Against
Abortion Decree was many-sided. The perceived
necessity to increase population in view of the
impending World War was dominant and, in fact,
the USSR was eventually to lose over 25 million
lives. Another important factor obviously was
economic. Having given up ideas of eliminating
the economic foundations of the family through
the expansion of state services, these resources
could be diverted into industrialization. In con-
junction with this, it may have been reasoned
that the discipline required for rapid industriali-
zation and collectivization demanded strength-
ening the family as a measure of social control
and obedience. In the NEP period, de facto mar-
riage had undeniably resulted in social instabil-

ity because of the lack of state services to support
women and children. And the rapid onset of in-
dustrialization and collectivization had further
increased disruption. Another factor which has
been proposed is the desire of the Party during
this period, which was calling for new sacrifices,
to gain the loyalty of the peasantry. The majority
of the peasants still held traditional views toward
the family and looked askance at divorce and
abortion.*> But at the core is the fact that a new
reactionary class had come to power which had
no desire to emancipate women and, in fact, re-
lied on the old bourgeois family structure to prop
up the state capiralist structure.

The Prohibition Against Abortion plainly
reveals the revisionism of Communist ideals which
had been taking place, since one of the chief
tenets of Marxist-Leninism is the emancipation
of women. In contrast, the Prohibition actually
increased the exploitation of women. It imposed
the burden of being both workers and mothers/
housekeepers, without adequate state services to
relieve domestic drudgery. Thus, it restricted
women'’s right to rise to their highest capacity. In
doing so, it reversed the concept of women from
workers to mothers. It almost relegated women’s
bodies to the service of the state as breeders, and
once again subjected them to mutilation and death
by unqualified practitioners and self-abortions.
The new law particularly affected rural women
in a negative way, as both the birthrate and the
rate of illegal abortions rose dramatically in the
countryside. Essentially, the ban against abor-
tion strengthened the reactionary view toward
women which still largely prevailed there.

The Prohibition also illustrates how Marx-
ism-Leninism had been deliberately rewritten.
Lenin’s statements on Neomalthusianism were
distorted to fit a false context. To justify confin-
ing many women to the home with large fami-
lies, it redefined domestic labor as socially useful
work. Compare this to Lenin’s numerous dia-
tribes against domestic slavery. The new law also
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distorts Engels' concept of the relationship be-
tween man and woman as based on freely ex-
pressed sexual attraction and compatibility, in
that it basically redefined the relationship be-
tween the sexes as parental. It presented the "new
Soviet family" as that ideal form of social rela-
tionship which Engels envisioned but declined
to delineate. In so doing, it nullified the Com-
munist ideal of state responsibility in the social
as well as the educational rearing of children. It
regarded this as merely another feature of Kol-
lontaism or ultra-leftism. Not least, it ignored
the early Bolshevik insistence that people’s sex
lives were not the business of the Party.

The original decree had endorsed abortion
until “such time as moral survivals from the past
and the economic conditions of the present compel
some women to resort to this operation.” The
new law insisted that these conditions no longer
prevailed. This was plainly false. The most blatant
hypocrisy was expressed in the insistence that
Socialism had been fully achieved, in order to
justify the taking away of women’s rights and
the reestablishment of the bourgeois social struc-
ture.

A Copa on CONTRACEPTION

The Soviets never came to terms with contra-
ception. They continued to be ambivalent to-
ward it. On the one hand, contraception was
viewed positively as an alternative to abortion
but, on the other hand, it was also viewed nega-
tively. The old Malthusian worries intervened:
contraception threatened population growth and
the increase of “proletarian” families. It also gave
impetus to promiscuity and social instability. It
was an irresolvable contradiction.

Before 1917, contraception was practically
unknown, except among the upper classes who
had access to European goods. Poor women re-
lied on coitus interruptus and a variety of crude,
makeshift barriers, such as lemon halves, mush-

room caps and small balls. But the Bolsheviks
did have plans to develop and promote contra-
ception as an alternative to abortion. A system of
free contraception clinics was established, and
devices were cheap. After the attempt by doctors
to revoke the abortion decree failed, a Labora-

‘tory for Preventatives was established in 1925,

and was said to be the first of its kind in the
wortld. Granted, the Soviet Union did not have a
large rubber industry, but it did have innovative
ideas, for example, an experiment for developing
a contraceptive out of the biolaktin in bucter-
milk!* There were plans to dispense birth con-
trol information at the marriage registries, but
evidently this was considered too blatant. Few
wanted to view abortion as a long-term solution,
and the more far-sighted Bolsheviks, including
Lenin, knew that the transition to socialism --
when women would be relieved of their domestic
burdens and children would be cared for -- would
take a long time. Obviously, the conditions of
NEP put a damper on these plans to develop
contraception, but they were never renewed.
From 1920 to 1928, despite devoted work-
ers in the contraceptive field, birth control essen-
tially meant abortion. Then during the early phase
of industrialization and collectivization, when once
again women were badly needed in the work
force and the abortion rate accordingly skyrock-
eted, the contraceptive campaign was renewed.
Posters against abortion became somewhat hys-
terical, e.g., “Abortion is a great evil! It must die
out! The destruction of it is the most important
social problem of the immediate future.”¥S
Like abortion, contraception was under strict
state control. Halle, Field and Winter also visited
the state contraception centers and gave the fol-
lowing account. Women were usually referred to
these clinics only after they had delivered a child.
These facilities were scarce and overcrowded, and
the procedure was ponderous (forms, exams, vis-
iting nurses). Field says that 50% of the women
were issued a “particular mechanical device” only
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used in the Soviet Union [a barrier method or
even possibly an early form of the IUD] which
involved returning to the clinic every 10 days for
checking and cleansing.* Condoms and, later,
spermicides were also dispensed. But there was
evidently a serious problem in instructing un-
educated people how to use the devices properly
under largely unsanitary living conditions. In-
formation on contraception was also included in
the traveling medical units in the countryside,
but rural women were reluctant to visit the clin-
ics.

At any rate, contraceptives were in short
supply, and both those dispensed by clinics and
those sold illegally on the street corners were of
poor quality and the butt of jokes. Contraceptive
advocates were forced to promote even these
imperfect devices on the grounds that risk added
a measure of excitement to sex'*’ While contra-
ceptive use continued to increase, e.g., 40% from
1927 to 1930, the total figures remained very
low.*® The contraception campaign was always
put in terms of a “weapon against abortion,” not
as a weapon for women’s rights; and terminology
suggesting family planning was avoided. This half-
hearted approach toward contraception seems even
more glaring, since concurrently its role in fam-
ily planning was being promoted all over Europe
and in America.

A good source for later information about
abortion and contraception in the Soviet Union
is April Von Frank. The continuing dependence
of Soviet women on abortion rather than contra-
ception is reflected in the data that in the year
following the 1936 law, the birthrate jumped
from 41% to 93% in the larger cities and even
more dramatically in the countryside.* Sporadic
attempts o promote contraception continued,
but after the 1944 Family Law, information, sale
and manufacture of contraceptives were appar-
ently banned, at least temporarily.>® At any rate,
it is clear that women continued to resort to
illegal abortions in large numbers, until abortion

was again legalized in 1955. Von Frank proposes
that this time illegal abortion was seen not only
as a threat to women’s health, but as a threar to
the economy. She states that absenteeism, ill health
and deaths of women were cited as undermining
the work force which depended on them.>! Gei-
ger adds that the government viewed the sub-
stantial underground economy of medical per-
sonnel doing abortions on the side as a real prob-
lem3? At the same time there was a renewed
attack on family planning, i.e., limitation of the
birth rate. Controlled fertility was equated with
genocide, warfare, murder and depraviry.53

As late as 1979, Von Frank states that while
the state now supported contraception, it still
was not widely used, and that 40% of women
who had undergone an abortion still used no
contraception.>® What contraception is available
today is still unsatisfactory and scarce; and it is
suggested to visitors to the [former] Soviet Un-
ion that, in addition to cigarettes, blue jeans and
cassette tapes, contraceptives are welcome gifts
and items for barter.

Soviet history shows that there was either
massive use of legal abortion or massive resort to
illegal abortion. The development of contracep-
tion would have greatly aided the liberation of
women. It would have freed them from the psy-
chological and economic burden of unwanted
pregnancies and from the pain and danger of
abortions. It would have assisted their participa-
tion in the administration of the state, as envi-
sioned by the early Bolsheviks. But a double so-
cial contribution from women was demanded: as
both full-time workers and as mothers produc-
ing future workers (and sometimes soldiers). The
early Bolsheviks realized that this could only work
if comprehensive services were provided to free
women from domestic labor, if the state took
over much of the care and training of children,
and if contraception was developed. These goals
were not realized, and abortion continued to be a
central issue in the lives of Soviet women.
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THE CAMPAIGN AGAINST PROSTITUTION

The elimination of prostitution was a de-
clared goal of the Bolshevik Revolution. It was a
relentless struggle which took various forms as
the social and economic conditions changed. Very
innovative methods were employed and major
gains were made, but it was not to be a lasting
accomplishment.

Attitudes toward prostitution may be sum-
marized in four stages. Under czarism, the pros-
titute was hypocritically condoned. Under the
Bolsheviks, during the Civil War, the prostitute
was regarded as a labor deserter, no different from
anyone else. During NEP, the prostitute was treated
as a displaced worker, and efforts were made to
safeguard her from prostitution and engage her
in the workforce. Finally, beginning with the period
of industrialization and collectivization, and con-
tinuing afterwards, the prostitute was viewed as
a psychological deviant or as a criminal, and was
treated accordingly.

Tue SociaL Basis oF ProsTiTuTION

The Bolsheviks viewed prostitution as a con-
sequence of exploitive economic and social rela-
tions. The prostitute was displaced from the work
force -- a victim of poverty or a helpless depend-
ent. The foundations for this view may be found
in Engels’ The Origin of the Family, Private Prop-
erty and the State (1884), Bebel's Women and So-
cialism (1879), Lenin’s, “Address to Fifth Inter-
national Congress Against Prostitution” (1913),
Clara Zetkin’s “My Recollections of Lenin” (1920),
and Alexandra Kollontai’s “Prostitution and Ways
of Fighting It” (1921).

In his study of the evolution of social rela-

tions, Engels regarded the emergence of blatant
market prostitution as a consequence of capital-
ist commodity production and the bourgeois mar-
riage of convenience. He went further, regarding
bourgeois marriage itself as an arrangement in
which “two prostitutions make one virtue;”! for
bourgeois marriage is 4e facro prostitution, in
which the woman

only differs from the ordinary courtesan in
that she does not let out her body on piece-
work as a wage worker, but sells it once
and for all into slavery.... {However], we
are now approaching a socialist revolution
in which the hitherto existing economic
foundation of monogamy will disappear
just as certainly as will those of its supple-
ment - prostitution.2

Bebel added that in bourgeois society “pros-
titution is an institution similar to the police,
the army, the church, and capitalist enterprise.”
Thus, as for all other social institutions came the
so-called regulation, or shameful system of po-
lice supervision of prostitutes which began in
Russia in 1843. Lenin stated the matter suc-

cinctly:

[Prostitution] is supported precisely by the
aristocracy and the bourgeoisie;” [Prosti-
tutes] are pitiable double victims of the
accursed system of bourgeois society..
Victims, first, of its accursed system of
property and, secondly, of its accursed moral
hypocrisy.5

53
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Kollontai translated this premise into every-
day terms:

Prostitution is above all a social phenome-
non.... The roots of prostitution are in eco-
nomics. Woman is on the one hand placed
in an economically vulnerable position, and
on the other hand has been conditioned
by centuries of education to expect mate-
rial favours from a man in return for sex-
ual favours — whether these are given within
ot outside the marriage tie. This is the
root of the problem. Here is the reason for
prostitution.

There were many schemes to combat prosti-
tution in Europe and Russia during the years
preceding the Revolution. It was fashionable among
the ladies’ charity groups. This moral hypocrisy
outraged Lenin. As far as he was concerned, these
reformers had two methods: religion and the po-
lice. He scathingly termed them “acrobats in the
field of philanthropy and police defenders of the
mockery of poverty.”7 On the other hand, he
scolded Clara Zetkin for not opposing the schemes
of her German communist comrades to “organ-
ize the prostitutes as a specific revolutionary guild
contingent and publish a trade union paper for
them.”® This he called a “morbid [bourgeois] de-
viation.” While springing from commendable so-
cial sympathy and indignation against hypocrisy,
in the end, it was no better than “the literary
vogue which made a sweet madonna out of every
prostitute.””

Kollontai’s ideas were often considered ex-
treme, but since she was instrumental in drafting
the legislation on prostitution, her views on the
matter must be considered. She had a different
slant on prostitution, stressing its psychological
aspects, e.g., her famous definition that it “suffo-
cates the love in human hearts; from it Eros flies
in fear of fouling its wings on a filthy bed.” She
felt that, in addition to freeing women from
bourgeois property relations, a profound reshap-

ing of the human psyche was necessary. In her
early views (1911), she attributed prostitution
not just to bourgeois marriage but to monoga-
mous marriage per se, which too often failed to
satisfy people’s sexual and emotional needs. Thus,
she viewed prostitution as a squalid outlet for
marital incompatibility. Prostitution damaged all
women; it “allowed men with startling naivety...
to ignore women’s physical experiences in the
moment of the most physical act.” But what was
an even more radical idea was that prostitution
damaged men as well as women. Prostitution

distorts our ideas, forcing us to see in one
of the most serious moments of human
life ~ in the act of love, in this ultimate
accord of complex spiritual feelings - some-
thing shameful, low, coarse, and animal....
The normal woman seeks in sexual inter-
course completeness and harmony, whereas
the man, reared on prostitution — which
destroys all the complex vibrations of the
sensations of love — follows only his pallid,
monotonous physical inclinations, leaving
sensations of spiritual hunger and incom-
pleteness on both sides.1®

Since divorce was almost impossible at the
time she wrote this, she counterposed “erotic
friendships” between men and women as the al-
ternative to prostitution as an outlet to alleviate
the “prison” of marriage. Kollontai’s views were
very controversial, to say the least. They were
distorted by her enemies, who couldn’t see the
difference between the two relationships, as con-
doning prostitution. And while after the Revolu-
tion her approach changed considerably, the public
continued to associate her with these early views.

At any rate, the matter of prostitution was
complex. Generally, it was seen by the Bolsheviks
as a social abnormality, similar to poverty, alco-
holism, or crime, caused by class inequalities and
the social relationships created by the capiralist
system. In smashing this system and creating a
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more just and equal social order, they had high
hopes of eradicating prostitution. Lenin did not,
however, view the problem as easily solved. His
words were prophetic:

The question of prostitution will confound
us even in our country of many a difficult
problem. Return the prostitute to produc-
tive work, find her a place in the social
economy -- that is the thing to do. But the
present state of our economy and all the

other circumstances make it a difficult and

complicated matter. 1

Prostitution PRrior 10 THE OcCTOBER
RevoLuTioN

It was common currency that prostitution
in czarist Russia was more widespread than in
any other European country. It was an institu-
tion condoned by both state and church. This
account may be exaggerated, but a visitor to
Moscow expressed the situation thus: “The new
brothel was formally opened by the police offi-
cer, and was hallowed by a religious ceremony
in... which the premises were blessed by a Rus-
sian Orthodox priest.”!? Brothels were regulated
by police inspection. Prostitutes were issued spe-
cial passports (yellow tickets), and subjected to
regular physical exams. “Houses of Patience” were
provided for czarist officers, and brothels were
maintained at the rear of the army.’® But while
“Houses” were protected and higher-class call
girls tolerated, poor streetwalkers were harassed,
beaten, imprisoned and forced into the brothels.
The yellow ticket relegated the prostitute to a
ghetto and barred her from any other employ-
ment for life. Virtually a slave, she could be set
free only if she were seriously ill and obtained
two medical certificates.!® Yet the professional
(or brothel) prostitutes actually comprised only a
small percentage. Kollontai estimated that, in
Petrograd on the eve of the Revolution, there
were 6,000-7,000 professionals and approximately

33,000 streerwalkers and part-time prostitutes.!?

What used to be called “white slavery” also flour-
ished, and the traffic in children was particularly
odious. Russian women and young girls were
kidnapped and exported to the Muslem regions,
where Islam forbade the use of Muslem women
as prostitutes.

Halle gives an early profile of prostitution.
She states that, according to official inquiries
from 1897 to the beginning of World War I,
four-fifths of all prostitutes came from condi-
tions of extreme poverty. Only 8.4% of the fe-
male population at this time were self-support-
ing; and of this number, women factory workers
made only a half to a third as much as their male
counterparts who themselves did not make a liv-
ing wage. Of former factory workers, most pros-
titutes had been cigarette-makers, precisely the
most miserably paid industry. Even so, the rising
class consciousness in the factories enabled in-
dustrial workers to resist prostitution much more
so than domestic servants, seamstresses, and laun-
dresses, who contributed over 75% of the total
number of prostitutes. These women tended to
have a more recent peasant background, were
probably totally illiterate, and were extraordinar-
ily exploited by employers.!®

Prostitution (and venereal disease) increased
alarmingly during World War I. Due to general
war conditions and economic crisis, army wid-
ows, abandoned spouses, and destitute peasant
women flocking to the cities swelled the ranks
and created a fierce competition for business which
deteriorated the conditions of prostitutes even
further. Increasing numbers of orphaned and
abandoned young girls (besprizorniki) were forced
to turn to prostitution as the only way to survive
on the streets.

Ending legalized prostitution had been a
strong theme of the women’s congresses headed
by Kollontai and Inessa Armand; and appealing
to the working woman's fears of slipping into
prostitution had evidently been a effective rally-
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ing point for the Bolshevik program. After the
February Revolution, the Provisional (Kerensky)
government did abolish the yellow ticket, but since
it took no other measures to help the victims, the
result was chaos. Porter describes an account by
visitors to Moscow who witnessed a lurid and
horrifying spectacle as prostitutes openly flooded

the streets

“..in jewels and expensive furs, walking
up and down, and crowding the cafes” —
“women and girls, hardly more than chil-
dren, carried on with painted faces, half-
drunk eyes, and cigarettes dangling from
their hands.” Finally, indignant citizens
formed local committees and raids on broth-
els took place. The women were arrested
and thrown into special labor camps — and
still prostitution continued.!”

Tue Ocrtoser RevoLutioN AND THE Civit
War Periop

Immediately after the October Revolution,
it looked like “prostitution vanished overnight
from the streets” as the bourgeoisie fled.!® Cer-
tainly during the Civil War, prostitution decreased
immensely due to the nationalization of hotels,
cafes, dance halls and bathhouses, a cashless econ-
omy, the absence of foreigners, and the prohibi-
tion against alcohol. The Bolsheviks had imme-
diately put an end to police regulation and the
persecution of prostitutes, although discrepan-
cies were great in the manner in which the women
were treated. But while the appearance of prosti-
tution seemed to have “vanished,” the prosti-
tutes themselves had not; they had only gone
underground. There was obviously a need for a
real plan.

The First All-Russian Congress of Worker
and Peasant Women declared in 1918:

A woman of the Soviet labour republic is a
free citizen with equal rights, and cannot

and must not be the object of buying and
selling.19

In 1919, Kollontai was instrumental in cre-
ating a Commission to Combat Prostitution under
the venereal section of the Commissariat of Pub-
lic Health. [Most prostitutes were found to be
tubercular or venereally diseased.] This floun-
dered, but another Commission was set up in
1920 under the Commissariat of Public Welfare,
which Kollontai headed. Her publication “Pros-
titution and Ways of Fighting It” set forth the

official view:

Let there by no special measures for the
struggle with prostitution. Professional pros-
titutes must be treated like the rest of the

work deserters apprehended for failing to

contribute productively to the collective.2?

Since the prostitute who sold herself to many
men was considered no different from the wife
who “sold” herself to one man, she was classed
with the legal wife (even of a commissar!) who
“stays at home [and] does no useful work for the
society.”?! Therefore, prostitutes would be taken
to the Commissariat of Labor where they would
be encouraged to attend courses of study, helped
to get jobs, or sent to recuperate at sanatoria.
Only if 2 woman were repeatedly found guilty of
returning to prostitution would she be sentenced
to a term of hard labor at a regular work camp.
According to this logic, clients of prostitutes could
not be prosecuted either, for if a client is “some-
one who buys a woman’s favours, in that case the
husbands of many legal wives will be guilty.”22
They could only be subject to public moral con-
demnation. Procurers and madames, however, were
prosecuted on two grounds: for evasion of com-
pulsory labor and for living off unearned income.
Zhenotdel workers set up meetings on the streets
to help the women find work and medical attention,
and also to raise their self-esteem.?® This was
about as much as could be done in this period.
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As the Civil War drew to a close, the Commis-
sion lapsed, and the number of prostitutes again
increased due to chaotic conditions similar to

the end of World War 1.

Tve NEP Perion

During the NEP years, prostitution (and
venereal disease) resurged in astounding propor-
tions. In 1921, there were 17,000 prostitutes in
Leningrad, but by 1922 the number had jumped
to 32,000.2% The dismissal of women from jobs
was the major cause, but also the recirculation of
money, the rescinding of the prohibition against
alcohol, the reopening of bars and dance halls,
and the presence of foreigners were contributing
factors. The housing shortage was also critical,
for women often sold themselves for a place to
stay. Conditions had altered the social composi-
tion of prostitution. Professional prostitutes had
pretty much been eliminated. Now they were
peasant women forced into the cities by famine,
besprizorniki girls, abandoned wives, widows,
mothers with small children, newly unemployed
women, and a huge number of women from the
former bourgeois classes. A new phenomenon of
part-time prostitutes arose, comprised of work-
ing women who were forced to supplement their
income or were lured by black-market consumer
goods. Stites gives some figures for Moscow pros-
titutes: 43% were of peasant origin, 14% of
working class origin, and fully 42% were “for-
mer people” -- 21% bourgeoisie, 14% merchant,
and 7% gentry. Child prostitution also soared,
involving 60-80% of all delinquent girls (bezpri-
sorniki).2> The sites of prostitution changed from
the streets to hidden spots -- freight cars, alleys,
public baths, and hotels for foreigners which could
not be patrolled. The American journalist Louise
Bryant observed in 1923:

Prostitution is practiced by Soviet employ-
ees in order to obtain, for the sale of ca-
resses, boots that go up to the knees; pros-
titution is resorted to by mothers of fami-
lies, working women, peasant women, who
sell their bodies to the manager of the ra-
tions division in order to obtain for their
children a full bag of precious flour. Some-
times the girls in the offices associate with

their superiors, not for manifestly material

gain, but in the hope of advancement. 26

Numerous studies throughout NEP con-
firmed the connection berween unemployment
and prostitution. Statistics cited by Goldman are
very telling. For example, 80% of one large sample
of women studied in 1925 entered prostitution
only after 1921. A 1924 study of Moscow prosti-
tutes found that 60% had been in the working
class, and that almost 45% had entered prostitu-
tion from industries that had experienced sharp
cutbacks. It found that 51% of these women had
become prostitutes out of direct need, and that
fully 84% had tried to leave prostitution but
were unable to find work. Another study found
that only 15% of the women surveyed had work
skills which would enable them to become self-
employed.?’

