commuhnism
and the

Body
Politic

EEEEEEEE



POSTCOMMUNISM AND THE BODY

POLITIC



GENDERS

EDITORIAL BOARD

Ann Kibbey, EDITOR IN CHIEF
Kayann Short, ASSOCIATE EDITOR

Amittai Aviram

Ellen Berry

Nancy Campbell

Mary Wilson Carpenter
Kate Cummings

Samir Dayal

Desley Deacon

Abouali Farmanfarmaian
Thomas Foster

Ann Gibson

Lynda Hart

Anne Herrmann

Gail Hershatter

Anne Higonnet

Annamarie Jagose
Paul Mattick
Marta Sanchez
James Saslow
Jane Shattuc
Elaine Showalter
Carol Siegel

Alan Sinfield
Cynthia Weber
Jeffrey Weeks
Jonathan Weinberg
Kath Weston
Carol Zemel



GENDERS 22

POSTCOMMUNISM
AND THE BODY
POLITIC

Edited by Ellen E. Berry

EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE
NNNNNNNNNNNNNNNN



NEW YORK UNIVERSITY PRESS
New York and London

Copyright © 1995 by New York University
All rights reserved

ISBN 0-8147-1247-9 cloth
ISBN 0-8147-1248-7 paper

New York University Press books are printed on acid-free paper,
and their binding materials are chosen for strength and durability.

Manufactured in the United States of America

I 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1



Contents

Introduction 1
Ellen E. Berry

PART ONE
Gendering the Postcommunist Landscape

L.

Bug Inspectors and Beauty Queens: The Problems of Translating
Feminism into Russian 15
Beth Holmgren

. Engendering the Russian Body Politic 32

Harriet Murav

. Women in Yugoslavia 57

Vida Penezic

Traditions of Patriotism, Questions of Gender: The Case of
Poland 78
Ewa Hauser

. Sex, Subjectivity, and Socialism: Feminist Discourses in East

Germany 105
Katrin Sieg
Deciphering the Body of Memory: Writing by Former East

German Women Writers 134
Karen Remmler

New Members and Organs: The Politics of Porn 164
Helena Goscilo



vi

CONTENTS

PART TWO
Reforming Culture

8.

10.

11.

12.

Sex in the Media and the Birth of the Sex Media in Russia 197
Masha Gessen

The Underground Closet: Political and Sexual Dissidence in East
European Culture 229
Kevin Moss

Ivan Soloviev’s Reflections on Eros 252

Mikbail Epstein

Russian Women Writing Alcoholism: The Sixties to the
Present 267
Teresa Polowy

Gendering Cinema in Postcommunist Hungary 296
Catherine Portuges

Contributors 315

Guidelines for Prospective Contributors 319



Introduction

Ellen E. Berry

As a contemporary global phenomenon, postmodernism has been charac-
terized by such features as: a generalized crisis in the dominant meta-
narratives of Western culture, provoked in part by challenges arising from
what these narratives have historically repressed; accelerated time-space
compressions; vastly novel restructurings generated by global capitalist
investments, communication systems, and information networks; violent
reassertions of nationalisms and ethnic fundamentalisms as well as crises
in the authority of previously dominant systems including the nation-state
as a sociopolitical entity; international migrations of intellectuals, ethnic
groups, labor resources, religious movements, and political formations
that, again, challenge older conventional boundaries of national econo-
mies, identities, and cultures; and a global homogenizing of culture co-
existing with both newly emerging local traditions and diverse transcul-
tural flows that exceed bilateral exchanges between nation-states.' These
features suggest that, as a process and set of effects, global postmodernism
is contradictory, ambivalent, and heterogeneous, filled with both the
perils and the possibilities arising from radical transformations in inher-
ited, established orders. Within a postmodern moment “everything is
contestable, nothing is off limits and no outcomes are guaranteed,” as
Andrew Ross puts it.?

The postcommunist moment in the so-called second world — Central
and Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union — would seem to offer
dramatic evidence of this postmodern crisis in the authority of previously
dominant systems, a social, political, economic, and cultural crisis of
de- and re-structuration that holds multiple perils and opens multiple
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possibilities. This special issue of Genders aims to map aspects of these
dramatic and ongoing processes of political and sociocultural transforma-
tion in the second world. It does so through an exploration of the varied
contingencies and interdependencies among national politics, sexual poli-
tics, and body politics, the “lived crises endured by national and sexual
bodies.”® This is a highly charged nexus in any historical moment or
cultural location. It is especially so among cultures in which rapid, some-
times cataclysmic changes in material realities and national self-concep-
tions are occurring as previously secure boundaries of all kinds become
more permeable and even disappear. Gender roles and relations, expres-
sions of sexuality or attempts to recontain them, representations of the
body — especially the female body — and the larger cultural meanings it
assumes, are particularly striking sites for witnessing the performance of
complex national dramas of crisis and change.