There were other disturbing statistics. An
inquiry in 1926 revealed that clients of prosti-
tutes were not only the bourgeois "remnants"
and Nepmen, but also large numbers of working
class men, in direct proportion to their salaries.
For example, the range was 29.6% who resorted
to prostitutes among the lowest-paid, unskilled
workers, up to 46.9% among the highest-paid
metal workers.2® Students and Komsomol youth
who rejected romantic attachments as “bourgeois”
also resorted to prostitutes.

The new, freer social relationships, easy mar-
riage and divorce, when coupled with the impos-
sibility of self-supporting employment, had put
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women in a no-win situation. Goldman puts the
matter very wellk:

Prostitution represented the most painful,
but not the most improbable, fate of the
husbandless woman under NEP. It made a
mockery of the idea that women were free,
independent individuals who could enter
a union on the basis of personal choice.
Without an independent wage, women were
forced into the most unfree of acts: to gar-
ner some portion of the male wage by sell-
ing their sexuality to whoever wanted them.
Many of the women expressed a desperate
desire to leave prostitution. Others felt deep
shame at their situation. For most, it was

the last resort before starvation.??

Stites puts it more bluntly: “men with money
and women without it.”3

Thus began a “war on prostitution” with
the stipulation, however, that “under no circum-
stances must it degenerate into a war against
prostitutes” [Kollontai's formulation.] The gov-
ernment recognized that social conditions were

changing, and that the matter had to be handled
differently:

Unemployment struck at women first, and
prostitution grew. We now found we could
not treat the problem as we had treated it
during the period of War Communism. To
punish prostitution by forced labor when
there is unemployment is absurd... if the
Government cannot assure to all women
the work they need to make a living, it
cannot punish them for earning a living as
best they can — in this instance by taking
their own bodies to market.3!

The goal was two-fold: prevention and re-
habilitation. The Venereal Section of Public Health
set forth the measures to be employed: protect
women from dismissal from work, establish co-
ops to employ untrained women, increase women'’s

trade education, establish homes for unemployed
women and girls, develop welfare work among
destitute children, and increase propaganda about
prostitution as non-socialist behavior. Zhenotdel
was directed to make the eradication of prostitu-
tion a top priority.

Effective propaganda was done through trav-
eling exhibits in the countryside and Health Thea-
ters in factories, clubs and the military. Strong
attempts were made to re-educate men, as well as
women. More combative measures included: strict
supervision of places of temptation, more severe
prosecution of abetters of prostitution, and free
treatment for venereal diseases.>> The rhetoric
was that of “war” and newspapers announced
“victories” in big headlines. In 1924-25, the Militia
for Combatting Prostitution was said to have
destroyed 2,228 “nests of vice” in Russia alone.3?
Social guardianship sisters (social workers) pa-
trolled the train stations rescuing naive peasant
girls before they could be lured into prostitution.
There were anti-prostitution weeks and days
throughout the USSR, and the public generally
was drawn into the fight.

New laws regarding prostitution were added
to the Criminal Code, which already mandated
penalties for sexual crimes against women such
as venereal infection and rape:

l. for forced sex with 2 woman who was materi-
ally dependent, such as wives or employees,
not less than 3 years imprisonment;

2. for physical or mental compulsion to prac-
tice prostitution, solitary confinement of not
less than 3 years;

3. for procuring or maintaining brothels, im-
prisonment not less than 3 years and partial
or total confiscation of property. For forcing
underage or dependent women into prosti-

tution, S years.3*
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The tactic of public trials was also used widely
and successfully. Procurers were prosecuted re-
lentlessly, and male clients received public expo-
sure and condemnation for committing “anti-
woman” crimes. Prostitutes, however, were at all
times treated sympathetically as victims. The
policeman was directed to treat prostitutes with
utmost respect: “[He] must observe all the rules
of politeness toward her and permit himself no

rudenesses.”>®

THE PROPHYLACTORIA

In 1923-24, Prophylactoria were set up in
major cities and towns. These were combination
medical centers, work-training sites, and homes
for prostitutes, although women were encour-
aged to live off the premises in order to get used
to “going to work.” No total figures are avail-
able, but the number were never considered ‘ade-
quate (only five in Moscow), and women could
be brought in from the villages only if there was
room. Juvenile prostitutes were rehabilitated in
children’s homes run on similar principles, but
with increased emphasis on education. Like the
Aboritoria, the Prophylactoria were showcases
toured by many foreign visitors. In a sense, the
concept behind them was a forerunner of the
modern “holistic” approach. Propaganda lauded
their merits over European rehabilitative facili-
ties, which were usually run by philanthropic
ladies or nuns who treated prostitutes as pitiable
charity cases or sinners to be redeemed. The fol-
lowing picture is taken from the accounts of Halle,
Winter and Field, who visited the Moscow Pro-
phylacroria in 1930-32.

While entrance to the Prophylactoria was
voluntary, considerable persuasion was exerted
by Red Army soldiers and civil militia who scoured
the streets for practicing prostitutes. The intake
procedure was very thorough, and the women
were charted carefully all through their stay, and
afterwards as well. The typical resident was from

peasant origin, illiterate or semi-literate, unem-
ployed for over a year or never employed, unmar-
ried, from 18-25 years old, venereally diseased
and childless. [This is somewhat misleading, since
such children as were not aborted were probably
abandoned or left with peasant relatives.] The
women were trained in factory skills and the
work ethic, manufacturing simple items such as
baby layettes. They were paid trade-union wages
on a group basis to encourage responsibility and
cooperation, and charged for room and board.
They had considerable freedom in their living
arrangements and were not forbidden to associ-
ate with men. The word prostitute was taboo;
women were addressed as tovarisch (comrade),
and every effort was made to help the women
view themselves as displaced workers and regular
citizens. Halle states that only 3-4% of those
accepted were considered “incurable,” and left or
were dismissed.>

The women were given total health care;
90% of the women suffered from venereal dis-
eases, hence the name “Prophylactoria.” In addi-
tion, they were given literacy classes, moral and
political education. Great emphasis was placed
on cultural activities: music, drama, poetry, dance,
and cinema. The women formed performing
ensembles, sports teams, and put out their own
newspaper. An interlocking system of sponsor-
ship existed in order to emphasize the individ-
ual’s role in the collective society. For example, a
large factory might sponsor a Prophylactorium
and provide eventual employment, while the Pro-
phylactorium itself might sponsor a collective farm
and provide lectures and entertainment to the
members.

Women remained in the Prophylactoria for
approximately one year and then were placed on
probation in factory positions, where their past
remained anonymous though their behavior was
monitored by Factory Committees. Each was as-
signed an “after-care sister” who helped with hous-
ing and basic needs, and generally gave support.
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Women who had made a successful adjustment
regularly returned to the Prophylactoria to en-
courage other women. Beginning in 1931, Con-
ferences of Former Prostitutes, Now Workers were
held which were great celebratory occasions.

THE PERIOD OF INDUSTRIALIZATION AND
COLLECTIVIZATION

With the introduction of the Firts Five Year
Plan and the re-entry of women into the work
force, the attitude of the government toward pros-
titution became more severe. Prostitution and
venereal disease were at a new low, and the gov-
ernment now had hopes of dealing the final death
blows. It boasted that there was no more organ-
ized prostitution in the USSR and that brothels
had totally disappeared. Because prostitution it-
self was not an offense, only statistics related to
venereal disease were kept but, as an example, a
health census in 1931 recorded only 400-700
prostitutes in Moscow, as opposed to 20,000 in
1913.%7

In 1930 there began a step-up in the war
against vice centers. “Social guardians” and vol-
untary workers’ brigades monitored night shel-
ters, public lavatories, back alleys and other dark
corners where street prostitution still lurked. The
campaign against alcohol increased, attempts were
made to remedy the housing shortage, and Turk-
ish baths were closed.

By this time, most Prophylactoria were clos-
ing as having outlived their function. The prosti-
tutes in the remaining facilities were now largely
rural girls; 25% were now under 16 years of age.
The original criterion that women had to be dis-
eased to enter was seen as no longer relevant, and
plans were made to open new institutions for
non-diseased women or women on the verge of
prostitution. As a preventative measure, employ-
_ers were forbidden to discharge single women
with children.

By 1932, the emphasis definitely was swing-
ing toward punishment, called “measures of so-
cial defense.” Because of almost full employment,
prostitution was thought to be an intolerable
remnant of capitalism. Along with the rhetoric
of having established Socialism, there was much
propaganda regarding prostitutes and their male
collaborators as “enemies of the socialist regime.”
Harsher criminal laws were instituted against male
participants: clients were liable to fine or impris-
onment rather then mere moral approbation.
Names of male offenders were published in the
newspapers. Procurers (kots - tomcats) were sent
into administrative exile. But the prostitute her-
self was also treated less tolerantly. Women were
classified into two categories: “unhealthy minds”
and “parasitical elements” (formerly called labor
deserters). The former were regarded as carriers
of an “anti-social disease” and underwent com-
pulsory psychological treatment. The latter were
regarded as “two-time losers,” and along with
kulaks, speculators and other profiteers, as trai-
tors or counter-revolutionaries.?® These recalci-
trant prostitutes were sent to harsh labor camps,
at worst, to the dreaded Solofki prison camp in
Siberia for “political and habitual criminals.” Some
were even executed. As the tide turned further
away from socialism, the Soviets resorted to meth-
ods not much better than those under czarist
Russia.

In the Explanation of the New Family Pol-
icy of 1936, the government confidently declared:

By the victory of socialism the economic
roots of prostitution in our country have
been completely eliminated: the absence
of unemployment, the progress in woman’s
material independence, the collectivization
of the village, the large-scale participation
of women in social and productive work,
equal pay for male and female labour, the
rise in women’s cultural and political stan-
dard — all this destroys every excuse for

prostitution 39
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In 1937, an apologist for the Soviet Union
blithely (but quite wrongly) wrote that in 1930
“unemployment completely ceased among women,
and the most terrible concomitant of unemploy-
ment -- prostitution -- was done away with.”4°
This is typical of the mechanistic view the Soviet
leadership held: industrialization and collectivi-
zation -- full employment -- would solve all prob-
lems, would indeed bring about Socialism. How-

ever, prostitution continued to be a stubborn

problem, and this reality baffled the experts. So-

ciologists, criminologists and psychologists car-
ried on fierce debates whether the tendency to-
ward prostitution was inborn or conditioned. They
argued whether prostitution was really a “capi-
talist survival” or whether the demand for it might
be a byproduct of prosperity. The only solution
they could come up with was to administer stern
moral warnings admonishing the new, more
affluent proletarian citizen to shun this anti-so-
cialist behavior.

Discussion

The program of the early Bolsheviks for eradi-
cating prostitution was far-reaching. It involved
eliminating the market economy, guaranteeing
full employment with equal pay, expanding so-
cial services to ensure that the survival of women
and children did not rest with their individual
families, producing housing and consumer goods

that the masses could afford, and mass re-educa-
tion of both women and men. But the later So-
viet leadership accomplished only a small part of
the remedy for eradicating prostitution, i.e., full
employment. Even here, women’s jobs generally
remained at a lower level of pay and status. The
promised social services never materialized to free
women to become fully independent members of
society. Women never reached the condition where
they were totally non-dependent on some part of
the individual male income.

There were serious social consequences which
resulted from these economic factors. Because
the bourgeois economic foundation of marriage
and the family was not transformed but was, in
fact, strengthened, oppressive bourgeois social re-
lationships persisted. Therefore, the hoped-for
new, equal and respectful relationships between
men and women did not materialize. Labor was
exploited in a new way -- to enrich the pockets of
the bureaucrats. And the emergence of a privi-
leged bureaucracy re-established class inequities
which not only resulted in much cynicism, but
deprived people of basic goods. The priorities
were such that ordinary consumer items were
never produced in sufficient quantity or quality,
nor made available to ordinary citizens through
regular means. And the housing shortage was
never adequately dealt with. All these factors com-
bined to perpetuate the problem of prostitution
in the Soviet Union.
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WoOMEN's WORK AND PusLIC LIFE

Turee Portraits oF Working WoMEN
Berore THE REvoLuTion

THe UrsaN PROLETARIAN WoOMAN

The urban proletarian woman probably
worked in a textile mill or a tobacco factory. Her
work day could stretch from 10 to 16 hours, with
only two half-hour meal breaks. It could extend
to seven days a week, for she often took piece-
work home to finish. The working environment
was horrendous, a true sweatshop: cold and damp
or hot and steamy, dimly lit, noxious fumes, poor
ventilation, unsafe structures, faulty equipment.
Her routine was backbreaking and monotonous,
bending over a machine all day or doing precise
handwork. Her hands and arms were covered
with scratches and infections. She suffered chronic
illnesses, and even miscarriages, from breathing
unhealthy chemicals. If she was pregnant, her
legs swelled with varicose veins for she was often
forbidden to sit down. She worked right up to her
delivery date -- there are many records of women
giving birth at the workbench -- and she returned
to work immediately after childbirth for fear of
losing her job. While she labored, if she was
lucky, her youngest children were with relatives;
if not, they were farmed out to the countryside
where abuses of children were common. Her own
breasts dripped milk while her hapless baby weak-
ened. At her side might be working her young
daughters; she herself might have started work-
ing at age five or six. If she was unmarried, she
lived in crowded, unsanitary workers’ barracks,
sometimes alternating beds with male workers.
She was paid considerably less than her male

counterpart, and was fined for the slightest in-
fractions. She endured sexual exploitation and
even beatings by male supervisors. She might
turn to prostitution on the side to support her
children or other family members. Because of
this, the bourgeois ladies, and sometimes her
peasant sisters, regarded her as immoral and pro-
miscuous. She was subjected to uplifting Bible
study sessions on her day off to reform her mor-
als.

THe Peasant Woman

The peasant woman’s working day was never
over. She spun the cloth, made the clothing, churned
the butter, cared for the household, the children,
the kitchen garden and all the farm animals. Folk
wisdom defined her: “A woman is not a woman
without a cow.” In peak seasons, she labored in
the fields from dawn to dusk in merciless heat
and cold, her limbs weary, her lips caked with
dust, her spine bent for hours -- weeding, mow-
ing, reaping, pulling a plough like a draft animal,
with an infant on her back and small children
trailing behind. If times were especially hard, she
would hire out as a migrant laborer for wages
sometimes only one-fifth of a man’s. As a daugh-
ter-in-law, she was a personal servant to a de-
manding mother-in-law, and often victim of sex-
ual advances from her father-in-law. If her hus-
band died, she could be turned out into the cold.
After her long work day, she knit stockings or
wove lace to sell at the market. Or she took in
piece work, such as rolling cigarette holders, but
was often cheated by her employer. She had no
voice in the allocation of family resources, nor
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was she ordinarily allowed to sit on the village

councils. She might give birth to up to 20 chil-

dren in her lifetime, but was lucky if half sur-
vived. She gave birth in the bathhouse or the
cowshed or the fields, because she was “unclean.”
She was probably totally illiterate. She was an old
woman by 30.

Single girls were often lured into marriage
by kulak farmers and then discarded after the
harvest. They might escape to the city only to
become servants, or turn to prostitution. There
was another saying: “Beat your wife for breakfast,
and for dinner too.” But no matter how abused,
the peasant wife could not leave because she had
no share in the family dvor, nor inheritance rights,
only the small trousseau of pots and linens or
perhaps an animal she had brought with her. She
was a non-entity: “A hen is not a bird and a baba
is not a person.”

THe MusLem Woman

The Muslem woman of Central Asia was a
silent slave -- a quailing, eyeless, faceless shadow.
She was kept in terem (complete seclusion) from
birth to death with her sister-wives. She rarely
stepped out of the home unless properly chaper-
oned. When she did, she was veiled, and in some
areas shrouded in a dark garment from head to
toe, sometimes without eye slits, in order to shield
her from men’s gazes. She probably had been sold
into marriage as a child as young as nine or ten to
an old man, and was under the complete subju-
gation of her father, her husband, her sons and
the mullabs. She could not speak to a man first, or
eat at his table. In addition to household duties
and childraising (ideally producing sons), she
perhaps spent her life crouched in a torturous
position, sweat dripping into her eyes, wool dust
clogging her lungs, hands crippled with arthritis,
weaving and knotting intricate, beautiful car-
pets, three to six thousand knots per square me-
ter. One large carpet might equal one woman’s

life. Blindness and consumption were the rewards
of old age. She received no compensation for her
work. The Turks said: “If a woman is unable to
weave, neither shall she eat.” She could never be
employed outside the household. The Kazakhs
said: “A woman’s path is between the house and
the well.” If she could read at all, she was only
allowed to read appropriate passages in the Koran
which taught her submission to Allah and her
husband: “A woman’s hair is long, but her mind
is short.” Writing was forbidden in case she might
be tempted to write “love letters” -- she was known
to be lascivious and to consort with the devil.
Islamic law condoned the mutilation and even
killing of suspected errant wives. The nomad
Muslem woman spent her life walking hot, dusty
trails driving the herd, feeding them, watering
them, acting as midwife to the animals, giving
birth to her own young in a ditch by the wayside.
Her husband, lately displaced from his warrior
and hunter role, did little but deal at the markets
and indulge in games and sports.

Marxist-LeninistT  THeoreticaL  FOuNDATIONS
oF Women's WoRrk

What is the relationship between the eman-
cipation of women and the building of socialism?
According to Lenin, the two are inseparable: the
emancipation of women will help build social-
ism, and building socialism will effect the eman-
cipation of women:

Unless women are brought to take an in-
dependent part not only in political life
generally, but also in daily and universal
public service, it is no use talking about
full and stable democracy, let alone social-

ISI!'\.l

And how are women to be emancipated to
take part in the building of socialism? According
to Engels:
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The first premise for the emancipation of
women is the reintroduction of the entire
female sex into public industry; and that
this again demands that the quality pos-
sessed by the individual family of being
the economic unit of society be abolished.?

The first part of the premise is reintroduc-
tion into public industry. Except for the idle
rich, women had always been overburdened by
work, except that much of their work was in the
domestic sphere, controlled by the interests of
the patriarchal family structure. As Engels dem-
onstrated in The Origin of the Family, Private
Property and the State, before the accumulation of
private property had created the rise of the patri-
archy, and doomed women to a subordinate posi-
tion within the household, women had indeed
shared equally in primitive “public industry,” and
had enjoyed equal status in society. This premise
is reiterated over and over by Lenin:

The chief thing is to get women to take
part in socially productive labour, to liber-
ate them from “domestic slavery,” to free
them from their stultifying and humiliat-
ing subjugation to the eternal drudgery of
the kitchen and the nursery.?

In his book The Development of Capitalism
in Russia, 1899, Lenin developed Marx’s thesis
that the rise of large-scale industry would create
the basis for the emancipation of women, in that
“work at factories broadens their outlook, makes
them more cultured and independent and helps
them to break the shackles of patriarchal life.”*
But of course, capitalist industry exploited the
labor of women, and children as well, and did
nothing to alleviate the burden of domesticiry.

Under socialism, the second half of Engel’s
premise would be fulfilled: that the quality of
the individual family of being the economic
unit of society be abolished. Women would be

guaranteed an independent living wage, and the
state would assume the burden of dependent care.
The abolition of the family as the economic unit
of society would be completed by the socializa-
tion of housework:

To effect her full emancipation and make
her the equal of the man it is necessary for
housework to be socialized and for women
to participate in commeon productive labour.
Then women will occupy the same posi-
tion as men.

At the same time, woman’s role as child-
bearer would be considered, for this was also part
of her work and social contribution:

Here we are not, of course, speaking of
making women the equal of men as far as
productivity of labour, the quantity of labour,
the length of the working day, labour con-
ditions, etc., are concerned, we mean that
the woman should not, unlike the man, be
oppressed because of her economic posi-
tion.

A Brier History oF Working WoMeN's
STRUGGLES

On the eve of the Revolution, women com-
prised 40% of all production workers. Peasant
women comprised 85% of all women,” and over
70% of all women were farm laborers. Peasant
women had flocked to the cities in huge numbers
during the first world war, and had found em-
ployment as charwomen, maids, nannies, seam-
stresses, laundresses, waitresses, or in the very
lowest, unskilled factory jobs. But women had
been in the industrial workforce since the time of
Peter the Great. The first women workers were
forcibly impressed from the petty criminals, pau-
pers and prostitutes of the streets and workhouses,
as well as from the “idle wives of soldiers and
sailors.”® They became increasingly preferred by
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factory owners as employees because they were
more malleable, less likely to drink, be absent or
cause trouble. Most important, they could be
paid one-third to one-half less than men for com-
parable work, and therefore helped depress wages
(see Table 16).” They comprised the vast majority
of workers in the entire textile industry, from
cotton spinning to lace making; at the outbreak
of World War I, there were twice as many women
in textiles as in all other industries. They also
formed the majority of workers in the tobacco
industry, in the manufacture of metal buttons
and needles, and in the match industry (the low-
est paid of all industries). These became known
as “women’s industries.” Women also performed
the unskilled labor in the manufacture of other
consumer goods, such as clothing, boots and shoes,
food processing, chemicals, cardboard, cosmet-
ics, sugar, glass, rope, cement and brickmaking.
In heavy industry, such as metals and mining,
women performed the lowest, most brutal types
of manual labor, loading and unloading, shovel-
ing coal, and hauling barges. They were little
more than beasts of burden. In mixed sex factories,
the sexes were segregated by law. This gave the
capitalists a distinct advantage, for it prevented
the proletariat from uniting on the basis of their
mutual oppression -- a sort of “divide and con-
quer” technique.

It is clear from Lenin’s writings that the
Bolsheviks regarded women as the most “back-
ward stratum” in society. This is certainly true of
peasant women, particularly the Muslem and other
women of the East. These women were steeped in
religious superstition, dominated by patriarchal
relations, and clung to a pitiful concept of pri-
vate property with their handcrafts, cows and
kitchen gardens. But it is less true of urban prole-
tarian women. Industrialization had given urban
women some measure of independence and an
awareness of their oppression. In fact, Kollontai
insisted that the working women’s movement

coincided with the first signs of awakening class
consciousness in the proletariat as a whole.!® She
felt that women’s achievements had been under-
played, and she herself had urged the Social Demo-
crats to engage in special work among women
since 1906. A current writer, Anne Bobroff, goes
much further. She maintains that the Bolsheviks
did not recognize the “woman question” as an
important issue until literally forced into it by
the increasing militancy and organization of
working women around 1910, as well as the very
real threat from bourgeois feminist groups to co-
opt this movement.!! ‘

In fact, working women’s militancy did begin
with the first signs of general worker revolt. Current
assessments credit them with the lion’s share of
labor struggles of that earliest period in the 1870s
and first half of the 80s. It was precisely in the
textile industry, in 1872, that women first be-
came active in spontaneous riots, demonstrations
and strikes. In 1878, women led a weavers’ strike
in which factory buildings were wrecked. Also in
1878, women tobacco workers protested piece
work rate increases. When the managers responded
with curses and threats, the women threw tools
and furniture out of the factory windows, and the
managers acceded to their demands.!? As a direct
result of these actions, the government was forced
to pass legislation limiting night work for women
and children, in 1885. In 1886 a strike of 30,000
textile workers resulted in the shortening of the
working day. Four women were on the executive
strike committee, incl.uding Krupskaya.

There was a lull in the strike movement
until the middle 1890s. Then in 1895, in the
famous “Revolt at Laferme,” women cigarette-
makers struck against wage cuts and the coarse
behavior of the bosses, smashing factory win-
dows and machinery and resisting the police,
who responded with water hoses. The police chief
advised the women to balance the wage cut by
“picking up some extra money on the street.”
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Thirty of the ringleaders were banished from the
city, but they won their demands.’* In 1898,
there was a massive strike in the major textile
district of Ivanovo-Voznesensk in which women
workers successfully negotiated their demands with
the factory management. In 1898, cigarette work-
ers replicated the Laferme action in half a dozen
cities (and reportedly threw tobacco in the po-
licemen’s eyes!).!* In addition, women supported
men’s strikes. For example, in the “Obukhov De-
fensive” of 1901, women (and their children)
from a nearby cardboard box factory bombarded
the police and militia with stones. Many women
were arrested.

Since 1890, there had been “workers’ col-
leges” or adult night schools, as well as social
clubs in factories run by Social Democrats and
other groups in St. Petersburg. One such group,
“The Fighting Association for the Liberation of
the Working Class”, which included the young
Lenin as a member, set up “Sunday schools” which,
under the guise of literacy classes, taught rudi-
mentary class politics. While few women attended,
they obviously absorbed secondhand the con-
sciousness instilled in their brother-workers. Since
the late 1890s, the Social Democrats had recruited
select women workers with high consciousnesses
into Party work. In 1900, Krupskaya's pamphlet
The Woman Worker was smuggled into Russia
from exile abroad. Based on Lenin’s long years of
research into conditions under capitalism and
her own input gained from working with prole-
tarian women, it gave the first Marxist analysis of
working and peasant women’s conditions. It was
widely used as propaganda in the factories for
many years after. Lenin’s newspaper [skra also
carried letters describing the suffering and hu-
miliation of women workers. All through this
period, the influence of the Social Democrats was
a major factor contributing to the rise of worker
consciousness, including that of women workers.
While their propaganda attempted to turn the

strikes into political actions, the message was at
all times that women could achieve their de-
mands only through a united effort with their
male coworkers.

With the first revolutionary wave in 1905,
there was a great upsurge in all kinds of strikes
and demonstrations in which women took a mili-
tant role. Women took a major part in the “Bloody
Sunday” protest in 1905, and many women and
children were massacred. In the same year, Sof’ia
Smidovich (secretary of Iskra) was a leader and
agitator in Odessa of the famed Potemkin mu-
tiny. Again, in Ivanovo-Voznesensk, 11,000 women
played a major role in the largest strike to dare.
Then there were the “petticoat rebellions” of 1905,
when peasant women marched to the towns to
demand news of husbands and to petition for
financial relief. They also demanded the right to
manage the economies of the dvors in their hus-
bands’ absence. Massive peasant riots also took
place during this time, and women sometimes
led the men in actions against exploitive land-
lords, burning and looting the manor houses.
Even domestic servants took to the streets, de-
manding the eight-hour day, a minimum wage,
their own room, and respect from their employ-
ers. Stites relates an amusing story of cooks who
attempted to hold a meeting in the streets but
were pursued by the police. With great ingenuity,
they took refuge in a bathhouse and continued
their meeting under the protection of their nu-
diry.’

Up until 1905, strikes had been largely eco-
nomic; political slogans had to be disguised.
Women were concerned with wages, with finan-
cial assistance for pregnancy, illness and unem-
ployment, and with better work and barracks
conditions. Never was the slogan of “equal pay
for equal work” advanced by women. However,
with the strike wave of 1905-06, the tenor be-
came more political. Mixed strike actions inevita-
bly included women’s specific demands for creches,
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maternal leave and nussing rights. One such
demonstration asked for a half day off a week to
do the laundry! The slogan “equal pay for equal
work” now began to appear, although just as
often workers would concede this demand, and
even offer to lower women’s wages to win other
demands. The Bolsheviks were strong in the tex-
tile mills of both St. Petersburg and Moscow, and
Bolshevik women were very active in these strikes
They led another famous strike at the Ivanovo
textile mills, and widely disseminated a popular
pamphlet called A Woman's Lot which urged women
to “take your place beside husbands and broth-
ers.”'® A memorial to the brave women textile
workers was subsequently erected.

Most of these actions were spontaneous events,
but there was a growing political consciousness
on the part of women. Working women peti-
tioned the Duma (parliament) for electoral rights
and even broke up meetings. They protested their
exclusion from workers’ councils and commis-
sions set up to investigate working conditions.
Peasant women also demanded equal rights in
the distribution of land and a voice in the peasant
Duma.

Following this upsurge, the state brought
down severe repression on the workers, and the
activity of women workers accordingly declined.
It was rare to find women at illegal political
meetings, and they seldom attended the Bolshe-
viks' Sunday evening classes. But it must be under-
stood that they were actively prevented from
organizing themselves. Trade unions were male-
dominated, giving only lip-service to female
membership. Management and government au-
thorities actively persecuted workers’ organiza-
tions which attempted to recruit women.

At the same time, the percentage of women
in the labor force during the period from 1901 to
1910 had increased dramatically, by 81%.' Fac-
tory owners found women “more docile and
steady.”'® In other words, they were used as strike-

breakers. There were other reasons as well. The
Russo-Japanese War conscripted male workers and
created an economic crisis. Increased mechaniza-
tion allowed women to be employed in formerly
male-dominated jobs. And increased restrictions
on children’s labor meant that women often took
their places -- at “child’s wages.” In fact, factory
inspectors recommended the employment of

“« . »19
women to economize on wages.

The Social Democrats had to find disguised
means to reach women during this period. In the
repression which followed 1905, women were or-
ganized into self-education, mutual help socie-
ties, and social clubs. For example, in 1907, in St.
Petersburg, “The Society for Mutual Help Among
Working Women” had 300 members, mainly textile
workers. Kollontai was a chief organizer. While
some Social Democrat members, particularly in
the Bolshevik faction, supported these efforts,
there was much criticism that it split the prole-
tariat. At any rate, the authorities finally put an
end to these efforts.

The importance of the female labor force
had not escaped other groups. The Populists of
the mid-1800s had briefly sent incursions of women
politicos into the factories, but the appalling con-
ditions they found had sent them back to their
main work in the countryside. Since the middle
1860s, bourgeois women had agitated on the
“woman question,” with the aim of releasing upper-
class women from enforced idleness and economic
dependency. After 1899, these women also turned
their attention to the poor factory gitl. It is in-
structive to contrast their point of view and or-
ganizational tactics with that of the Social Demo-
crats, and later the Bolsheviks. Up to 1905 femi-
nist groups, such as the Mutual-Philanthropic
Society, had been primarily interested in charity
toward working class women (and uplifting their
morals), and in obtaining access to education
and professions for themselves. But after the upsurge
in proletarian militancy of 1905-06, they took on



WoMeN's Work aND PusLic LiFe

69

a more political character. Two such organiza-
tions, the Union of Equal Rights for Women and
the Women’s Progressive Party, did attempt to
organize working women, and established a number
of working women’s clubs. But basically, their
conception was based on gender, and their mo-
tive was mainly to get the support of working
women for women’s suffrage. One populist
women'’s organization did call for reforms in
women’s working conditions, such as a shorter
work day, higher wages, more humane treatment
and less police supervision, but it too was essen-
tially reform-minded and centered on the vorte.
There was little recognition of class differences
based on economic realities, but rather “the one
and indivisible women’s movement.” For example,
one group wanted to incorporate their own maids
with themselves into the same union! Commu-
nist women, led by Kollontai, continually crashed
these meetings, trying to persuade working women
where their true interests lay.

In 1908, bourgeois feminist groups organ-
ized a large All-Russian Women’s Congress of
750 women, comprised mainly of the educated
and professional classes. Kollonrai fought hard to
get permission from the leadership of the St
Petersburg Committee to bring in a contingent
of 45 working women from the textile, tobacco
and cardboard box industries, and from the
domestic services. Amidst much vocal abuse from
the audience, these women presented their class
analysis of women’s working conditions, and de-
manded such reforms as trade union participa-
tion, pregnancy insurance, as well as the vote.
After having passed their own independent reso-
lutions on all questions, they then walked out.
Following the outraged response of the feminists,
the police broke up the conference, the Social
Democratic organizers fled abroad, and earned
“the undying hatred of the feminists.”2® Subse-
quently, Kollontai published a major tract against
the feminists, The Social Basis of the Woman Ques-

tion in 1909. It hit the nail on the head:

For the majority of women of the proletar-
iat, equal rights with men would mean
only an equal share in inequality, but for
the “chosen few,” for the bourgeois women,
it would indeed open doors to new and
unprecedented rights and privileges that
until now have been enjoyed by men of
the bourgeois class alone.?!

After 1910, female strike activity again erupted
in the textile industries. At first, efforts were dis-
organized and unsupported or even sabotaged by
male coworkers, but gradually women became
highly organized and militant as the strike wave
spread to other industries, and they gained the
support of the men. These strikes were prolonged
and tenacious. Women organized strike funds
and mutual support societies. In mixed sex ac-
tions, women began to represent themselves on
strike committees and in negotiations with em-
ployers; they began to take seats on trade union
committees and in the soviets. The notable dif-
ference in these actions is the emphasis on de-
mands as women workers, not just as workers. In
addirion to wage increases, they demanded paid
pregnancy leave, hygienic facilities for women,
control of chemical hazards and heavy weight
lifting detrimental to their health, nursing breaks,
employment for pregnant women, and the end to
sexual exploitation and verbal abuse by employ-
ers. Some of these demands were eventually met
on an individual factory basis. All of these de-
mands were incorporated into the subsequent
Bolshevik labor laws. Bobroff deplores the lack of
literature acknowledging this period of women’s
labor activity from 1910 to 1914, and insists it
was critical to the Bolshevik program which fol-
lowed.22

The renewed activity by women workers
during this period had prompted the bourgeois

women’s groups once again to turn to them to
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get support for suffrage, and for their own class-

based concerns. In 1912, under pressure from the -

feminists, a suffrage law was proposed by the
Duma, but vetoed by the Cabinet. Minor reforms
were passed, such as educational opportunity,
equality under inheritance laws, and the granting
of passports to women, but these reforms barely
affected working women.?®> On the other hand,
the Bolsheviks pushed successfully for a social
insurance law which passed, however, only for
large enterprises. Thus, only 9% of women work-
ers were covered, since most tended to work in
smaller enterprises or in domestic service. Still,
women gained six weeks maternity leave at one

half to full pay to be decided by workers’ sick
benefit societies (i.e., paid from their own wages).24
The one women’s populist group which had seri-
ously attempted to appeal to working and peas-
ant women fell apart when the Duma did not
pass the vote bill.?> From then on, the Bolsheviks
began to lead the proletarian women’s move-
ment.

By 1913, the Bolsheviks had entered a new
stage in their relationship to working women, in
that a separate appeal to women became Party
policy rather than a matter of individual efforts.
In that year, they organized the first Russian
International Working Women’s Day March, led
by textile workers. Women’s Day had originated
in New York in 1908, as a parade organized by
Socialists-for-Suffrage to put an end to sweat-
shops and child labor, and to demonstrate the
independence of women workers from the bour-
geois suffragette movement.2® The holiday had
been established as an international event in 1910
by Clara Zetkin of the German Social Demo-
cratic Party. However, the Russian women couldn’t
get a permit from the police for their first demon-
stration, so they held a “learned symposium” in
the grain exchange building. There was heavy
police presence, but women workers, coached by
Bolshevik women, spoke out boldly.?

In 1912, under Lenin’s insistence, Pravda
began to include an ongoing women’s section di-
rected toward working women’s concerns. The
huge response from women was the impetus for
Rabotnitsa (The Woman Worker), a women’s jour-
nal launched in 1914 to coincide with the second
celebration of Women’s Day. It was under the
editorship of Krupskaya and Samoilova (editor of
Pravda) and, as well, a French edition was edited
by Inessa Armand. Its aims were ambitious: to
expose the bourgeois women’s organizations, to
enlist women in agitation against the war; to
raise the consciousness of working women about
their oppression; and most important, to issue a
call for proletarian women to enter workers’ or-
ganizations -- to join hands with their brothers in
the call for socialism. As the first issue stated:

The “women’s question™ for working men
and women is the question about how to
involve the backward masses of working
women in organization, how better 1o make
clear to them their interests, how to make
them comrades in the common struggle,
the common cause, the common goals, and

the common path to these goals.28

Rabotnitsa dealt with a wide range of women'’s
issues: maternity insurance, female labor, child-
care centers, hygiene, electoral rights, etc. The
magazine was legal, but constantly harassed by
the police, and only lasted until 1916. Of the
first six women editors, five were arrested and
only one escaped.

World War I dampened strikes but exacer-
bated conditions and, therefore, worker conscious-
ness. As the Bolshevik Samoilova wrote:

This war, which diverted thousands of work-
ing women from housework and threw them
into the factories, gave the unquestioned
stimulus to the proletarian development
of working women; it “boiled them in the
factory cauldron” and compelled them to
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take a more active part in the general struggle

of the working class for its liberation.??

The war gave important impetus to the eman-
cipation of working women in two ways. First, it
split the feminist influence from the socialist in-
fluence, because the feminists largely supported
the war. Second, it threw women into non-tradi-
tional jobs to replace the men at the front. In
addition to manning heavy industry, they were
street car conductors (previously only allowed on
horse cars), truck drivers, administrators, and much
more. There were even women combat soldiers in
the czar’s Women'’s Battalions. The war also cre-
ated a2 new large group of organized women, the
soldiers' wives.

It is often unrecognized that women work-
ers led off the February Revolution of 1917. The
impetus was International Working Women’s Day.
The Petrograd government had tried to prohibit
the march, but textile workers (and soldiers’ wives)
defied authority and marched to protest food
shortages and war conditions, banners demand-
ing “Peace and Bread” held high. This led to a
violent clash at the Putilov munitions works which
quickly escalated into a mass revolt against the
czar. The day after, Pravda praised the women

highly:

The first day of the revolution — that is
the women’s day, the day of the Women
Workers’ International. All honour to the
women! All honour to the International!
The women were the first to tread the
streets of Petrograd on their day. In Moscow
it was frequently the women who deter-
mined the attitude of the military: they
entered the barracks and persuaded the
soldiers to take the side of the revolution,
and the soldiers followed them. All honour

to the women'*®

The period of the Provisional (Kerensky)
Government, between the February and October

Revolutions, continued to see mass strikes of women
who were impatient with the promises of the gov-
ernment to improve their working conditions. In
this period of relaxed censorship, the Bolsheviks
established Women’s Bureaus of Agitation and
revived Rabotnitsa to deal with this situation.
Rabotnitsa became a center of agitation where
Bolshevik women trained women workers who
returned to the factories to give speeches and
recruit other women.! Notably, two major ac-
tions frightened the government. One was a mass
strike of laundresses which lasted four weeks and
resulted in the trade unions confiscating the shops
from the owners. The strikers included Bolshevik
demands to end the war and to support the sovi-
ets. The second was a demonstration of 100,000
soldiers’ wives who marched against the war,
organized by Kollontai and other Bolshevik women.
This was the largest demonstration of women in
history.

During the October Revolution in Petro-
grad, the Bolsheviks organized women workers as
nurses and medical orderlies. In the subsequent
takeover in Moscow, women staffed supply, feed-
ing and communication operations, and female
tram car drivers served as scouts.3? After the October
Revolution, Lenin paid special tribute to these
women:

In Petrograd, here in Moscow, in cities
and industrial centers and out in the coun-
try, proletarian women have stood the test
magnificently in the revolution. Without
them, we should not have won. Or barely
won. That is my view. How brave they
were, how brave they still are! Just imagine
the sufferings and privations they bear. And
they hold out because they want to estab-
lish the Soviets, because they want free-
dom, communism. Yes, indeed, our prole-
tarian women are magnificent class warri-

ors. They deserve our admiration and love. 3
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Lasor Law: Pre-Revorurtion

There was no attempt to enforce labor law
before 1882 when some legislation was passed to
protect children and women. Factory inspection
was established, but it was mostly concerned with
children’s conditions. Children under 12 were
prohibited from working, and those under 15
could work only eight hours per day with no
night, Sunday or holiday work, and were denied
certain dangerous jobs. For these minors there
was to be some provision for schooling. In 1884-
5 the laws were strengthened. Night work was
prohibited for children under 17 and for women
in the cotton spinning industry and, in 1886, in
all textile industries. In 1890, the laws were eased,
and children were permitted to work in some in-
dustries, e.g., glass factories, on Sunday and holi-
days. Women could be permitted night work in
other industries, and now even in the textile in-
dustry when “especially necessary” or when with
their husbands. Factory owners justified this by
cutting women's daily wages, on the grounds
that night work was more demanding!® From
1900 to 1912, workers’ compensation and partial
social insurance were gradually established (paid
out of workers’ wages), but since these laws mainly
covered skilled workers, most women were not
included. A few factory inspectors, sanitation
officials and docrors pressed for reforms, but mostly
in vain. Factory inspection continued to be chiefly
police surveillance of worker, not employer, vio-
lations, and strike breaking. Because of the large
number of women who gave birth on the job,
midwives were assigned to many factories. This
did not prove feasible, so in 1912, pregnant women
were prohibited from working four weeks before
delivery -- but without pay unless they belonged
to a sick benefit sociery3® Women and children
continued to be thrown in and out of the work
force as changing economic conditions required.
They were considered “useful but expendable.”>

After the February Revolution, the Provi-

sional Government enacted a few labor provi-
sions, such as prohibition of night work for women
and for minors under 17, and the abolition of
fines, but these were never enforced because of
the demands of the war industry. A minimum
wage was established with, however, two rates: a
higher one for men and a lower one for women!
At the 3rd Trade Union Congress, the Bolsheviks
pushed through further resolutions on the pro-
tection of female and child labor and the eight-
hour day. These proposals were fought bitterly by
the capitalists, and the escalating conflicts be-
tween labor and management, as well as the workers’
disgust with the government for not backing up

‘these measures, ultimately culminated in the

October Revolution and the victory of the Bol-
sheviks.3

Sovier Lasor Law

Although Soviet Labor Law evolved slowly
due to the crises of the Revolution and the Civil
War, it is significant that within a week of the
Revolution the government issued decrees which
protected the labor of women and children, as
well as instituting the eight-hour day, a weekly
rest period, and limited overtime. Soviet Labor
Law for women was based on two realities: the
physical -- women’s biological function -- and
the sociological -- their actual living conditions.
In Kollontai’s words: “A woman is not only an
independent worker and citizen -- at the same

time she is a mother, a bearer of the furure.”3®

Pre-Revorution:  FirsT BoOLSHEVIK
ProGram - - 1903

The foundation for the eventual Soviet La-
bor Laws had been laid in 1903 at the 2nd Con-
gress of the Russian Social Democratic Labor
Party, which saw the formation of the Bolshevik
wing (see Terms). The resolutions which applied
to both sexes included:
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* full equality, implying equal pay for equal
work and an equal right to work;

* the eight-hour day;

* rest periods;

* no overtime or night work (except in cer-
tain essential industries);

* disability and old age pensions;

* prohibition of work for children under 15;
and

* labor courts.

The measures specifically directed toward
women were:

* ten weeks paid maternity leave;

¢ childcare facilities at all enterprises em-
ploying women;

* nursing mothers to get half an hour to
suckle infants every three hours;

¢ female labor to be forbidden in industries
specifically injurious to women's health;

» women [factory] inspectors to be appointed
in industries in which female labor pre-
dominated.?

The working conditions in Russia were re-
garded as the worst among the industrialized na-
tions of Europe. So these demands were revolu-
tionary at this time.

BoLsHevik ProcrAM oF 1917

The revised draft of the Bolshevik Parry
Program after the February Revolution elabo-
rated on these measures. It mandated:

* a one hour meal break;

* in dangerous and unhealthy industries, the
working day be reduced to from four to six
hours;

* a weekly rest period of 42 hours for wage
workers of both sexes;

* night work not to exceed four hours;

¢ general prohibition of the employment of
children under 16 (in exceptional cases,
14);

* restriction of the work day for adolescents
from 14-16 to four hours, from 16-18 to
six hours; and

* prohibition of employment of adolescents
in night work and in unhealthy industries
and mines.

The protection of women was greatly ex-

panded:

* prohibition of all night work for women;

* women to be released from work eight weeks
before and eight weeks after childbirth,
without loss of pay and with free medical
aid;

¢ establishment of nurseries for infants and
young children, and rooms for nursing moth-
ers at all factories and other enterprises
where women are employed;

* nursing mothers to be allowed recesses of
at least a half hour duration at intervals of
not more than 3 and 1/2 hours;

* such mothers to receive nursing benefits,
and their working day to be reduced to six
hours;

+ full social insurance for childbirth, widow-
hood and orphanhood; and

¢ labor inspection to include domestic ser-
vants. 40

Changes in the Land Code gave peasant women
the right to hold land, to act as heads of house-
holds, and to participate as full members in or-
gans of peasant government.

With the end of World War I, women had
been dismissed from the labor force in huge
numbers to accommodate the demobilized sol-
diers. Many unions classed women with children
as workers who should yield their places. For
example, the printing and paper industries de-
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cided to dismiss all women.4! The contradiction
berween these newly created labor policies and
reality was obvious. Finally, the Petrograd Coun-
cil of Trade Unions took a stand:

We must approach the question of dis-
missal with the greatest of care. We must
decide each case individually. There can
be no question of whether the worker is a
man or a woman, but simply of need....
Only such an attitude will make it pos-
sible to retain women in our organizations,
and to prevent a split in the army of work-
ers.

Other unions followed suit, and the large-
scale dismissal of women was checked. But in the
end, this appeal was rendered superfluous by the
Civil War which necessitated the conscription of
women back into the labor force.

Civi. War Perion: Lasor Cope ofF 1918

Labor decrees were not officially codified
until January, 1918. By this point, the impend-
ing Civil War colored the tone. The philosophy
behind this Labor Code had two points. First, it
introduced labor service, i.e., the obligation to
work for all citizens of both sexes from 15 to 50.
Second, it established the right to work in one’s
chosen trade or profession. Even in this crisis
period, further protective measures were added
to safeguard women’s maternal social contribu-
tion:

* In case of public crises, everyone must take
part in work, but pregnant women are not
required to mobilize (or pay working tax)
during floods, storms, disaster, civil war;

* Women seven months pregnant or more,
or still breastfeeding, or with children under
eight with no one to care for them, are
exempt from conscription;

o If after four months away from work be-

cause of pregnancy a woman is still ill, she
can get four more months leave without
losing her job, and her insurance pays her
expenses;

* A woman cannot lose her job because she
is pregnant and must be re-accepted to her
work after childbirth;

* Pregnant women after five months cannot
be transferred from one factory to another
town or factory;

* No overtime work, paid or unpaid, is al-
lowed for pregnant and nursing mothers;

* Anyone who employs expectant or post-
partum mothers during their legal leaves is
subject to fine or imprisonment;

* After a miscarriage or abortion a woman is
entitled to two to three weeks rest. [A trade
union clause added that she could also
have time off during menstruation, but
this prerogative was rarely used.]

These laws only applied to wage workers. There-
fore, they covered women workers on state farms
but not those employed in co-ops or on collective
farms. However, university students on govern-
ment stipends were considered "workers," and
were entitled to full maternity leave and benefits.

Immediately after this Code was published,
the Civil War began and eventually most of these
carefully wrought laws were overridden by the
emergency, as every able-bodied man, woman
and child was drawn into the defense of the Revo-
lution. Women replaced men gone to the front in
occupations never before dreamed of, including
some the Labor Code had deemed dangerous to
their health. They received valuable, but previ-
ously denied, experience administering social
institutions, from canteens to hospitals to trans-
port. In the Red Army, women served as engine
drivers, secretaries of revolutionary tribunals,
political commissars, combat soldiers, and even
as batralion commanders. They manned the heavy
industry factories supplying war materiel. There-
fore, bans on night work and overtime were lifted
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for women and children in many enterprises.
Kollontai states that the Civil War was the turn-
ing point in the emancipation of the working
woman in that afterwards it was no longer pos-
sible to look at her except as fully equal in ability
to the male worker in all spheres 43

However, at the same time, labor restric-
tions were also tightened. Women who extended
their maternity leave were not assured a job upon
return to the work force. While equal pay for
equal work was strictly enforced, the war de-
manded maximum production and pay depended
on amount of work performed. Therefore, women's
physical limitations and domestic duties prevented
them from earning as much as men in the same
job.

Right after the October Revolution, there
had been immediate labor conscription for the
bourgeoisie who had lived on un-earned income,
including their wives who were pressed into vol-
unteer social services. Then in 1918, the sub-
botnikiwere established. This was voluntary, unpaid
Saturday or Sunday work, a kind of labor compe-
tition. Women were called the “soul of the sub-
bomiks” and highly praised for their participa-
tion and leadership. Finally, in 1920 at the height
of the war, a Universal Compulsory Labor Law
was issued for all citizens not having a work book
or attached to a factory or service industry, or
involved in Party work. The main intent of this
was to draw housewives into public labor, and
included women 16 to 40. This Women’s Auxil-
iary worked in sanitation and maintenance, nursed
and sewed for soldiers.

Zbhenotdel worked out a list of exemptions.
These included pregnant and nursing women,
women with children under eight or caring for a
family of five, or tending the sick or disabled. In
recognition of the demands of domestic labor,
housewives only had to work four hours per day
and did not have to travel. Strong measures were
enforced against “labor desertion,” but pregnant
women and women with small children were

exempted from punishment or deportation to the
labor camps, and were given extra food rations.
Throughout this desperate period, there was still
an eye to the future in protecting the childbear-
ing functions of women.

NEP: Revisep Lasor Cope oF 1922

At the beginning of NEP, the Labor Code
was rewritten, as it had become pretty much of a
shambles during the Civil War. At the end of the
war, the economy was in ruins, industry was at a
standstill, and four million men were demobi-
lized from the Red Army to return to the work
force.#* Thus, labor competition between men
and women began anew. At the end of the war,
women comprised 46% of all production work-
ers, 75% of people’s feeding stations, 74% of
sewing, 63% of medical workers, 60% of textiles;
and in traditional trades dominated by men, they
comprised a quarter of all jobs in metal and one-
fifth of all jobs in mines.*> Because the returning
men threatened the jobs of women, the laws were
revised with the expressed intent of protecting
women workers from job loss. The gist was that
single women with children be given hiring pref-
erence, and that being pregnant or nursing not
be an excuse for being fired or refused employ-
ment. In order to revive productivity, the Party
urged women to go into the factories and prom-
ised them increased domestic services. A call was
issued to recruit women into all economic or-
ganizations, factory administration, factory com-
mittees and the administration of trade unions
“since the execution of a unified economic plan
depends on the efficient use of female labor”
Since the government could not provide many
social services, the Party urged local soviets to
“organize life on communist principles” by set-
ting up communal dwellings, creches at all places
of work, laundries, dining rooms, repair shops,
and cleaning artels to free women from unpro-
ductive work and the care of children. 46
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The revised laws re-established the eight-

hour day for most workers, for minors 16-18 a

six-hour day (but paid for eight), and for profes-
sional workers, underground workers, and state
employees, also a six-hour day. Adolescents, 16-
18, were again banned from night work, over-
time, underground work and work detrimental
to their health, and were also granted a four-week
vacation.

Maternity laws were strengthened further.
Women workers were granted from 11 to 16
weeks of paid leave before and after pregnancy,
depending on their job. They were also granted a
supplementary cash benefit of one month’s wage
for necessities for the infant and, in addition, re-
ceived one-quarter of an average month’s wage
for each month up to nine months of the child’s
life. If after maternity leave, women were still too
ill to work, they had the right to stay home up to
one year and return to a comparable job, with
seniority intact. Women could not be discrimi-
nated against in hiring up to three months before
birth, nor could nursing mothers.#” If still weak
after returning to work after childbirth, women
could reduce their work hours to four hours per
day for an additional month. They could also get
extended paid sick leave to care for relatives. [This
applied to men as well but, in reality, mainly
women utilized this benefit]).## Women were again
prohibited from night work, except for necessary
occupations such as telephone operators, nurses,
etc. Fernale minors, pregnant women and nurs-
ing mothers were exempt.*’ Employers could not
even ask pregnant women or women with small
children to work overtime, without incurring a
fine. Women with children up to age eight could
refuse overtime, swing or graveyard shifts, and
travel. Pregnant women after the fifth month
could also refuse business trips.>®

Protective measures to ensure women’s health
were elaborated. Jobs which exposed women to
lead dust or poisonous chemicals were prohib-
ited; women could not work with rubber, gas,

lead or mercury or in too high or low tempera-
tures.’! Therefore, jobs in certain industries were
taboo: underground mining, conduction, smithing,
lumber mills, and shipboard work such as oilers
or stokers. Women under 18 were not permitted
lifting jobs, and women loaders could only lift
half the weight of men (10 lbs.) and could spend
only a third of the workday lifting,>2

Special compensatory measures were added.
For high-strain jobs, e.g., treadle sewing, women
got two extra days off per month. Women work-
ing in the damp dyeing rooms in the cotton mills
were only required to work six hours a day and
were given extra rations of fat and milk.>? Special
“night sanatoriums” were established for women
cigarette workers who were at risk for tuberculo-
sis but not sick enough to be laid off from work;
they would go to these sanitoriums at night for
special care®® If women were dismissed, they
could not be put out of housing, nor their chil-
dren removed from nurseries. They continued to
55 [All unemployed
were granted free rent, tax exemption, and re-

receive free maternity care.

duced rates for various necessities.] When unem-
ployment compensation was greatly reduced,
minors and unmarried women with children were
protected groups. Women workers were even given
a half day off to prepare for International Work-
ing Women’s Day, and theaters were stopped on
that night so women could use the halls for meet-
ings?®

All industrial workers were organized into
unions, which were mandated to protect these
rights, as were the soviets. Domestic workers were
also organized into unions. They too had a paid
day off per week, paid holidays and vacation,
maternity and social insurance equal to factory
workers.”’ Even women in small or private em-
ploy had these benefits, such as houseworkers,
private secretaries to writers, or personal care work-
ers.>® However, the eight-hour day and overtime
restrictions did not apply to these types of work-
ers, nor were they enforced for agricultural work-
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€rs.

Discussion

At the beginning of NEP in 1921, the Coun-
cil of Trade Unions had issued another appeal:

Under equal conditions of productivity of
labor and industrial qualification, all women
workers in case of personnel reduction are
to be dismissed on equal terms (with men).
Exceptions can only be made for unsup-
ported women who have children up to
one year old; they should be given prefer-
ence.>®

But this appeal was largely ignored. The
NEP shift to cost accounting had closed down
whole industries and transferred many others to
private hands. Fully 70% of the initially cut workers
resulting from the partial restoration of the mar-
ket system were women.%® By the end of 1921,
women comprised 62% of all unemployed regis-
tered with the labor exchanges.®! Despite the vast
scope of these protective laws, and efforts by the
government to force private employers to hire
established quotas of women, the NEP years were
devastating for women workers. The laws were
impossible to enforce when factories were in the
hands of private capitalists, or when women were
employed in the homes of NEPmen. There was a
double message being given out: on the one hand,
women were urged to enter the work force and
promised domestic assistance but, on the other
hand, they were the first to be dismissed during
economic adjustments, as they were the last-hired
workers. Because of all the legal benefits granted
to women, employers concerned with profits con-
sidered women just too expensive to employ. Gov-
ernment subsidies for childcare were greatly re-
duced, and it was not economically profitable for
private factories to provide creches. When child-
care facilities were reduced, and communal din-
ing rooms and laundries largely disappeared,

women’s unemployment further increased, since
a great number of them had been employed in
the service industry. Furthermore, factory trade
schools cut places reserved for training women
apprentices, since allocation of places was based
on the number of workers employed.

By 1924, unemployment had reached huge
proportions, and women comprised nearly one
half of all unemployed.62 In 1925, the labor ex-
changes purged their membership and in effect
stopped counting the unemployed. Unemploy-
ment particularly hit women and youth precluded
by the revised law from certain types of work, and
those who had newly entered into occupations
denied before the Revolution, e.g., construction.
As noted, prostitution began to increase (see ar-
ticle on Prostitution), and the NEPmansha (“gold-
digger”) appeared in large numbers. Women greatly
appreciated the maternity benefits, but viewed
other of the laws as restricting their economic
well-being. The desperate situation caused many
groups of women to stage protests against job
discrimination, and finally Zhenotdel was forced
to reluctantly petition the Party to alleviate the
situation. Subsequently, many safety and health
rules were relaxed, the ban on night work was
lifted, and women were allowed into jobs previ-
ously deemed dangerous or unsuitable. [The
government justified night work as a deterrent to
prostitution!] Zhenotdel leaders worried that hard-
won gains might never be recouped, and that this
would destroy respect for women, undermine their
newly-acquired pride and independence, and
destroy the equal status of men and women as
partners in building socialism. Some attempt was
made to alleviate unemployment through public
works projects and “labor artels,” but only about
a quarter of the unemployed taken care of in this
way were women.53

Between 1921 and 1927 the number of
unemployed women had leaped six-fold.* The
percentage of women in factory production re-
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mained at a constant 28% from 1923 to 1929,
but this did not reflect the facts that, meanwhile,
industry had expanded greatly, or that huge num-
bers of displaced peasant women had been flood-
ing into the cities.5% In 1927, at the end of the
NEP period, Artiukhina, then head of Zhenotdel,
reported that 84% of women seeking work were
wives of workers or peasant wives. They could
not find jobs because they had not worked previ-
ously, were not union members, or had been out
of work for three-four years, and therefore had no
social insurance %

INDUSTRIALIZATION AND COLLECTIVIZATION

The revised Labor Code was continually
refined, but remained substantially unchanged
throughout the life of the Soviet Union. Gradu-
ally, the laws were enforced for women working
on collectives, although agricultural workers re-
ceived only half the pregnancy benefits of urban
workers: eight weeks maternity leave, and mater-
nity pay of only 50% of their wages. In 1928, a
Committee for Improving the Working and Liv-
ing Conditions of Worker and Peasant Women
was established. The Committee mandated a model
list of trades in individual industries, as well as
lists of occupational titles in government and ad-
ministration, in which female labor should be en-
couraged. [t revised lists of strenuous and hazard-
ous jobs in which women could not be employed,
and increased standards for load handling. But at
the same time, the pressures of rapid industriali-
zation weakened enforcement of other provisions
of the Code. For example, night and underground
work were again permitted for women and juve-
niles in certain occupations. In fact, official stud-
ies confirmed that underground work was mot
detrimental to women's health! Again, the gov-
ernment promised increases in subsidies for child-
care facilities. However, maternity benefits, which
had been reduced in 1927, were further reduced.

Women had to have served in the work force

longer before becoming eligible for insurance and
nursing rights, and had to be below a certain in-
come level to receive layettes and stipends for
new babies.

At the beginning of the period of industri-
alization, women were much slower than men to
enter or re-enter the work force, mainly because
the emphasis was on heavy industry. Even in late
1929, they still comprised 50% of the unem-
ployed and only 29% of factory workers. A
turning point occurred in 1930. As the demand
for labor began to outstrip the supply, women
were actively recruited into virtually every branch
of the economy. Between January of 1930 and
July of 1931, the percentage of women in heavy
industry leaped from 22% to 42%. Women en-
tered previously male-dominated industries such
as construction, railroads, mining, metallurgy and
machine production.

By 1932, women comprised 82% of new en-
trees into the labor force.®® However, this did not
alter the fact that during the first five-year plan,
the majority of women remained segregated in
“women’s industries” -- textiles, sewing, rubber
and matches.

Discussion

Evidently, equal pay for equal work was rather
strictly enforced yet, overall, women’s wages
continued to be only half to two-thirds that of
men. There were many reasons for this. First,
women were mainly untrained and therefore forced
into unskilled or lesser-skilled jobs. A gender dis-
crimination began, based not so much on the
field of labor, but on the category of job within
that field. There is evidence that men resisted
women getting the same wages and even applied
pressure to reclassify the same job into a higher
category for themselves. This seems to have been
particularly true in agriculture.® Mandel calls
this “equal rights, but not equal status.””® Also,
women got the short end on unemployment in-
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surance, since it only covered about one-fifth of
all workers, and then mainly skilled workers. In
1930 the government boasted that it had elimi-
nated unemployment, and thart it had put an end
to the three occupations which accounted for
most female earnings before the Revolution: hired
girls on farms, domestic servants and prostitutes.””
Unfortunately, only the first was true. Party offi-
cials and high level managers continued to em-
ploy servants, cooks and nannies; they were merely,
given other titles. And as we have seen, prostitu-
tion continued to be a problem.

The first five-year plan was to initiate the
second stage of the “revolution,” revolution from
“above” this time, the “revolution” thar would
establish “socialism.” Amidst this
ary” fervor, as Goldman puts it, “Lenin’s old

» .
revolution-

fulminations against housework [were] dusted
off.”7? Propaganda thundered: “Down with the
kitchen! We shall destroy this little penitentiary!
We shall free millions of women from housekeep-
ing!””® Officials predicted that the second five-
year plan would “achieve 100% socialization of
basic aspects of daily life.””# Canteens and creches
were hastily established at state factories to ac-
commodate women workers. Citizens were again
urged to voluntarily establish these in residential
areas. In the countryside, seasonal, permanent,
and movable field creches were organized. Be-
tween 1929 and 1932, the number of permanent
nurseries doubled and the number of seasonal
nurseries tripled. But the reality is that most of
these facilities were tied to work hours and fac-
tory shifts, and to the periods when seasonal farm
labor required them. They mainly appeared at
the more prosperous factories and farms. Their
total number was grossly inadequate. For example,
in 1938-39, less than 5% of nursery-age urban
children could be accomodated, and only 28% of
rural children.”® Old plans for housing-communes
(communal apartment buildings) were revived.
City planners designed whole new communities
built around factories, based on communal living

with full services for women and children. Burt
these chiefly remained on the drawing board as,
for example, Pravda denounced plans without
separate kitchens as a “left deviation,” as “an
attempt to artificially induce communal living.”
Similarly, in the countryside, the idea of com-
munes was abandoned in favor of the kolkhoz, or
individual housing surrounding common worked
land.”$

Goldman makes the case that with industri-
alization, the full employment of women actually
increased women’s dependency on the family
unit:

Between 1928 and 1932, real wages fell by
a shocking 49%. As a result, real income
per-capita did not increase as more mem-
bers of the family went to work, but actu-
ally decreased to 51% of the 1928 level.

Two incomes were necessary where one
had once sufficed.””

Goldman proposes that economic planners
may even have consciously engineered a drop in
real wages to mobilize reserves of female labor.
She argues that the family unit was now used as
an effective means of labor exploitation: “It was
the institution of the family that enabled the
state to realize the surplus from the labor of wo

workers for the price of one.””®

A Summineg Up

In the section to follow which attempts to
assess the position of women nearly 20 years after
the Revolution, we have chosen, as far as pos-
sible, to use the middle 1930s as the cut-off date
for statistics. This is the point where Soviet lead-
ers declared “The Complete Victory of Social-
ism,” and where they insisted that women were
completely the equals of men and did not need
special consideration. By this time, the second
five-year plan had almost been completed, and
there had been massive employment of women in
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the industrial work force and on the collective
farms for several years. By 1936, the basic pattern
of gender discrimination in all areas of Soviet life
is blatantly clear. The pattern reveals that: 1) the
largest percentage of women were tracked into
certain occupations of lower pay and status, and
2) they were allowed to rise only so high in the
fields in which they were trained, or in the organs
of power in which they participated. This pattern
basically remained unaltered for the life of the
Soviet regime. Stites verifies this:

The same pattern holds for almost every
pyramid of Soviet life: the factory, the col-
lective farm, the unions, Party affiliates,
and the social cultural and educational
establishments. Managers, directors, chief-
surgeons, rectors, chairmen are almost always
men... although women do rise in Soviet
career channels that are closed to them in
most of the world, the peaks of these are
generally denied to them.”

[Readers interested in following this pattern

through later decades are urged to read studies by
Dodge, Blekher, Farnsworth, Sacks, and Lapidus.]

Tue Eoucation aND TRAINING oF WoOMEN

The Bolsheviks were passionate believers in
education, in raising the cultural level of the
masses. In the thundering words of Lenin:

We must learn in the first place, and learn
in the second place, and learn in the third
place — and then see to it that learning
does not remain a dead letter with us or a
modern phrase, but becomes flesh of our
flesh and bone of our bone, and really is
transformed into a fundamental part of
the new 4y2.8°

And this meant a particular commitment
toward women since they were the most cultur-
ally deprived. Education was to be compulsory,

free, universal and co-educational. Females were
to have exactly the same opportunities for educa-
tion and the same curricula as males. As Krupskaya
pointed out: “Equality of sexes in real life [has] to
be anchored in educational equality from the ear-
liest years.”®! An early decree of 1918 threatened:

All school institutions of the Republic...
are thrown open to all, regardless of sex.
All persons responsible for violating this
decree shall be tried by the Revolutionary
Tribunal.%?

The main point to consider about Soviet
education is that there was no such thing as a
“liberal” education. While there certainly was a
motive to expand people’s cultural horizons, all
education was basically geared toward fitting people
to take their places in public industry. No more
embroidery, French lessons or home economics,
such as well-bred young ladies formerly studied
in the Smolny Institute. Yet the educational track-
ing of women which occurred ultimately pre-
dicted their place in the work force and in all
areas of public life.

The educational task of the Bolsheviks was
monumental. They immediately embarked on a
campaign to eradicate illiteracy (Likbes), for as
Lenin stated: “An illiterate is shut out from poli-
tics.”® According to the last czarist census of
1897, the over-all literacy rate of the Russian
empire, ages 9-49, was 28.4%. The definition of
“literacy” then meant just barely being able to
read and write. For women, literacy was only
16.6%, and for rural women, only 12%. Factory
women had a considerably higher percentage of
literacy, over 21%.% Among older women it was
probably only about 4%. In the Muslem areas,
the situation was abysmal. Literacy there was
only 2%, and less than 1% among the women.%%
It was practically unheard of to send Muslem
gitls to school. The Muslem areas remained a
problem for some time due to fierce male resis-



WoMEN's Work anp PusLic Lire

81

tance to female education, and the fact that girls
were often withdrawn from school to be married
off. For example, as late as 1924 it was estimated
that there were only 25 literate women in all of
Turkmeni. 8¢

However, the Bolsheviks put strenuous ef-
forts into helping women catch up. Factories held
classes and provided childcare; so did the Red
Corners. Since many older women and women
with children could not attend classes, volunteers
tutored them in their homes. Increasing literacy
was a chief task of the Komsomol, and Zhenotdel
delegates were widely used in the countryside.
By all accounts, women were more eager to learn
and more serious students than men. The test of
literacy was the ability to read the posters and
pamphlets which informed women of their rights,
but many barely literate women were encouraged
to write or dictate stories, poems and accounts of
their lives which were published in Rabotnitsa or
other women'’s journals and newspapers. Literacy
opened up the world for women (see Table 1).

By the 1926 census, 42.7% of females were
literate, although the standard had dropped to
reading only. In 1930, under pressure of the needs
of industrialization, the standard was raised to
4th grade level (later to 7th grade), and the rate
by 1939 was 81.6%. The Soviet Union eventually
achieved almost 100% literacy. However, the picture
was not quite that rosy. Even by 1959, 44.2% of
women only had a fourth grade standard of edu-
cation, and these resided mainly in the rural and
Muslem areas.’” This is a huge number of women
who were therefore unqualified for any but the
lowest-level jobs such as fieldhand, janitorial, or
totally unskilled factory work.

In the Soviet Union, all high-school educa-
tion was specialized. In 1921, the government es-
tablished a prototype “affirmative action” pro-
gram, mandating that a certain number of posi-
tions be reserved for girls in the technicums. These
were vocational high schools which qualified one
for a “semi-professional” job. By 1928 almost

half the students were female.

However, it is interesting to note which rech-
nicums gitls selected: 93.6% of nursing/midwifery
students were female; 64.5% teacher training;
57.7% art; 44.6% business (bookkeepers, account-
ants); and only 19% agriculture and 8.7% indus-
trial. 8 At the onset of industrialization, the gov-
ernment increased these reserved positions to 30%
in all specializations, in order to divert girls into
industrial and agricultural fields.

The Soviet higher education system was
composed of technical and training colleges, uni-
versities and research institutes. Women'’s repre-
sentation in higher education remained a stable
31% from 1926 to 1932,% but then jumped to
41% by 1936. The reason for this is that in 1930,
the government also issued a decree reserving
30% of the places in higher education for women
to encourage them to go into industry/engineer-
ing and agriculture. While these two areas in-
creased considerably by 1936, still women were
most highly represented in socio-economics (40%),
educational-cultural (47%), and medicine (69%).
The one vocational trend that the 1936 data does
not clearly predict is the influx of women into
engineering which did not occur until the 1970s.
On the graduate level, the percentage of women
fell off sharply. Women earned only 20.5% of
candidate (Ph.D.) and 9.6% of doctoral (post-
doc) degrees. Their largest representation was in
pure science, especially chemistry and biology,
which qualified them for medical research work,
but it is significant that the percentage of higher
degrees in medicine was much lower. Only these
degrees qualified one as a surgeon, professor of
medicine, or head of a scientific research insti-
tute. Women'’s representation was low to non-
existent in technology (e.g., engineering) and
agriculture (see Tables 3 and 4). Sacks states that
the admission requirements at the research insti-
tutes were more stringent for women than for
men.?® And Dodge adds that admission to higher

education was governed by priorities which were
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given to military veterans, to those with a certain

number of years of previous employment in the -

field, and also to the projected “productivity” of
the applicants, in which was considered lost work
time and interrupted careers due to pregnancy, as
well as assignment difficulties for married women.
Therefore, given their late entry into the work
force and their family commitments, women were
at a distinct disadvantage.”!

Two of the most unique educational institu-
tions established in the 1920s were the Univer-
sity of the East, which brought unschooled, mainly
Muslim people with high political consciousnesses
from Central Asia to Moscow, and the University
of the North, which brought a similar group of
Far Eastern and Northern peoples to Leningrad,
many of whom did not even possess a written
language. In addition to providing useful train-
ing, these universities attempted to preserve in-
digenous languages and cultures. Women were
actively recruited and provided with special care
and protection while in the big cities. Many women
writers and artists emerged from this experience.”?

The Soviets also had an extensive system of
adult worker education. The factory trade schools
(fabzavuches) apprenticed youth to veteran work-
ers to learn skilled trades while they also attended
high school. Girls were 37% of the enrollment by
1931, although there was a drop in actual em-
ployment after the apprenticeships ended. Ini-
tially, there was a reluctance to accept female
apprentices into heavy industry, such as metal
(where wages were the highest)93 but, again, after
industrialization factories were urged to do so. In
the corresponding Schools for Peasant Youth, only
26% were female. Another type of facility, the
rabfacs, were a kind of adult high school. These
prepared older (age 20-26) selected workers and
peasants with only primary education for higher
education (technical colleges). Almost half these
students were female by 1936. Once again, their
highest representation was in socio-economic,

health and education, although apparently the

female quota system also applied to them. The
last type of facility, the “Workers’ Universities,”
weren’t universities at all, but a system of day,
evening, weekend and correspondence classes which
offered a large variety of subjects to enable older,
experienced workers to fill in gaps in their educa-
tion, update their training, acquire managerial
skills, and the like. By 1931 women comprised
25% of this group (See Tables 5-7). Significantly,
only 4% of these women were able to attend the
evening and weekend classes, and they were the
heaviest correspondence course users. In the thir-
ties these “Universities” also offered special classes
to “improve and reorganize the woman’s mode of
living.”94 In other words, these were “stress
management” classes for women on how to juggle
their work, home life, and volunteer social work!

(see Appendix G).
SUMMARY

Thus, in the professional fields, women were
educated in medicine, hard sciences, technology,
journalism, teaching, languages, and law. In semi-
professional education, they graduated as lab tech-
nicians, midwives, pharmacists, dentists, teach-
ers, accountants/bookkeepers, or cultural work-
ers. Women’s representation was low in all areas
of engineering, in the construction, transporta-
tion, and communications industries, and in
agricultural science. Dodge maintains that this
distribution of women among broad fields has
remained essentially the same since the 20s,”* as
has the predictable curve where the percentage of
women falls off sharply at the highest levels of
education. In the factory, women still mostly
received skilled training in light manufacturing,
such as textiles, needles, printing, paper, chemi-
cals and animal products. They had a much lower
representation of skilled training in heavy indus-
try jobs: fuel, electrical, mining, minerals, ma-
chines and metallurgy. As will be clear in the next
section, women’s education and training directly
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determined their economic and social position in
society.

Wowmen IN THE Work FoRCE

When one looks at the position of women in
the work force before the Revolution, and then in
the middle thirties only 20 years later, one has to
be impressed. In the mid-thirties, women com-
prised approximately 45% of the total labor force,
about 30% of the nonagricultural labor force,
and over 50% of the agricultural labor force.
But, these were no longer merely laboring in the
sweatshops of textile or tobacco factories or weed-
ing the fields; these were skilled workers in all
kinds of areas, including “men’s” fields, such as
heavy industry or machine driving, which were
previously denied to them. They were doctors,
professors, judges, scientists, writers, artists,
managers, civil servants, teachers, engineers, ag-
ricultural experts, technicians, and even pilots.
One of the most famous women of this period
was the pilot, Polina Osipenko, who broke Ame-
lia Earhart’s record for long-distance flight. About
the only place women absolutely were not, was in
the military. Women could attend the military
academies, but could not serve in the military.
Another place they were rarely seen was as chauf-
feurs: train, bus, truck and taxi drivers. There was
an irrational prejudice against women and ma-
chines! The most glaring place where they were
absent was as the “big boss.” Still their distribu-
tion among various fields was far more impres-
sive than the situation of their sisters in the U.S.
or in the most advanced European countries at
the time.

Kingsbury gives a no-doubt idealized por-
trait of the young woman newly entering the
work force, but it probably does convey some-
thing of the enthusiasm of the times engendered
by propaganda about the “new revolution” -- the
industrial revolution:

The wives and daughters of the workers
have come also to take their places at the
machines.... She flings herself into the shock
brigades in every factory, pours life and
energy into every club.... She walks with
an erect carriage and a vigor that at times
come close to a swagger. She laughs with a
ringing note that fills silent hallways and
shakes cobwebs from dusty corners. Her
red kerchief tied closely about her head
lends sparkle to every gathering. If she has
fears or doubts, she gives no sign; the new
life and new hopes engendered by the
Revolution belong to her; modern Russian
youth is epitomized in her. To the age-old
feminine desire for life and love, she has
added a new one, which she calls “respon-
sible work”... she sees herself as an active
participant in building a new world. She
shows no intention of returning to the old

way, ¢

According to Halle, women proved to be the
“pillars of the first S-year plan,” the majority
(60%) of brigade Stakhanovites (“storm or shock
workers”). They were praised because they “do
not drink, shirk work, swindle, and are more
capable of enthusiasm than men and know how
to handle machines with care!””’

In 1931, a poll of young girls set forth their
ambitions. Here, in order of preference, is how
they visualized their future careers: civil engi-
neering, construction of roads and bridges, sink-
ing mines, mechanical engineering, architecture,
agricultural sciences, chemistry, hydraulic engi-
neering.”® But let us look more closely at some of
the tables in Appendix B to evaluate how realistic
these girls’ dreams were. A word about Soviet
statistics, here. They are very frustrating because
they do not measure precisely the same data from
study to study or year to year. Moreover, the
government constantly reclassified occupations
into different categories and renamed them. Still,
the future pattern of Soviet women workers can
be ascertained.
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Women IN THE INDusTRIAL WoRK FoRCE

The first thing one notices when examining
the labor statistics from the 1930s is the influx of
women into “non-traditional” jobs, such as heavy
industry, building, transport, mining, metal and
machine, and timber (Tables 9 and 10). The sec-
ond thing of note is their representation in highly
skilled industries (Table 11). But let us look closer
at what their actual jobs were in all these indus-
tries. In non-traditional industries, their repre-
sentation was still low in construction and trans-
port (denied to them before the Revolution). It
was also quite low in anything having to do with
machine construction or electrical. As far as engi-
neers or technicians in, e.g., heavy metal or chemi-
cal (again, some of the most highly paid indus-
tries), by 1934 the percentage of women was still
very low. Where one found them in heavy indus-
try was at the lowest level, as laboratory workers
(53% to 75%). Their numbers were highest in
light-industry, as they always had been: rubber,
ceramics, printing, leather, lumber, bread baking.
All these were occupations in which women had
been sizably represented before the Revolution.

In most all industries, women represented
from 50% to 75% of the unskilled workers (Table
8). Much manual or unskilled labor by women
was contained in the service industries. They con-
tinued to be the waitresses, the cooks in public
canteens, the laundry workers, the hotel maids,
the mail carriers, the trolley ticket-takers, the
attendants in public buildings, the nursemaids
and nannies. A curious fact is that no statistics
can be found that represent janitorial or mainte-
nance work. The brigade of kerchiefed, elderly
women wielding brooms, buckets and shovels is
still today one of the most striking images one
carries away from the [former] Soviet Union.
Almost exclusively, women scoured the build-
ings, swept the streets, tended the gardens and
parks, collected the garbage, and cleared the snow
from the railroad tracks. So, in fact, the unac-

knowledged (or, rather, hidden under “service
industry”) occupation of “charwoman” represents
a vast amount of manual labor performed by
women.

In highly skilled industries, women were
mostly to be found in light industry and food
preparation, precisely where wages were lowest.”
They predominated in textiles, paper (printing),
and ceramics, occupations which required fine
hand-work such as drilling, polishing, grinding,
typesetting, sewing, finishing, hand-painting,
pattern curtting, etc. They were only very slightly
represented in heavy industry, automobile, elec-
trical, urban transportation, machine construc-
tion, and metalwork. These occupations eventu-
ally became known as “men’s occupations.”

WomeN IN PROFESSIONAL AND Semi-
PROFESSIONAL EMPLOYMENT

The advancement of women into professional |
and semi-professional fields is also impressive,
again especially when compared to other coun-
tries at this time. Table 13 shows that by 1939,
34% of women were employed in “mental” or
specialized occupations. What is immediately
striking is that in 1926 very few women were
employed in significant numbers in any of these
occupations except medicine, dentistry and edu-
cation, and a lesser number in sales personnel.
The only positions of authority women held in
1926 were as heads of primary schools (in which
most teachers were women), and a few as heads of
public health institutions (women doctors were
40% of the total).

But let us look more closely at their repre-
sentation in the thirties. Professional and semi-
professional jobs women held were as doctors,
dentists, pharmacists, nurses, midwives, teachers,
employees in youth facilities -- still health and
education -- and in the new fields of communica-
tions and culture: as writers and editors, librari-
ans, workers in cultural and recreational institu-
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tions, proofreaders, designers, draftsmen and art-
ists, telegraph and telephone operators. Women
also were sizably represented as hairdressers, sales
personnel, and managers of public feeding facili-
ties. They clearly predominated as office person-
nel, from clerks to secretaries. The largest new
semi-professional field for women was laboratory
technician (79%). Technicians (and draftsmen)
were the only positions in science, engineering

and industry where women were sizably repre-:

sented, and these were the lowest rung, lowest
paid positions which usually required only tech-
nicum training.

Similarly, where one sees the largest num-
bers of professionals as administrators was as chief
doctors and heads of public health institutions,
as nursery directors, and as heads of various types
of youth educational institutions, again in the
fields known as “women’s work” -- health and
education. By 1931, there were still only 18 women
managers of factories, and all these were all-women
factories.!®® For propaganda purposes, the Sovi-
ets deliberately promoted Muslim women to these
positions. Also it was necessary in the Muslem
regions to segregate many factories, in order to
allay men’s fears about women leaving the house
to work.

Let us examine the two professional fields
where women predominated: education and health.
In 1935, women were 90% of primary teachers,
and 67% of high school teachers, but only 2% of
professors in colleges or universities. They ac-
counted for only 15% of professors, lecturers and
assistants altogether.’®! Although the overall per-
centage of women was much higher in education
(except in Muslem areas), the typical pattern is
apparent: women predominated at the lowest level
of status and pay, were decently represented at
the middle level of status and pay, and fell off
sharply at the highest level of prestige and pay.
Moreover, lower education remained notoriously
underpaid and undervalued. Blekher compares
the teacher’s job to an “iceberg” where most of

the work was “invisible:” that is, considering
preparation, grading, and counseling, a teacher
with a 24 class-hour week really worked at the
very least a 48 hour week.!®® Dodge mentions
that most lower-level teachers were forced to teach
extra classes, give private tutoring, or take on
secondary jobs to supplement their inadequate
salaries.!® When women did rise to the level of
director of institutions, these were mainly pri-
mary schools.

If the western world knew anything about
female employment in the Soviet Union, it had
heard that a much larger percentage by far of the
doctors were women than in other countries. This
looked very impressive. The tradition of women
in medicine actually goes back to the time of the
czars. We have seen how the earliest women radi-
cals defied parents and husbands to go abroad to
get medical education. A women’s medical col-
lege was eventually established in 1897, and by
1913, women were already 10% of all physi-
cians.'® In 1926, women were 40% of all doc-
tors, by 1939, 61%. But women practiced (and
still do) mainly in the fields of general medicine,
internal medicine, pediatrics and women’s health.
In these areas, medicine was a low-paid, low pres-
tige occupation. A physician usually made less
than a skilled factory worker. Because of the shortage
of doctors in many areas, it was not uncommon
for women doctors to work a 9-10 hour day.

The attraction of women to medicine obvi-
ously had some connection with their long his-
tory as “healers” (midwives, “wise women”) in
Russia, but also with the fact that working hours
could sometimes be adjusted to family schedules.
This, however, worked to their disadvantage since
the dependlable flow of women into the field gave
the government no necessity to raise salaries (which
in fact happened at a later date when more men
were actively recruited into the field). Women
therefore viewed medicine not so much as a “career”
but merely as a way of earning a living,'®® Women
were rarely surgeons or professors in medical col-
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leges, and never the heads of medical or research
establishments, nor winners of the coveted Lenin
Prizes for scientific achievement. [Note that in
1936 women received only 10% of the doctoral
degrees in medicine (see Table 4)].

Women in THE TRADE UNioNs

Membership of women in the trade unions
did not increase appreciably in the period we
have looked at. There is evidence that the trade
unions had to be continually pushed by the Party
and by Zhenotdel to incorporate women, and we
have seen that they gave the delegatki a hard time.
In 1920, women comprised 39% of all trade union
members.'% Not surprisingly, during NEP this
percentage decreased to 25%, but had only risen
to 30% by 1932.'7 In the lower branches of
trade unionism, where positions were volunteer
and unpaid, women were moderately active (20%),
but in higher trade union administration, the
numbers notably declined (13%).!%® By 1932,
there were only seven female trade union district
heads and, as might be expected, they were all in
“women’s occupations.” Women served as top
executives only in district Sewing Trades and Textile
Trade Unions.!® On the lowest level of the fac-
tory committees (again, volunteer labor) women
comprised 20% of the positions, but were mainly
represented in the culture/education and social
life/welfare divisions. It was an expressed goal of
the Party that women be appointed as labor in-
spectors to oversee the conditions of working
women and children. But women were highly
represented only in the sanitary or medical in-
spector group, since most physicians were
women.!!® A woman trade unionist of the time
expressed the situation thus: “Women do the
dirty work; men preside over the meetings."'!!
Executives in state enterprises were commonly
drawn from trade union executives who were, in
turn, usually Party members. As we shall see later,
this had direct bearing on the lack of women’s

political influence.

The trade unions sponsored workers' clubs
or circles to raise the cultural level of their mem-
bers. Women’s participation in these activities
actually fell from 1926 to 1932. It is interesting
to note that in 1926, women had high atten-
dance in sewing, tailoring, cultural and educa-
tional circles, but much lower attendance in
Marxist-Leninist study, anti-religious classes and
labor problems. By 1932 there was a more even
distribution of interests (see Tables 19 and 20).
Factories devoted wall newspaper sections to
women's concerns, and special evening attrac-
tions were presented which offered free childcare
to lure them.? But most probably, women in-
creasingly did not have the time or energy to
attend these after-hours activities (see Time Study,

Table 27).

SumMMARY

Despite dramatic advances both in the depth
and the scope of penetration into all branches of
the economy, the hard facts are that women con-
tinued to perform most of the unskilled and serv-
ice jobs in industry, jobs with no prestige, low
renumeration, and no chance for advancement.
Skilled women workers assumed the lowest level
positions. Women’s rise in management mainly
halted at the middle level, and was confined to
fields of traditional “women’s work.” Moreover,
women were forced to retire from the work force
five years earlier than men.

Another way of looking at this is that the
fields where women’s labor predominated at all
levels, whether in the manufacture of consumer
goods or in the delivery of services (including
culture, education and medicine), were rather
disparagingly termed in the literature of the day
“non-productive” fields -- as if only the manufac-
ture of heavy metal objects or the creation of
massive structures was “productive” for the human
race! Here is the place to discuss the very impor-
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tant matter of wage differentials or “tariff divi-
sions.” There were eight to 16 categories of wage
differentials in both manual and technical/ad-
ministrative work. These wage differentials were
set on the basis of the skill required and the
dangerousness of the job, and on the importance
of the work to the economy. Therefore, all jobs in
heavy or expanding industries were rated much
higher than jobs in “non-productive” industries.
In addition, bonuses were given for both produc-
tive output and work done is less time. Therefore,
women were at a distinct economic disadvantage
in several ways: they tended to congregate in the
“non-productive” industries; having been in the
work force a shorter time and having acquired
less training and education than men, they as-
sumed the lower skill levels in all industries; they
were barred by labor law from many “dangerous”
occupations; and given their domestic responsi-
bilities, they had less opportunity and energy for
overtime work -- thus a lower output. In addi-
tion, administrators and high officials (almost
exclusively men) were awarded various bonuses,
as well as many perquisites which significantly
increased their material well-being.!'®> Wage dif-
ferentials were established in 1918, but the origi-
nal Bolshevik conception was that the differen-
tial disparity should continually decrease, as the
transition to socialism gradually equalized all labor
and reduced the distinctions between physical
and mental work. Rather, as the betrayal of so-
cialist ideals progressed and class differentiation
become crystalized, these wage differentials con-
tinued to increase.

Another phenomenon was clearly apparent
by the middle 1930s: the continuation of the
NEPmansha. A considerable parasitical section of
wives of officials, managers, engineers and high-
level technicians did not have to and did not
work. This was obviously such an embarrassment
that Pravda devoted much space imploring them
to become “activist wives,” to organize them-
selves into “social work brigades,” to become

“watch-dogs” to make sure quality work took
place in children’s, health and cultural organiza-
tions. It even suggested they “raise chickens!”
There is no more ironic sign of the reactionary
turn and class stratification that had evolved than
“Comrade Stalin’s slogan” that this group of privi-
leged women were responsible for “civilization in
everyday life [and] the care of men.”!"

WoMmeN IN AGRICULTURE

By 1933, Soviet agriculture consisted of 10.7%
state farms, 73.8% collective farms, and 15.5%
individual farms.!"> Collectivization promised to
bring great gains for the peasant woman. In many
ways it did. Now she was a wage earner. Now she
could escape an oppressive family situation, know-
ing that her ex-mate’s wages could be garnished
for child support or alimony. Now she was guar-
anteed some maternity and childcare benefits.
But even after collectivization had been a reality
for several years, women’s options remained very
limited. The two areas in which women clearly
predominated were precisely in those occupations
which had traditionally been termed “women's
work:” livestock and fieldwork. They tended cattle
and milked the cows, and performed the manual
labor in intensive, unmechanized crops such as
flax, sugar beets, cotton, rice or fruit, or in other
fieldhand work, such as gleaning grain, bundling
hay, hand-hoeing, etc. The main positions of
authority women held also had to do with live-
stock and dairy, or as team (link) leaders in the
fields, or wich social work (clubs). Purely physical
(fieldhand) labor by women actually rose during
collectivization, from 50% in 1926, to 58% in
1939.1'¢ Manual labor performed by women rose
to two-thirds of the total by 1940.'” What child-
care facilities there were tended to be mainly
seasonal and linked to the more prosperous farms.
There was, therefore, a disproportionate percent-
age of older women doing this work (see Appen-

dix D).
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Let us acknowledge that during this period,

agriculture in general was exploited to feed the -

urban workers and to provide a pool of surplus
labor for the factories. But, the exploitation of
women was intense. Let us take the dairy workers
as an example. Fully 100% of milkmaids were
women: “A woman is not a woman without her
cow!” Although more highly paid than field work,
this was particularly debilitating work and had
the highest turnover of all jobs. Cows were hand-
milked three times a day, so the workday could
extend from 3 AM to 10 PM, with a couple two
to three hour breaks for women to run home and
work their garden plots, tend the family live-
stock, and look after the house and children. As
one milkmaid complained: “Women do not, in
fact, feel free from their work at any time of the
day or night.”!"® The milkmaid not only milked
the cows; she ground the feed, cleaned the barns,
hauled the water, and cared for the new-born
calves. To water a single cow, she had to haul 80
to 100 pails of water, and she was responsible for
10-18 cows. It took 50,000 squeezes of a cow's
udder a day to complete her work, and her hands
were subject to crippling arthritis, boils and ab-
scesses, not to mention the risk of infectious cattle
diseases.® She rarely had a holiday or a vaca-
tion. One looks in vain for the labor legislation
which protected industrial women. Moreover, as
mechanized milking began to be introduced, men
tended to assume these positions!

There are several factors which accounted
for the position of women in agriculture. First
and foremost was the prejudice of the male peas-
antry and the traditional division of labor. In this
context, let us debunk the myth of the woman
tractor driver. Positions in the MTS (Machine
Tractor Station) were the elite jobs, the best paid,
the most prestigious, and the basis of Soviet hopes
for a rosy agricultural future. Table 12 reveals
that from 91.8% to 99.6% of all positions in the
MTS were held by men. However, Soviet propa-
ganda glamorized the female tractor driver as the

symbol of “the new woman.” There were lots of
feature articles and pictures in magazines and
newspapers showing a smiling and triumphant
Pasha on her tractor. A Central Committee study
even found that women tractor drivers made better
drivers than men since they were more disci-
plined, careful and worked more land. Still, their
percentage in 1936 was only 4%.

Manning describes the incredibly difficult
life of these pioneers. Most were young, single
women because this job required long stretches
of time away from home in the fields, so that few
women with children could apply. The field con-
ditions were very primitive and women lacked
any semblance of privacy. Because they were
stranded with men, they earned a promiscuous
reputation. It was very hard work: long hours,
hot sun, noxious fumes and choking dust from
the fields. Manning gives many chilling anec-
dotes about the harassment these women received
from coworkers, and how the MTS leaders re-
sisted orders to attract or retain women drivers,
sabotaged them with ancient tractors which con-
stantly broke down, and refused to supply backup
services.'2® Except for a surge during WWII, when
women replaced men in all jobs on the farms, the
percentage of women dealing with machines ac-
tually declined. By 1959 the percentage of women
tractor drivers was way down, to 1.5% and still
only 6.5% women operated farm machinery.'?!

Even when women were noted for being
exceptional workers, the reward was often nega-
tive. They comprised fully 80% of the agricul-
tural Stakhanovites, and received rewards and
honors. But Manning describes many instances
where female Stakhanovites were persecuted by
male workers and collective farm officials as well,
who not only were jealous but feared that their
increased output of work would become a norm.!??

There were, of course, some women who
actually headed collective farms (2.7%), but these
were mainly dairy farms. Many of these women
also received a lot of harassment. Particularly in
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the Muslem areas, women administrators were
threatened, beaten, and even murdered.!?? Man-
ning states that while the government constantly
urged the promotion of women into higher posi-
tions, resistance to women’s advancement actu-
ally grew at lower levels of administration where
traditional rural attitudes prevailed.'?

Another cause of women’s inferior position
was the Soviet system of “labor-days” (#rudodns)
which determined pay. Labor days were based on
two criteria: the status (difficulty) of the position
and productive output. Therefore, since women
held mainly the unskilled or lesser-status jobs,
they received less pay because they acquired fewer
labor-days. Also, men occupied the better pay-
ing, year-round jobs, while women tended to do
more seasonal labor, and in addition were almost
totally responsible for the family plots and live-
stock which occupied a great amount of their
time.'?5 Therefore, although the ratio of males to
females was almost 50/50 on the farms, males
received two-thirds of the labor days in 1937.126

SuMMARY

The agricultural pattern that emerges is much
more conservative than the urban industrial pat-
tern. By far, the largest percentage of rural women
continued to do the jobs they had always done:
caring for the animals, performing manual labor
in the fields, and maintaining the family garden
plots which produced not only food for the fam-
ily, but essential supplementary income. Krushchev
admitted in the 1950s that fully 97% of women
collective farmers were engaged in physical labor:
“It turns out that it is the men who do the ad-
ministrating and the women who do the work.”!?’
Moreover, rural women had even less leisure and
even more domestic responsibility than urban
women (see Rural Time Budget, Table 28).

Women IN Pusuic Lire

“We are not utopians,” affirmed Lenin. “We
know that an unskilled laborer or a cook cannot
immediately get on with the job of state admini-

stration.”128

“[But] our task is to make politics
available to every working woman.”'?® He elabo-

rated:

The gist of Bolshevism and the Russian
October Revolution is getting into politics
the very people who were most oppressed
under capitalism... But you cannot draw
the masses into politics without drawing
the women into politics as well. 130

Lenin constantly urged that “working women
must take a bigger part in the elections:”

We want the working woman to be the
equal of the working man not only before
the law but in actual fact. For this working
women must take an increasing part in the
administration of socialized enterprises and
in the administration of the state. Elect
more working women to the Soviet, both

Communist women and

women.l3l

non-party

Early on, Zhenotdel had sent women dele-
gates directly into executive positions in depart-
ments and institutions for two months. The aim
was to infuse life into state apparatuses and free
them from bureaucratic elements, but also to
train state executives from among women. This
scheme appears to have been abandoned as unre-
alistic after one year.!3? The NEP years had cer-
tainly been a setback for women in all areas,
including their advancement in public life. In
1928, ar the onset of industrialization, the Party
Central Committee ordered the promotion of
women to executive and management posts, but
in 1930 it had to pass a special resolution record-
ing extreme indecisiveness by local party bodies
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regarding the promotion of women to leading
posts involving independent authority, and in
some cases absolutely open bigotry on the part of

certain party organizations and members.'??

Women IN THE CPSU

In 1919, women’s membership in the Party
was extremely low, 7.8%. Recognizing this, in
1920 Zhenotdel convinced the Party to allocate
10% of all places in institutions which taught
Party courses to women delegatki. A special sec-
tion of Sverdlov University (the main Party school)
was created especially for women. !> Despite these
efforts, and constant Party directives to tecruit
women, female Party membership crept up at an
agonizingly slow rate. By 1936 it was still only
17%, and continued to hover around a fifth of
the total. Membership was considerably higher
among urban women, who comprised 85% of all
women members'> (see Appendix E).

Before and right after the October Revolu-
tion, three women had served on the Central
Committee of the Party. Two were candidate
members and Kollontai was briefly a full member
until 1918. She was replaced by Stasova, who
served until 1919. From 1924 to 1939, there
were only four women members on the Central
Committee, two Zhenotdel leaders, Nikolaeva and
Artiukhina, Krupskaya and one woman worker.
Artiukhina served on the Orgburo and as a can-
didate Secretary, as a Stalin appointee. Before
1956, no women ever sat on the Politburo or Pre-
sidium 136

At lower Party levels, the situation was slightdly
better. By the 1930s, women held about one-
sixth of the administrative posts. However, the
number of women delegates to Party Congresses
never reached above 10%. In the 30s, there was
even a slight decline in the number of women in
responsible Party posts.!?’

In the Komsomol, the Party organization for
youth ages up to 25, young women comprised

about one-fifth of the total membership by 1928.13#

"By 1933, they comprised almost one-third. Later,

women comprised more than half of the mem-
bers, but only 5% of women went on to become
Party members.!®® Zhenotdel continually urged
the Komsomol to promote women to the Party,
but it was not felt that a Zhenordel section of the
Komsomol was necessary. It probably was needed
as there is much evidence that the young men
tried to keep leadership of the organization in
their own hands.!¥® Few females held high posi-
tions in the organization, although more did in
the local units. However, they appeared to be
mainly in charge of “domestic science” concerns.
There was a noticeable decline in women’s par-
ticipation after marriage and motherhood. In the
Red Pioneers, the children’s organization, the
ratio of boys to girls remained approximately
equal.!4!

WoMEN IN THE GOVERNMENT (SoviETs)

As Rigby rightly states, after the first revolu-
tionary years, the soviets never played any con-
siderable part in governmental policy formation.
They mainly functioned to carry out Party direc-
tives. Still, the soviets were supposed to consist of
the “best people.”'4? The situation of women in
the soviets was somewhat better than in the Party.
By 1936 on the local level, women comprised
over a quarter of the members of village soviets
and slightly less than one-third of urban soviet
members (see Appendix F). In 1932 there were
more than 5,000 chairwomen in town and village
soviets, and ten times that figure working in some
kind of administrative position in the soviets,
but these were mainly the low-level positions.!43
Most soviet officials were also Party members,
and as we have seen, women had a low represen-
tation in the Party. On the higher level, a few
women did serve as Commissars (ministers) in

the Central Union Republics. Again, Muslem
women seemed to have been especially promoted
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into these jobs, despite the harassment. But no
woman (after Kollontai) ever occupied an All-
Union post of Cabinet Minister (until 1956),
and no woman ever served as President or Pre-
mier, though one woman did serve as a Deputy
Chairman.'44

Discussion

During the Revolutionary years, 1917-23,

leading Bolshevik women had held both prestig-
ious Party and governmental posts, but Stites
maintains that after 1923-25, no Bolshevik women
even came close to the seats of real power. Elena
Stasova had served as Secretary of the Party dur-
ing and immediately after the Revolution (pre-
ceding and replacing Sverdlov). After 1920, she
disappeared from the scene. In addition to founding
Zhenotdel, Inessa Armand had held important
posts in the highest Party, soviet and economic
agencies of the Moscow Province anc had been
Director of the Comintern’s Women’s Section.
She died in 1920. Angelica Balabanova served as
Foreign Minister to the Ukraine and as Secretary
of the Comintern. In 1921 she resigned her posi-
tions. Nadezhda Krupskaya had been, in effect,
the director of propaganda during the formation
of the Party, and after the Revolution, Head of
Adult Education. After 1925, while she retained
her position, she was effectively silenced by Stalin.
In addition to her post as Commissar of Social
Welfare, Kollontai was Commissar for Propaganda
for the Red Army in the Ukraine, and a Director
of Zhenotdel She was forced out of politics in
1922, due to her role in the Workers’ Opposition
(see Terms) and remanded to diplomatic posts
abroad. She was eventually appointed by Stalin as
ambassador to Sweden with much fanfare as the
first Soviet women ambassador (and the only one
ever), but this was mainly to remove her from
public influence.!® As the preceding articles dis-
cussed, Kollontai’s ideas were regarded as a seri-
ous threat to the reactionary social policies of

state capitalism.

What reasons can be given for women’s low
level of political involvement? Harasymiu names
a couple of factors: new Party members usually
came from Komsomol activists, most of whom
were men; and as long as personnel managers
were men, women suffered underrepresentation.¢
Browning adds other reasons: obviously, the
demands of children and domestic duties which
precluded women from going after these demand-
ing positions; the paternal attitude toward women
of many Central Committee members; and the
lower consciousness of women. That is, many
women were convinced that the main acts of
equality were introduced in 1917 -- by men --
and that men supported their equality; therefore,
it was not necessary to have women in positions
of political power.!” To this must be added a
fourth reason: the Party simply ceased to make
the recruitment and advancement of women a
priority.

CoNcLusIoNs

Where is the emancipation of women by the
mid-thirties?» Women were stuck halfway and pretty
much left on their own. Just as the earlier social-
ist ideals had been abandoned, the emancipation
of women had been abandoned, their liberation
sacrificed to the goals of production and repro-
duction, to the building of state capitalism. If
one looks at their position before the Revolution,
as slaves, servants and children, they had come an
incredibly long way. But the point is to compare
their real position in society with the Bolshevik
goals for women. Of these goals: to give women
legal equality, to educate them, to engage them in
production, to engage them in political life, and
to free them from domestic slavery, only the first
three were accomplished. Legal equality was es-
tablished very early and easily. The education of
women was extremely successful. In fact, many
were over-educated or over-trained for the situ-
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ations in which they ultimately found themselves.
They had made great advances in employment
opportunities, but most were only allowed to rise
in their fields so high. Most unskilled and physi-
cal labor continued to be performed by women.
The majority of women continued to do the same
work they had always done, only in expanded
fields. They therefore never achieved economic
equality with men. Their absence from higher
levels of political life meant that they never had a
real voice in the policies of the country. They
were often the lower functionaries, but not the
decision-makers.

In our opinion (and in Lenin’s), the emanci-
pation of women is inseparable from the building
of socialism. The goal of socialism is to create a
society of free and equal people, not a society
where over half the population are second-class
citizens. But it is not that simple. The wives and
daughters of the Soviet male apparatchiki became
as privileged as the former ladies of the bourgeoi-
sie. They shopped in special stores with special
prices, had access to western luxury items, had
vacation houses and travel privileges, and ex-
ploited the labor of other women as domestic
help. The triumph of state capitalism and the re-
establishment of a new bourgeois class society
meant that the proletarian movement and its goals
had been given up and, therefore, the true eman-
cipation of women had been given up.

If there is one recurrent theme throughout
these articles, it is the supreme importance of the
Bolshevik goal to free women from domestic slav-
ery. Despite rhetoric to the contrary, this goal was
totally abandoned. The image of the “new Soviet
woman” was the working mother, and women
tried to live up to this image under impossible
conditions. The goal of communal living and

many public services such as laundries, etc., were
either given up or were of such inferior quality
that women chose not to use them. The nuclear
family, with all its responsibilities, was sanctioned
as the norm, while the state abandoned its re-
sponsibilities to assume care for its dependent
members, except when it had no choice. The
crowded housing situation was never really im-
proved, and much of it remained without bath-
rooms, hot water or even running water. Labor-
saving appliances remained a low priority, and
shortages of most consumer items involved tedi-
ous searching and long ques. So women were
stuck with what is popularly called the “double
shift,” the “double burden,” or the “second job.”
They had gained a new sense of their own poten- -
tial, and they had demonstrated the liberating
effect of social commitment. So it is doubly cruel
that they were thwarted in their complete eman-
cipation.

As the time study tables in Appendix G re-
veal, women continued to work more, sleep less,
and have far less time to educate themselves cul-
wrally or politically, much less engage in political
activities. Blekher states that these time studies
were actually much too conservative, and that
her studies reveal that the work load of women
was (and is) twice that of men, not counting
work put in on motherhood!"*® As Lenin warned:

You all know that even with the fullest
equality, women are still in an actual posi-
tion of inferiority because of the house-
work thrust upon them.'*’

No cook can ever learn to run the state if she
is home cooking!
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Arpenpix A: Toe Eoucarion AND TraINING oF WoOMEN

Table 1. % Literacy of Population, ages 9-49, 1897-1959

Census year Total Males Females

Urban and Rural

1897 28.4 40.3 16.6
1926 56.6 715 427
1939 874 93.5 81.6
1959 98.5 99.3 97.8
Urban
1897 57.0 66.1 45.7
1926* 80.9 88.0 73.9
1939 93.8 971 90.7
1959 98.7 99.5 98.1
Rural
1827 23.8 35.5 12.5
1926 50.6 67.3 354
1939 84.0 91.6 76.8
1959 98.2 99.1 97.5

* Excludes Baltic States, western Ukraine and Belorussia.
Source: Notrton T. Dodge, Women in the Soviet Economy (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1966), p. 141.

Table 2. % Women in Educational Institutions, 1927-8, 1935-6

Type of Institution 1927-8 1935-6
Primary and Secondary 39.6 46.9
Workers High Schools 15.6 36.6
Technical Colleges 37.6 441
Universities 28.1 38.0

Source: Rudolf Schlesinger, Changing Attitudes: The Family in the USSR, Vol. I (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul
Ltd., 1949), p. 285. :

Table 3. % Women In Higher Educational Institutions, 1926, 1936

"Field 1926 1936
All Fields - 30.9 41.0
Engineering-Industrial 7.2 26.6
Agricultural 16.3 29.3
Socio-Economic 16.5 39.7
Medicine 52.0 -68.8
Educational-Cuttural 48.0 474

Source: Dodge, p. 112.
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Table 4. % Women in Candidate (Ph.D.) and Doctoral (Post-doctoral) Degrees in 1936

Field Candidate Doctoral
Pure Science 23.8 15.1
Physics, mathematics 6.1 7.7
Chemistry 25.9 8.3
Biology 36.8 233
Geology 22.7 91
Applied Science 19.0 8.4
Technology 44 0.0
Agriculture, Veterinary Medicine  19.5 0.0
Medicine 28.6 10.7
Total 20.4 9.6
Nonscientific fields (Humanities) 21.0 8.3
Total, all fields 20.5 9.6

Source: Dodge, pp. 137-138.

WORKERS' EDUCATION

Table 5. % Women in Rabfacs and Workers’ “Unlversities,” 1923 - 1934

Year Rabfacs Workers’ “Universities”
. RSFSR USSR USSR
1923-24 20 NA* NA
1924-25 18 NA NA
1925-26 15 NA NA
1926-27 14 NA NA
1927-28 16.1 15.6 12.1
1928-29 16.9 16.1 13
1929-30 NA 18.6 17
1930-31 NA 24.8 25
1932 NA 25.7 40
1933 NA 34 ND**
1934 NA 36.9 ND

NA* = Not applicable.

ND** = No data given.

Source: Susan Kingsbury and Mildred Fairchild, Factory, Family and Woman (NY:G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1935), pp. 189-

181.
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Table 6. % Women by Speclalty In Rabfacs, 1927, 1936

Type 1927 1936
All Fields 376 46.7
Industrial 95 26.8
Agricultural 154 29.3
Socio-economic 36.3 51.1
Health §9.3 79.9
Education 53.5 55.9

Source: Dodge‘, p. 110.

Table 7. % Women Apprentices in Large-Scale Industry in 1931

Industry % Women
Total 36.6
Electrical stations 21.0
Fuel 16.8
Ore mining 16.7
Working of minerals 20.0
Metal industries 254
Mineral manufactures 31.6
Chemical industries 441
Wood-working 28.7
Paper 427
Leather and furs 37.8
Animal products 58.8
Textiles 62.2
Food industries 31.0
Needle and toilet trades 78.0
Printing 5.5
Science and art 303
Public utilities 24.2

Source: Kingsbury and Fairchild, p. 64.
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Arpenpix B: Women IN THE WoRrk FoRce

INDUSTRY

Table 8. % Unskilled and Skilled Women Workers in Industry, 1927, 1934

Branch of Industry Unskilled Workers  Skilled Workers
1927 1934 1934
Agricultural machinery construction 6.7 55.9 27.5
Locomotive/railway car construction 13.0 629 20.4
Electrotechnical industry 225 423 38.6
Construction of production machinery
and other machinery 16.7  56.1 27.0
Auto and tractor industry ND*  60.6 304
Metalware industry ND 39.0 421
Ferrous metallurgy
blast-furnace plant ND 50.3 ND
open-hearth plant ND 61.5 ND
auxiliary plants ND 67.1 ND
Electrical power stations 16.2 559 219
Rubber industry ND 69.9 56.9
Coal-tar chemical industry ND 65.6 229
Porcelain-ceramics industry ND 54.1 52.6
Printing trade ND 53.0 57.6
Leather and fur industry 8.1 64.4 458
Lumber and plywood industry 322 703 437
Bread baking ND 751 48.4

ND* = No data given.
Source: Susan Blekher, The Soviet Woman (NY: John Wiley & Sons, inc., 1979), p. 14.

Table 9. % Women in Labor Force (non-traditional jobs), 1928, 1936

Occupation 1928 1936
Whole of National Economy 27.2 334
Heavy Industry 279 38.3
Building Trades 7.0 19.7
Transport 8.0 16.6

Source: Schlesinger, Changing Attitudes, p. 286.
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Table 10. % Women in Heavy Industry before Revolution and In 1935

Occupation 1913 1935
Coal mining 3.6 24.0
Metal and machine plants 42 25.8
Timber 99 39.7

Source: Schlesinger, Changing Attitudes, pp. 286-287.

Table 11. % Women In Highly Skilled Industries, 1927, 1934

Occupation 1927 1934
Agricultural machinery . .08 13.9
Engine-fitters 1.6 25.5
Drilling machines 10.2 73.6
Milling machine operators 3.8 37.8
Polishers 8.1 39.8
Leather and Fur
Sorters 0.7 39.8
Dipping 1.2 32.2
Hide-scraping 6.3 30.2
Wool-gatherers 1.1 39.1
China and Porcelain
Potters ND* 449
Finishers ND 73.4
Hand-painters ND 74.5
Printing
Compositors ND 43.7
Type personnel ND 52.4
Typesetters ND 75.9
Readers ND 63.6
Footwear and Sewing
Cutters ND 56.3
Pattern-workers ND 70.5
Seaming machine operators ND 91.6
Paper
Rollers ND 433
Bleaching ND 514
Grinding ND 80.7

ND* = No data given. Source: Schlesinger, Changing Attitudes, p. 288.
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Table 12. % Women Among Engineers and Technicians in Heavy Metal and Chemical Industries, 1925, 1934

Occupation 1925 1934
Heavy Metal
Engineers and managers 0.0 43
Technicians 0.5 124
Laboratory workers 14.0 53.3
Chemical
Engineers 6.8 14.2
Managers 05 39
Laboratory workers 22.5 749

Source: Schlesinger, Changing Attitudes, p. 289.
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OrHeR

Table 13. % Women In “Mental” Occupations (professional/semi-professional), 1926, 1939

Occupation 1926 1939
Total employed in “mental” work 26 34
Administrative Heads 6 12
Heads of Party, state, district, city,
trade union, co-ops, Komsomol orgs. - 15
Heads of primary Party, Komsomol,
trade unions and other orgs. - 13
Chairmen and secretaries of executive
committees of rural and village soviets - 7
Heads of establishments (industrial, construction,
forestry, transport, communications, etc.) 1 6
Directors of establishments . 7
Shop, section, workshop, division chiefs - 9
Engineering-technical personnel - 22
Engineers 2 13
Builders, draftsmen - 46
Foremen - 9
Technicians - 21
Laboratory personnel - 79
Film mechanics - 5
Coal mining foremen - 2
Railroad technical personnel - 11
Agricultural - 14
Agronomists, zootechnicians - 18
Veterinarians - 16
Veterinary technicians, feldshers** - 5
Foresters - 7
Medical 58 81
Chief doctors, heads of public health inst. 31 39
Doctors 40 61
Dentists 79 72
Midwives, feldshers** 54 72
Pharmacists - 93
Nurses - 39
Nursery directors, training personnel - 100
Scientific, teachers, training personnel - 53
Higher educational institution teachers,
heads of scientific research inst. 21 31
Heads and teachers in primary schools,
secondary schools 63 55
Physical culture teachers - 14

Children’s homes, kindergarten heads, training
personnel, boarding school personnel - 93
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Literary and Press
Writers, journalists, editors, proofreaders,
designers
Cuttural-enlightenment personnel
Library heads, librarians, directors of
theaters, cultural and rest parks, museums,
clubs
Art personnel
Artists, producers
Composers, conductors, musicians
Painters, sculptors
Juridical personnel
Judges, procurators
Lawyers, legal consultants
Communications personnel
Radio-telegraphers
Telegraphers
Telephone operators
Trade, public dining, procurement, supply and
sales personnel
Sales personnel, heads of stores, pavilions,
stalls, buffets
Planning, record-keeping personnel
Economists, planners, statisticians,
bookkeepers, tally clerks, cashiers
Office personnel
Personnel of communal establishments and
personal services
Barbers, manicurists
Agents and expediters

29

59
50

33
29
42
14
23
13
14
13
68
26
73
95

31

57
40

65
77

32
40
13

* = less than a thousand women. **feldshers = physicians’ assistants, medics.

Source: Dodge, pp. 299-300.
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Table 14. % Women Workers in Educational Institutions, 1927, 1935

Occupation 1927 1935
Primary and Secondary Schools
Teachers (urban): Lower Form 81.3 90.2
Upper Form 43.6 59.8
Teachers (village): Lower Form 61.6 67.9
Upper Form 28.3 41.0
Higher Education
Teaching assistants ND* 22.0
Lecturers ND 1.3
Professors ND 2.9

Research Institutes
Scientific workers and students (22.8)** 29.1

ND* = No data given ** =1929 Source: Schlesinger, Changing Attitudes p. 294.

Table 15. % Women in Total Labor Force by Major Occupational Group, 1926, 1939

Occupational Group 1926 1939
Workers and employees 31.3 34.1
Non-agricultural (31.0) (35.4)
Agricultural (33.3) (27.9)
Co-op, handicraftsmen NA* 227
Nonco-op, handicraftsmen 26.7 50.0
Collective farmers NA 54.3
Private farmers** 499 65.1
“Bourgeoisie” 154 NA
Employed labor force 46.8 46.9
Unemployed 40.0 NA
Civilian labor force 46.7 46.9
Military 0.0 0.0
Total labor force 46.4 451
Nonagricultural labor force 28.1 31.2
Agricultural labor force 49.7 53.8

NA™ = Not applicable. ** = individual farmers and subsidiary agriculture, i.e., kitchen gardens.
Source: Dodge, p. 44.



APPENDICES

105

Table 16. Corresponding Wages of Men and WUmen Workers In (Selected Branches of) Industry, 1914-1930

Branches of industry

% women’s earnings compared to men’s

1914 1924 1930
TOTAL AVERAGE FOR ALL INDUSTRY 474 64.6 67.4
Cotton textiles 721 65.6 76.7
Wool 721 77.6 79.2
Linen 64.8 67.5 67.3
Paper and printing 46.5 66.5 70.5
Wood working 443 61.8 60.1
Metal working 41.1 513 64.3
Animal products 58.2 729 78.7
Food 589 785 80.9
Chemicals 64.0 70.5 71.3

Source: Kingsbury and Fairchild, p. 34.
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Appenpix C: WomeN IN THE TRADE UNIONS

Table 17. % Women in Trade Unions, 1926, 1932

Occupation 1926 1932
Total Industrial 271 20.0
Miners 121 13.9
Metal workers 11.6 20.5
Chemical workers 30.4 297
Saw milt and wood workers 14.4 19.7
Paper workers 24.5 37.7
Printers 38.0 *
Textile workers 549 61.3
Needle workers 59.3 71.9
Leather workers 15.1 38.3
Sugar workers 18.1 19.5
Food workers 242 30.0
Total Transport 10.1 13.9
Railway transport 89 1.7
Water transport 64 11.9
Local transport 87 113
Post and telegraph 28.2 353
Construction workers 5.2 129
Total State Employees 38.3 46.2
Art 35.1 34.8
Medicine and Sanitation 63.4 70.0
Education 54.3 525
State and commercial 18.1 36.5
Public utilities 20.0 443
Domestic and restaurant 78.7 ND**
Agriculture, including State farms
and machine-tractor-stations 15.9 22.5
GRAND TOTAL 25.3 29.7

*Subsumed under Paper. ND** = No data given, but probably more than 80%.
Source: Kingsbury and Fairchild, p. 89.
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Table 18. % Women in Trade Union Positions, 1924-1932

Position 1924 1926 1928 1930/31 1932
Total Executive Members ND* ND ND 14.0 ND
Higher Administrative Organs ND 6.4 ND ND 13w
Plenum ND ND 42 157  40.0
Praesidium ND ND ND 400 400
Head of district trade unions ND ND ND 7w**  ND
(Textiles, Sewing)
All-Union Central Committees ND 15.0 11.4 190 ND
Middle Level Organs
Heads of Sub-district Unions ND ND ND 21.0 ND
(Textiles)

Local division central boards ND ND 19.6 21.1 ND
Paid union organizers ND 126  ND ND ND
Lower Branch

Local/branch committees 18.7 ND ND ND ND
Factory committees 134 20.0 ND ND 20.0
Labor protection 204 200+ ND ND ND
Cultural 8.8 ND ND ND ND
Industrial/production 6.9 ND ND ND ND

ND* = no data given. w** = number of women

Source: Data compiled fromSmith, p. 19; Kingsbury and Fairchild, pp. 86, p. 318. [Trade union data is very incomplete
and inexact, and only a rough idea of women’s participation can be gleaned.]
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Table 19. % Participation of wdmen in Trade Union Clubs In 1926

Activity 1926
All circles 33.0
Sewing, tailoring, etc. 94.8
Choral 57.3
Library 50.0
Literary 429
Dramatic 38.7
General education 35.8
Natural science 334
Physical culture 314
Production problems 30.6
Scientific organization of labor 30.4
Political (elementary) 29.5
Marxist 28.3
Leninist 28.2
Trade Union movement 27.0
Anti-religious 23.2
Chess 7.2

Source: Jessica Smith, Women in Soviet Russia (NY: Vanguard Press, 1928), pp. 13-20.

Table 20. % Participation of Women in Trade Union Clubs [n 1832

Activity 1932
All circles 24.2
Social reconstruction 16.1
Political
Party school 21.2
Trade Union activity 21.0
Current politics 21.0
Anti-religious 22.4
Assisting revolution abroad 26.5
Foreign language 221
Other 27.0
Artistic
Agitators brigade 34.0
Dramatics 33.6
Living newspapers 36.5
Musical 12.2
Photography 13.2
Others 25.8
Others
Physical culture 239
Military 18.7
Radio 13.8

Source: Kingsbury and Fairchild, p. 281.
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Arpenpix D: WomeN IN AGRICULTURE

Table 21. Representation of Males & Females in Leading Posts in Agriculture in 1936.

Position in 1936 % Men % Women

MTS (Machine Tractor Station) cadres
MTS directors 99.6 04
Assistant MTS directors 91.8 8.2
Agronomists 90.3 9.7
Traveling mechanics 992 0.8
Combine drivers and helpers 93.7 6.3
Tractor brigade leaders/asst. leaders 99.3 0.7
Tractor drivers 96.0 4.0

Collective-farm cadres
Collective-farm chairmen/asst. chairmen  97.3 27
Members of collective-farm boards 81.9 18.1
Chairmen of collective-farm

revision commissions 84.9 15.1

Accountants, bookkeepers and assistants  95.5 45
Managers of livestock farms 83.9 16.1
Livestock brigade leaders 78.5 21.5
Cattle tenders 49.3 50.7
Stable hands 98.8 3.2
Field brigade leaders 97.3 2.7
Link leaders 33.2 66.8
Chauffeurs 99.3 0.7
Managers of clubs 894 62.4

Source: Roberta T. Manning, “Women in the Soviet Countryside on the Eve of World War 1, 1935-1940,” in Beatrice
Farnsworth and Lynne Viola, eds., Russian Peasant Women (NY. Oxford University Press, 1992), p. 213.

Table 22. % Women Collective-Farm Cadres Iin 1936.

Position 1936
Collective-farm chairmen 2.6
Assistant chairmen (3.5)*
Heads of revision commissions 1.8
Members of revision commissions 151
Heads of livestock farms "~ 16.1
Livestock brigade leaders 215
Zootechnicians 2.5
Agronomists (3.5)*
Field brigade leaders 27
Bookkeepers/accountants 45
Link (team) leaders 66.8
Stablehands/horsetenders 3.2
Milkmaids 100.0

* =1935. Source: Manning, p. 223.
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ArpenDIX E: WoMEN IN THE PARTY AND GOVERNMENT

Table 23. Representation of Women In the CPSU, 1922-1967

Year % of Women Members
1922 7.8
1924 9.9
1927 121
1929 13.7
1932 15.9
1934 16.4
1937 14.8
1950 20.7
1967 20.9

Source: T.H. Rigby, Communist Party Membership in the USSR, 1917-1967 (Princeton, 1968), p. 361.

Tabie 24. Women In Government, 1923, 1932

Number of
% Central
Year  Number of % County % Executive
Women Village Executive City Committee
Delegates Soviets Committees Soviets Members Candidates
1923 95,000 9.9* 81 18.0 5 6
1932 2,5000,000 21.0 20.5 25.8 76 70

*=1926
Source: Elta Winter, Red Virtue (NY: Harcourt, Brace and Co., 1933), p. 318.
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ArpenDIX F: WoMEN IN THE SoVIETS

Table 25. % Women in the Soviets, 1926-7, 1934

Role 1926-7 1934
Urban Soviets
Members 18.2 304
Voted in elections 429 904
Village Soviets
Members 9.9 26.2
Voted in elections 28.0 80.3

Source: Schlesinger, Changing Attitudes, p. 295.

Table 26. % Women in the Rural Soviets, 1926-1936

Year Rural Soviet Chairmen Rural Soviet Members
1926 0.6 99
1931 50 21.0
1934 77 26.3
1936 6.7 264

Source: Manning, p. 222.
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Appenpix G:- Time Stupies

URsaN

Table 27. The Average Day of 841 Working Women and Men in the USSR in 1931

HOURS AND MINUTES SPENT PER DAY

WOMEN MEN
35 yrs. 35 yrs
under 25to and under 25to and
Occupation 25yrs. 35yrs.  over 25yrs 35yrs over
Productive work
in industry 5 6 7 5 6 6 +
Domestic, travel
and shopping 4 6 5 1 2 2 +
Domestic 3 4 4 0 2 2 +
Shopping and
travel 1 2 1 1 1 1 +
Personal
sanitation 1 0.30 0.36 1 1 1 -
Self-education 2 042 030 2 2 -
Political life 030 024 024 036 054 1 -
Rest & leisure 4 3 3 6 5 4 -
Sleep 7 7 7 8 7 8 -
TOTAL in the day
hours & minutes 23.30 2342 2330 2336 2354 240
+ = Women more than men - = Men more than women

Source: Kingsbury and Fairchild, p. 249
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Rurat

Table 28. Time Budgets of Collective Farm Workers, 1923, 1934.

1923 1923 1934 1934

Sex Summer Winter Summer Winter
Males
Total Work 58 21 49 40
Work & time connected
with private sub. agric. 52 12 48 38
Housework 6 9 1 2
Physiological needs 31 44 40 44
Free time 11 35 1 15
Other 0 0 0 0
TOTAL 100 100 100 99
Females
Total Work 63 55 55 45
Work & time connected
with private sub. agric. 34 17 33 19
Housework 29 38 22 26
Physiological needs 33 40 41 44
Free time 4 6 6 10
Other 0 0 0 0
TOTAL 100 101 101 99

Source: MichaelP. Sacks, Women's Work in Soviet Russia: Continuity in the Midst of Change (NY: Praeger Publishers,
1976), p. 157.
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ArreENDIX H: MAaRX, ENGELS AND LENIN ON THE EMANCIPATION OF WOMEN

The following collection was prepared with
reference to the discussion of the emancipation
of women. Since material on women by Marx is
difficult to isolate from his vast volume of work,
we hope it will be useful. However, we have in-
cluded only a brief sampling from Engels and
Lenin. Interested readers are urged to read Engels,
The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the
State (NY: Pathfinder Press, 1972) and Lenin,
The Emancipation of Women (NY: International
Publishers, 1966).

MaRx
From Capital, Vol. 1, 1867

...It was not, however, the misuse of parental au-
thority that created the capitalistic exploitation,
whether direct or indirect, of children’s labor;
but, on the contrary, it was the capitalistic mode
of exploitation which, by sweeping away the
economical basis of parental authority, made its
exercise degenerate into a mischievous misuse of
power. However terrible and disgusting the disso-
lution, under the capitalist system, of the old
family ties may appear, nevertheless, modern
industry, by assigning as it does an important
part in the process of production, outside the
domestic sphere, to women, to young persons,
and to children of both sexes, creates a new eco-
nomic foundation for a higher form of the family
and of the relations between the sexes. It is, of
course, just as absurd to hold the teutonic-Chris-
tian form of the family to be absolute and final as
it would be to apply that character to the ancient
Roman, the ancient Greek, or the Eastern forms
which, moreover, taken together form a series in
historical development. Moreover, it is obvious
that the fact of the collective working group being

composed of individuals of both sexes and all
ages, must necessarily, under suitable conditions,
become a source of humane development; al-
though in its spontaneously developed, brutal,
capitalistic form, where the laborer exists for the
process of production, and not the process of
production for the laborer, that fact is a pestifer-
ous source of corruption and slavery.

(Part IV, Chapter 15, “Machinery and Modern
Industry,” Section 9. “The Factory Acts. Sanitary
and Education Clauses of the same. Their gen-
eral Extension in England.”) From the paragraph
that begins:

So long as Factory legislation is confined to
regulating the labor in factories, manufactories,
etc., it is regarded as a mere interference with the
exploiting rights of capital. But when it comes to
regulating the so-called “home-labor,” it is im-
mediately viewed as a direct attack on the patria
potestas, on parental authority.

The cheapening of labor-power, by sheer
abuse of the labor of women and children, by
sheer robbery of every normal condition requisite
for working and living, and by the sheer brutaliry
of overwork and nightwork, meets at last with
natural obstacles that cannot be overstepped. So
also, when based on these methods, do the cheap-
ening of commodities and capitalist exploitation
in general. So soon as this point is at last reached
and it takes many years -- the hour has struck for
the introduction of machinery, and for the thence-
forth rapid conversion of the scattered industries
and also of manufactures into factory industries.

(First paragraph of Part 1V, Chapter 15 “Machin-
ery and Modern Industry,” Section 8. “Revolu-
tion effected in Manufacture, etc.” Point e. “Pas-
sage of Modern Manufacture and Domestic In-
dustry into Modern Mechanical Industry. The
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Hastening of this Revolution by the Application
of the Factory Acts to those Industries”)

The basis of the old method, sheer brutality
in the exploitation of the workpeople, accompa-
nied more or less by a systematic division of
labor, no longer sufficed for the extending mar-
kets and for the still more rapidly extending
competition of the capitalists. The hour struck
for the advent of machinery. The decisively revo-
lutionary machine, the machine which attacks in
an equal degree the whole of numberless branches
of this sphere of production, dressmaking, tailor-
ing, shoemaking, sewing, hat-making, and many
others is the sewing machine.

Its immediate effect on the workpeople is
like that of all machinery, which, since the rise of
modern industry, has seized upon new branches
of trade. Children of too tender an age are sent
adrift. The wage of the machine hands rises
compared to that of the houseworkers, many of
whom belong to the poorest of the poor. That of
the better situated handicraftsmen, with whom
the machine competes, sinks. The new machine
hands are exclusively girls and young women.
With the help of mechanical force, they destroy
the monopoly that male labor had of the heavier
work, and they drive off from the lighter work
numbers of old women and very young children.
The overpowering competition crushes the weak-
est of the manual laborers. The fearful increase in
death from starvation during the last 10 years in
London runs parallel with the extension of ma-
chine sewing. The new workwomen turn the
machines by hand and foot, or by hand alone,
sometimes sitting, sometimes standing, accord-
ing to the weight, size and special make of the
machine, and expend a great deal of labor-power.
Their occupation is unwholesome, owing to the
long hours, although in most cases they are not
so long as under the old system. (Ibid., from the

fourth and fifth paragraphs)

...this antagonism vents its rage ...in the devasta-
tion caused by a social anarchy which turns every
economic progress into a social calamity.(7)

(Part 1V, Chapter 15, Section 9, “The factory
acts....” The paragraph in question begins: Modern
Industry never looks upon and treats the existing
form of a process as final. The technical basis of
that industry is therefore revolutionary, while all
earlier modes of production were essentially con-
servative....)

A new form of family, new conditions in the
status of women and in the upbringing of the
younger generation are prepared by the highest
the labour of
women and children and the break-up of the

forms of present-day capitalism:

patriarchal family by capitalism inevitably as-
sume the most terrible, disastrous, and repulsive
forms in modern society. Nevertheless, “modern
industry, by assigning as it does, an important
part in the socially organized process of produc-
tion, outside the domestic sphere, to women, to
young persons, and to children of both sexes,
creates a new economic foundation for a higher
form of the family and of the relations between
sexes. It is, of course, just as absurd to hold the
Teutonic-Christian form of the family to be ab-
solute and final as it would be to apply that
character to the ancient Roman, the ancient Greek,
or the Eastern forms which, moreover, taken to-
gether form a series in historic development.
Moreover, it is obvious that the fact of the collec-
tive working group being composed of individu-
als of both sexes and all ages, must necessarily,
under suitable conditions, become a source of
humane development; although in its spontane-
ously developed, brutal, capitalistic form, where
the labourer exists for the process of production,
and not the process of production for the laborer,
that fact is a pestiferous source of corruption and
slavery” (end of Chapter 13, Capital, Vol. ).
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Marx aAND ENGELS
From The Manifesto of the Communist Party, 1848

The selfish misconception that induces you
to transform into an eternal law of nature and of
reason, the social forms springing from your pres-
ent mode of production and form of property -
historical relations that rise and disappear in the
progress of production-this misconception you
share with every ruling class that has preceded
you. What you see clearly in the case of ancient
property, what you admit in the case of feudal
property, you are of course forbidden to admit in
the case of your own bourgeois form of property.

Abolition of the family! Even the most radi-
cal flare up at this infamous proposal of the com-
munists.

On what foundations is the present family,
the bourgeois family, based? On capital, on pri-
vate gain. In its completely developed form, this
family exists only among the bourgeois. But this
state of things finds its complement in the practi-
cal absence of the family among the proletarians,
and in public prostitution.

The bourgeois family will vanish as a matter
of course when its complement vanishes, and
both will vanish with the vanishing of capital.
(Chaprer II, “Proletarians and Communists”)

Do you charge us with wanting to stop the
exploitation of children by their parents? To this
crime we plead guilry.

But, you will say, we destroy the most hal-
lowed of relations when we replace home educa-
tion by social.

And your education! Is not that also social,
and determined by the social conditions under
which you educate, by the intervention, direct or
indirect, of society, by means of schools, etc.?
The communists have not invented the interven-
tion of society in education; they do but seck to
alter the character of that intervention, and to

rescue education from the influence of the ruling
class. (Ibid.)

The bourgeois clap-trap about the family
and education, about the hallowed co-relation of
parent and child, becomes all the most disgust-
ing, the more, by the action of modern industry,
all family ties among the proletarians are torn
asunder, and their children transformed into simple
articles of commerce and instruments of labor.

But you communists would introduce com-
munity of women, screams the whole bourgeoisie
in chorus.

The bourgeois sees in his wife a mere instru-
ment of production. He hears that the instru-
ments of production are to be exploited in com-
mon and, naturally, can come to no other conclu-
sion than that the lot of being common to all will
naturally fall to the women.

He has not even a suspicion that the real
point aimed at is to do away with the status of
women as mere instruments of production.

For the rest, nothing is more ridiculous than
the virtuous indignation of our bourgeois at the
community of women which they pretend is to
be openly and officially established by the com-
munists. The communists have no need to intro-
duce community of women; it has existed almost
from time immemorial.

Our bourgeois, not content with having the
wives and daughters of their proletarians at their
disposal, not to speak of common prostitutes,
take the greatest pleasure in seducing each other’s
wives.

Bourgeois marriage is in reality a system of
wives in common and thus, at the most, what the
communists might possibly be reproached with,
is that they desire to introduce, in substitution
for a hypocritically concealed, an openly legalized
community of women. For the rest, it is self-
evident that the abolition of the present system
of production must bring with it the abolition of
the community of women springing from that
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system, i.e., of prostitution both public and pri-
vate.

ENGELS

From The Condition of the Working Class in Eng-
land, 1844-March 1845

..Let us examine a little more closely the process
whereby machinery continually supersedes hand-
labor. When spinning or weaving machinery is
installed practically all that is left to be done by
hand is the piecing together of broken threads,
and the machine does the rest. This tasks calls for
nimble fingers rather than muscular strength.
The labor of grown men is not merely unneces-
sary but actually unsuitable, because the bones
and muscles of their hands are more developed
than those of women and children. The greater
the degree to which physical labor is displaced by
the introduction of machines worked by water or
steam power, the fewer grown men need be em-
ployed. In any case, women and children will
work for lower wages than men, and as has al-
ready been observed, they are more skillful at
piecing than grown men. Consequently, it is women
and children who are employed to do this work.

[After refuting claims that men have not been
displaced, Engels continues a couple of pages
later:]

All this has led to a complete reversal of
normal social relationships. The working classes
have had no choice but to submit to this change,
which has the most evil effects. When women
work in factories, the most important result is the
dissolution of family ties. If a woman works for
twelve or thirteen hours a day in a factory and her
husband is employed either in the same establish-
ment or in some other works, what is the fate of
the children? They lack parental care and control.
They are looked after by foster parents, who charge

1 s.or 1s. 6d. per week for this service. It is not
difficult to imagine that they are left to run wild.
This can be seen by the increase in the number of
accidents to little children which occur in the
factory districts.

[After citing evidence and testimony regarding
child neglect, he says:]

Children who grow up under such condi-
tions have no idea of what a proper family life
should be. When they grow up and have families
of their own they feel out of place because their
own early experience has been that of a lonely
life. Such parents foster the universal decadence
of family life among the workers. Similar evil
consequences for the family follow from child
labor. When children earn more than the cost of
their keep they begin to make a contribution to
the family budget and to keep the rest as pocket
money. This often occurs when they are no more
than fourteen or fifteen. In brief, the children
become emancipated and regard their parents’
house as merely lodgings, and quite often, if they
feel like it, they leave home and take lodgings
elsewhere.

Very often the fact that a married woman is
working does not lead to the complete disruption
of the home but to a reversal of the normal divi-
sion of labor within the family. The wife is the
breadwinner while her husband stays home to
look after the children and to do the cleaning and
cooking. This happens very frequently indeed. In
Manchester alone there are many hundreds of
men who are condemned to preform household
duties. One may well imagine the righteous in-
dignation of the workers at being virtually turned
into eunuchs.

[He follows this by quoting at length from a very
maudlin letter from a factory worker about a
friend whose wife worked while he stayed home
doing domestic stuff. The man was sad that he
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couldn’t provide for his family, embarrassed at

doing “women’s work,” bur did not give vent to -

Engels’ imagined “righteous indignation” at role
reversal. Engels continues with the combination
of male prejudice and anger at the brutalizing
overwork of women and underwork of men, but
with surprising conclusions.]

Can one imagine a more senseless and fool-
ish state of affairs than that described in this
letter? It deprives the husband of his manhood
and the wife of all womanly qualities. Yet it can-
not thereby turn a man into a woman or a woman
into a man. It is a state of affairs shameful and
degrading to the human attributes of the sexes. It
is the final result of all the efforts of hundreds of
generations to improve the lot of humanity both
now and in the future. If all that can be achieved
by our work and effort is this sort of mockery,
then we must truly despair of humanity and its
aspirations. If not, then we must admit that human
society has followed the wrong road in its search
for happiness. We shall have to accept the fact
that so complete a reversal of the role of the wo
sexes can be due only to some radical error in the
original relationship between men and women.
If the rule of the wife over her husband -- a natu-
ral consequence of the factory system -- is un-
natural, then the former rule of the husband over
the wife must also have been unnatural. Today,
the wife -- as in former times the husband -- jus-
tifies her sway because she is the major or even
the sole breadwinner of the family. In either case
one partner is able to boast that he or she make
the greatest contribution to the upkeep of the
family. Such a state of affairs shows clearly that
there is no rational or sensible principle at the
root of our ideas concerning family income and
property. If the family as it exists in our present-
day society comes to an end then its disappear-
ance will prove that the real bond holding the
family together was not affection but merely self-
interest engendered by the false concept of family

property. (From Chapter 7, (a) “Factory workers
in the main textile industries,” pp. 158-165, Stan-
ford University Press edition, retranslated from
the original German and updated in 1958)

(It was obviously a more mature Engels who
wrote The Origin of the Family, Private Property
and the State. He says in the preface to the Eng-
lish edition of 1892 that, since The Conditions of
the Working Class in England was written, the
situation in England had changed and also his
views had changed and developed.]

From The Origin of the Family, Private Property
and the State, 1884

...For Morgan rediscovered in America, in his
own way, the materialist conception of history
that had been discovered by Marx forty years ago,
and in his comparison of barbarism and civiliza-
tion was led by this conception to the same con-
clusions, in the main points, as Marx had arrived
at. (From the Preface to the first edition, 1884)

The rediscovery of the original mother-right
gens as the stage preliminary to the father-right
gens of the civilized peoples has the same signifi-
cance for the history of primitive society as Dar-
win’s theory of evolution has for biology, and
Marx’s theory of surplus value for political econ-
omy. It enabled Morgan to outline for the first
time a history of the family, wherein at least the
classical stages of development are, on the whole,
provisionally established, as far as the material at
present available permits. (Two pages or so from
the end of the Preface to the fourth German
edition, 1891)

..During the fourteen years that have elapsed
since the publication of his chief work, our mate-
rial relating to the history of primitive human
societies has been greatly augmented. In addition
to anthropologists, travelers and professional
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prehistorians, students of comparative law have
taken the field and have contributed new marte-
rial and new points of view. As a consequence,
some of Morgan’s hypotheses pertaining to par-
ticular points have been shaken, or even become
untenable. But nowhere have the newly collected
dara led to the supplanting of his principal con-
ceptions by others. In its main features, the order
he introduced into the study of the history of
primitive society holds good to this day. (From
the last paragraph of the Preface to the fourth
German edition, 1891)

According to the materialistic conception,
the determining factor in history is, in the last
resort, the production and reproduction of im-
mediate life. But this is of a twofold character.
On the one hand, the production of the means of
subsistence, of food, clothing and shelter and the
tools requisite therefore; on the other, the pro-
duction of human beings themselves, the propa-
gation of the species. The social institutions under
which men of a definite historical epoch and of a
definite country live are conditioned by both
kinds of production: by the stage of development
of labor, on one hand, and of the family, on the
other. The less the development of labor, and the
more limited its volume of production and, there-
fore, the wealth of society, the more preponder-
atingly does the social order appear to be domi-
nated by ties of sex. However, within this struc-
ture of society based on ties of sex, the productiv-
ity of labor develops more and more; with it,
private property and exchange, differences in
wealth, the possibility of utilizing the labor power
of others, and thereby the basis of class antago-
nisms: new social elements, which strive in the
course of generations to adapt the old structures
of society to the new conditions, until, finally,
the incompatibility of the two leads to a complete
revolurion. The old society based on sex groups
burst asunder in the collision of the newly-devel-
oped social classes; in its place a new society

appears, constituted in a state, the lower units of
which are no longer sex groups but territorial
groups, a society in which the family system is
entirely dominated by the property system, and
in which the class antagonisms and class struggles,
which make up the content of all hitherto written
history now freely develop. (From the preface to
the first edition, 1884, second paragraph.)

Sex love in the relation of husband and wife
is and can become the rule only among the op-
pressed classes, that is, at the present day, among
the proletariat, no matter whether this relation-
ship is officially sanctioned or not. But here all
the foundations of classical monogamy are re-
moved. Here, there is a complete absence of all
property, for the safeguarding and inheritance of
which monogamy and male domination were
established. Therefore, there is no stimulus what-
ever here to assert male domination. What is
more, the means too, are absent; bourgeois law,
which protects this domination, exists only for
the propertied classes and their dealings with the
proletarians. It costs money, and therefore, owing
to the worker’s poverty, has no validity in his
attitude towards his wife. Personal and social re-
lations of quite a different sort are the decisive
factors here. Moreover, since large-scale industry
has transferred the woman from the house to the
labor market and the factory, and makes her,
often enough, the bread-winner of the family, the
last remnants of male domination in the proletar-
ian home have lost all foundation--except, per-
haps, for some of that brutality towards women
which became firmly rooted with the establish-
ment of monogamy. Thus, the proletarian family
is no longer monogamous in the strict sense, even
in cases of the most passionate love and strictest
faithfulness of the two parties, and despite all
spiritual and worldly benedictions which may
have been received. The two eternal adjuncts of
monogamy -hetaerism and adultery--therefore,
play an almost negligible role here; the woman
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has regained, in fact, the right of separation, and
when the man and woman can not get along they
prefer to part. In short, proletarian marriage is
monogamous in the etymological sense of the
word, but by no means in the historical sense.
(Chapter 2, “The Family,” Section 4, “The
Monogamian Family”, about half way through
section.)

[After exposing some of the hypocrisy which bour-
geois society conceals underneath its claim that
marriage is now freely and voluntarily contracted,
Engels goes on to say:]

The position is no better with regard to the
juridical equality of man and woman in mar-
riage. The inequality of the two before the law,
which is a legacy of previous social conditions, is
not the cause but the effect of the economic
oppression of women. In the old communistic
household, which embraced numerous couples
and their children, the administration of the
household, entrusted to the women, was just as
much a public, a socially necessary industry as
the providing of food by the men. This situation
changed with the patriarchal family, and even
more with the monogamous individual family.
The administration of the household lost its public
character. It was no longer the concern of society.
It became a private service. The wife became the
first domestic servant, pushed out of participa-
tion in social production. Only modern large-
scale industry again threw open to her -and only
to the proletarian woman at that -the avenue to
social production; but in such a way that, when
she fulfills her duties in the private service, she
remains excluded from public production and
cannot earn anything; and when she wishes to
take part in public industry and earn her living

independently, she is not in a position to fulfill -

her family duties. What applies to the woman in
the factory applies to her in all professions, right
up to medicine and law. The modern individual

family is based on the open or disguised domestic
enslavement of the woman; and modern society
is a mass composed solely of individual families
as its molecules. Today, in the great majority of
cases, the man has to be the earner, the breadwin-
ner of the family, at least among the propertied
classes, and this gives him a dominarting position
which requires no special legal privileges. In the
family, he is the bourgeois; the wife represents
the proletariat. In the industrial world, however,
the specific character of the economic oppression
that weighs down the proletariat stands out in all
its sharpness only after all the special legal privi-
leges of the capitalist class have been set aside and
the complete juridical equality of both classes is
established. The democratic republic does not
abolish the antagonism berween the wo classes;
on the contrary, it provides the field on which it
is fought out. And, similarly, the peculiar charac-
ter of man’s domination over woman in the modern
family, and the necessity, as well as the manner, of
establishing real social equality between the two,
will be brought out into full relief only when
both are completely equal before the law. It will
then become evident that the first premise for the
emancipation of women is the reintroduction of
the entire female sex into public industry; and
that this again demands that the quality pos-
sessed by the individual family of being the eco-
nomic unit of society be abolished. (Ibid., a page
or so later)

We are now approaching a social revolution
in which the hitherto existing economic founda-
tions of monogamy will disappear just as cer-
tainly as will those of its supplement--prostitu-
tion. Monogamy arose out of the concentration
of considerable wealth in the hands of one person
-- and that a man -- and out of the desire to be-
queath this wealth to this man’s children and to
no one else’s. For this purpose monogamy was
essential on the woman’s part, but not on the
man’s; so that this monogamy of the woman in
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no way hindered the overt or covert polygamy of
the man. The impending social revolution, how-
ever, by transforming at least the far greater part
of the permanent inheritable wealth -- the means
of production -- into social property, will reduce
all this anxiety about inheritance to a minimum.
Since monogamy arose from economic causes,
will it disappear when these causes disappear?
One might not unjustly answer: far from

disappearing, it will only begin to be completely.

realized. ... Prostitution disappears; monogamy,
instead of declining, finally becomes a reality --
for the men as well.

At all events, the position of the men thus
undergoes considerable change. But that of the
women, of all women, also undergoes important
alteration. With the passage of the means of pro-
duction into common property, the individual
family ceases to be the economic unit of society.
Private housekeeping is transformed into social
industry. The care and education of the children
becomes a public matter. Society takes care of all
children equally, irrespective of whether they are
born in wedlock or not. Thus, the anxiety about
the ‘consequences,” which is today the most
important social factor -- both moral and eco-
nomic -- that hinders a girl from giving herself
freely to the man she loves, disappears. Will this
not be cause enough for a gradual rise of more
unrestrained sexual intercourse, and along with
it, a more lenient public opinion regarding vir-
ginal honor and feminine shame? And finally,
have we not seen that monogamy and prostitu-
tion in the modern world, although opposites,
are nevertheless inseparable opposites, poles of
the same social conditions? Can prostitution dis-
appear without dragging monogamy with it into
the abyss?

Here a new factor comes into operation, a
factor that, at most, existed in embryo at the time
when monogamy developed, namely, individual
sex love. (Ibid., a page or so later)

What will definitely disappear from monog-
amy, however, is all the characteristics stamped
on it in consequence of its having arisen out of
property relationships. These are, first, the domi-
nance of the man, and secondly, the indissolubil-
ity of marriage. The predominance of the man in
marriage is simply a consequence of his economic
predominance and will vanish with it automati-
cally. The indissolubility of marriage is partly the
result of the economic conditions under which
monogamy arose, and partly a tradition from the
time when the connection between these eco-
nomic conditions and monogamy was not yet
correctly understood and was exaggerated by reli-
gion. Today it has been breached a thousandfold.
If only marriages that are based on love are moral,
then, also, only those are moral in which love
continues. The duration of the urge of individual
sex love differs very much according to the indi-
vidual, particularly among men; and a definite
cessation of affection, or its displacement by a
new passionate love, makes separation a blessing
for both parties as well as for society. People will
only be spared the experience of wading through
the useless mire of divorce proceedings.

Thus, what we can conjecture at present
abour the regulation of sex relationships after the
impending effacement of capitalist production is,
in the main, of a negative character, limited mostly
to what will vanish. But what will be added? That
will be settled after a new generation has grown
up: a generation of men who never in all their
lives have had occasion to purchase a women’s
surrender either with money or with any other
means of social power, and of women who have
never been obliged to surrender to any man out
of any consideration other than that of real love,
or to refrain from giving themselves to their be-
loved for fear of the economic consequences. Once
such people appear, they will not care a rap about
what we today think they should do. They will
establish their own practice and their own public
opinion, conformable therewith, on the practice
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of each individual and that’s the end of it. (From
the end of Chapter 2)

..Here we see already that the emancipation of
women and their equality with men are impos-
sible and must remain so as long as women are
excluded from socially productive work and re-
stricted to housework, which is private. The
emancipation of women becomes possible only
when women are enabled to take part in produc-
tion on a large, social scale, and when domestic
duties require their attention only to a minor
degree. And this has become possible only as a
result of modern large-scale industry, which not
only permits of the participation of women in
production in large numbers, but actually calls
for it and, moreover, strives to convert private
domestic work also into a public industry. (Chap-
ter 9, “Barbarism and Civilization,” in the para-
graph that begins “How and when the herds and
flocks were converted from the common property
of the tribe or gens into the property of the
individual heads of families we do not know to
this day; but it must have occurred, in the main,
at this stage.”)

LENIN

From “A Caricature of Marxism and Imperialist
Economism,” 1916

P. Kievsky does not understand the differ-
ence between ‘negative’ slogans that stigmatize
political evils and economic evils. The difference
lies in the fact that certain economic evils are part
of capitalism as such, whatever the political su-
perstructure, and that it is impossible to elimi-
nate them economically without eliminating capi-
talism itself. Not a single instance can be cited to
disprove this. On the other hand, political evils
represents a departure from democracy which,
economically, is fully possible ‘on the basis of the

existing system’, i.e., capitalism, and by way of
exception is being implemented under capitalism
-certain aspects in one country, other aspects in
another. Again, what the author fails to under-
stand is precisely the fundamental conditions
necessary for the implementation of democracy
in general! (From the latter part of Section 6.
“The other political issues raised and distorted by
P. Kievsky,” Collected Works, Vol. 22, pp. 71-72)

That objection reveals complete failure to
understand the relation between democracy in
general and capitalism. The conditions that make
it impossible for the oppressed classes to “exer-
cise” their democratic rights are not the excep-
tion under capitalism; they are typical of the
system. In most cases the right of divorce will
remain unrealizable under capitalism, for the
oppressed sex is subjugated economically. No matter
how much democracy there is under capitalism,
the woman remains a “domestic slave,” a slave
locked up in the bedroom, nursery, kitchen. The
right to elect their “own” people’s judges, offi-
cials, school-teachers, jurymen, etc., is likewise in
most cases unrealizable under capitalism precisely
because of the economic subjection of the work-
ers and peasants. The same applies to the demo-
cratic republic: our program defines it as “gov-
ernment by the people,” though all Social-Demo-
crats know perfectly well that under capitalism,
even in the most democratic republic, there is
bound to be bribery of officials by the bourgeoi-
sie and an alliance of stock exchange and the
government.

Only those who cannot think straight or
have no knowledge of Marxism will conclude: so
there is no point in having a republic, no point in
freedom of divorce, no point in democracy, no
point in self-determination of nations! But Marx-
ists know that democracy does not abolish class
oppression. It only makes the class struggle more
direct, wider, more open and pronounced, and
that is what we need. The fuller the freedom of
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divorce, the clearer will women see that the source
of their “domestic slavery” is capitalism, not lack
of rights. The more democratic the system of
government, the clearer will the workers see that
the root evil is capitalism, not lack of rights....
(Section 6, pp. 72-73)

..under capitalism the right of divorce, as all
other democratic rights without exception, is con-
ditional, restricted, formal, narrow and extremely
difficult of realization. Yet no self-respecting Social-
Democrat will consider anyone opposing the right
of divorce a democrat, let alone a socialist. That is
the crux of the matter. All “democracy” consists
in the proclamation and realization of “rights”
which under capitalism are realizable only to a
very small degree and only relatively. But without
the proclamation of these rights, without a struggle
to introduce them now, immediately, without
training the masses in the spirit of this struggle,
socialism is impossible. (From the latter part of
Section 6. “The other political issues raised and
distorted by P Kievsky,” Collected Works, Vol.
22, p. 74)

... For socialism is impossible without democracy
because: (1) the proletariat cannot perform the
socialist revolution unless it prepares for it by the
struggle for democracy; (2) victorious socialism
cannot consolidate its victory and bring human-
ity to the withering away of the state without
implementing full democracy. (Section 6, p. 74)

... All democratic demands are “unachievable”
under imperialism in the sense that politically
they are hard to achieve or totally unachievable
without a series of revolutions.

It is fundamentally wrong, however, to main-
tain that self-determination is unachievable in
the economic sense. (Section 3. “What is eco-
nomic analysis?,” Collected Works, Vol. 22, p.
40).

... Both in foreign and home policy imperialism
strives towards violations of democracy, towards
reaction. In this sense imperialism is indisputa-
bly the “negation” of democracy in general, and
not just of one of its demands, national self-
determination.

... There can be no talk of democracy being “eco-
nomically” unachievable. (Section 3, p. 43)

..imperialism contradicts, “logically” contradicts,
all political democracy in general. (Section 3, p.
46)

[Here Lenin says that no matter how much de-
mocracy there is under capitalism, woman re-
mains a slave, subjugated economically and locked
up in the bedroom, nursery, kitchen. This indi-
cates how unrealizable the equality of women is,
although note that women are not simply locked
up nowadays, they work outside as well, and so
forth. Lenin’s basic thesis is that democracy is
economically fully possible under capitalism/
imperialism, but very hard to realize due to eco-
nomic subjugation. The specific examples of
democracy addressed are mainly national self-
determination, and divorce as a side issue. He
does not address the general question of women’s
oppression. However, considering equality as a
democratic issue would lead one to say that it is
economically fully possible but very hard to real-
ize. Lenin also raises a familiar point with respect
to the atrainment of political rights (divorce,
national equality): the fuller these rights are, then
the more likely that women (nationalities) will
understand that capitalism is the cause of their
oppression; fuller democracy makes the class
struggle more direct.]
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From “A Great Beginning,” 1919

Take the position of women. In this field,
not a single democratic party in the world, not
even in the most advanced bourgeois republic,
has done in decades so much as a hundredth part
of what we did in our very first year in power. We
actually razed to the ground the infamous laws
placing women in a position of inequality, re-
stricting divorce and surrounding it with disgust-
ing formalities, denying recognition to children
born out of wedlock, enforcing a search for their
fathers, etc., laws numerous survivals of which,
to the shame of the bourgeoisie and of capital-
ism, are to be found in all civilized countries. We
have a thousand times the right to be proud of
what we have done in this field. But the more
thoroughly we clear the ground of the lumber of
the old, bourgeois laws and institutions, the more
we realize that we have only cleared the ground to
build on, but are not yet building.

Notwithstanding all the laws emancipating
woman, she continues to be a domestic slav, be-
cause petty housework crushes, strangles, stulti-
fies and degrades her, chains her to the kitchen
and nursery, and she wastes her labor on barba-
rously unproductive, petty, nerve-racking, stulti-
fying and crushing drudgery. The real emancipa-
tion of women, real communism, will begin only
where and when an all-out struggle begins (led
by the proletariat wielding the state power) against
the petty housekeeping, or rather when its whole-
sale transformation into a large-scale socialist
economy begins.

Do we in practice pay sufficient attention to
this question, which in theory every Communist
considers indisputable? Of course not. Doe we
take proper care of the shoots of communism
which already exist in this sphere? Again, the
answer is no. Public catering establishments,
nurseries, kindergartens -here we have examples
of these shoots, here we have the simple, every-

day means, involving nothing pompous, gran-
diloquent or ceremonial, which can really eman-
cipate women, really lessen and abolish their
inequality with men as regards their role in social
production and public life. These means are not
new; they (like all the material prerequisites for
socialism) were created by large-scale capitalism.
But under capitalism, they remained, first, a rar-
ity, and secondly, either profit-making enterprises,
with all the worst features of speculation, profi-
teering, cheating and fraud, or ‘acrobatics of
bourgeois charity’, which the workers rightly hated
and despised. (Collected Works, Vol. 29, p. 429).

From “Speech at the First All-Russia Congress of
Working Women,” 1918

[In this earlier article on the occasion of the first
anniversary of the October Revolution, Lenin
made the same point as in “A Great Beginning”
about the Soviet state smashing the legal founda-
tion of women’s inequality and oppression, but
he also pointed out a problem they were having
with even this much.]

For the first time in history, our law has re-
moved everything that has denied women rights.
But the important thing is not the law. In the
cities and industrial areas this law on complete
freedom of marriage is doing all right, but in the
countryside it all too frequently remains a dead
letter. ... This is due to the influence of the priests,
an evil that is harder to combat than the old
legislation.

We must be extremely careful in fighting re-
ligious prejudices; some people cause a lot of
harm in this struggle by offending religious feel-
ings. ... By lending too sharp an edge to the
struggle we may only arouse popular resentment;
such methods of struggle tend to perpetuate the
division of the people along religious lines, whereas
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our strength lies in unity. The deepest source of
religious prejudice is poverty and ignorance; and
that is the evil we have to combat.

The status of women up to now has been
compared to that of a slave; women have been
tied to the home, and only socialism can save
them from this. They can only be completely
emancipated when we change from small-scale
individual farming to collective farming and col-

lective working of the land. This is a difficult
task.

The experience of all liberation movements has
shown that the success of a revolution depends
on how much the women take part in it. The
Soviet government is doing everything in its power
to enable women to carry on independent prole-
tarian socialist work.
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