Delineating the complex and varied connections between constructions
of national and sexual identity has been an important focus of recent
research. Anthologies such as Nationalisms and Sexualities and Scattered
Hegemonies, and journal issues such as Genders 10 on “Theorizing Nation-
ality, Sexuality, and Race” and Gender and History’s special number on
“Gender, Nationalisms and National Identities,” have explored the multi-
ple ways in which gender, national affiliation, and sexual attachment
“interact with, constitute or otherwise mutually illuminate each other” in
specific cultural contexts and historical moments. They examine how, that
is, socio-political, economic, and ideological transformations influence
previous consolidations of national and sexual identities, in particular how
crises in gender and sexual identities are used to “manage” crises in
national self-concept.* However, for a number of reasons, not least of
which has been the relative unavailability of information from and about
the Second World, most discussions have tended to focus almost exclu-
sively on postcolonial contexts or a first world—third world nexus. What
does incorporation of a second world postcommunist context add to
these evolving theories concerning the cultural specificity of gender and
national constructions in moments of transition and to theories of trans-
national flows — including especially feminist movements — in a postmod-
ern moment? Similarly, as a number of the following essays point out,
issues of gender and sexuality which have preoccupied Western scholars
have, until quite recently, largely been ignored among scholars of state
socialist cultures both in this country and in the second world, a de-
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emphasis that replicates the insistent erasure of the body, sexuality, and
gender relations as topics of public discourse in these cultures. How do
certain terms and concepts central to Western theories function to illumi-
nate these vastly different cultural contexts? How do the marked differ-
ences of these contexts in turn help to refine our theories and the ques-
tions we ask?

The importance of assuming a mutually interrogative stance as a means
of constructing more complete and nuanced accounts of the effects of
location and difference is nowhere more evident than in the encounter
between first and second worlds. For if “nations are forever haunted by
their various definitional others,”® then it is crucial to acknowledge the
distinct roles that Soviet and Eastern bloc cultures have played historically
in processes of national self-definition in the West and how such symbolic
roles may condition and limit the terms of contemporary encounters. In
her essay here, Beth Holmgren positions herself as a cultural mediator of
sorts in order to reflect upon the multiple impediments to understandings
among Western and Eastern women at this historical moment. These
include the dangers of applying Western feminist assumptions, agendas,
and concepts to explain what are in fact “two very different contexts of
experience, expectation and expression.” If Western feminists are to es-
cape making negative judgments about such seemingly regressive moves
as Russian women returning to the home or, conversely, if we are to
see beyond our nostalgia for socialist feminist ideals perceived as fully
accomplished in the former USSR, and if slogan-weary Russian women
are to hear something other than an alienating political rhetoric in their
contacts with Western feminists then, as Holmgren puts it, “we all must
commit to more historically informed, contextually sensitive ways of
seeing, hearing, and speaking. We may even need to devise a language of
paraphrase to defuse those political buzzwords (the legacy of American
and Soviet cold war rhetoric, the market speak of Western developmental
politics) that continue to polarize us.”®

Vida Penezic explores the ways in which this cold war legacy, under-
stood broadly as a specific paradigm of comprehension, may continue to
limit our categories of analysis as a set of unacknowledged, perhaps
unacknowledgeable, assumptions. Her analysis of the difference of the
Yugoslavian woman presumed (even demanded) by U.S. speakers under-
scores Rey Chow’s observation that efforts to acknowledge the effects of
national differences on gender and sexual identity often have the effect of
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reifying the very differences in question. As Chow puts it in discussing
Chinese women, “The attempt to deconstruct the hegemony of patriar-
chal discourses through feminism is itself foreclosed by the emphasis on
‘Chinese’ as a mark of absolute difference. . . . It is when the West’s ‘other
women’ are prescribed their ‘own’ national and ethnic identity in this way
that they are most excluded from having a claim to the reality of their
existence.”’ Penezic argues that the transformations leading to a post-
communist moment on the global stage must necessarily imply changes
in both the first world and the former second world, changes that too
frequently remain unrecognized and untheorized. Such changes are best
understood within an as-yet-incomplete shift in the cold war paradigm
and the emergence of a new transcultural, transnational moment.

In Katrin Sieg’s essay a different site of confrontation between West-
ern assumptions and Eastern women’s lives is invoked: the impasse be-
tween West German and former GDR feminists in the newly unified
Germany. Despite the significant role played by GDR women in the
revolution of 1989, a unified feminist movement (and thus a more power-
ful negotiating position within the post-Wall patriarchy) has failed to
materialize. Such an impasse illustrates “the entanglement of feminist
critiques with nationalist imperatives and constraints,” thereby providing
an instructive example to a feminist movement “increasingly self-con-
scious about the multiple axes of power criss crossing its heterogeneous
constituencies.” Moreover, Sieg’s analysis of GDR women’s critiques of
socialist patriarchy as they appear in the genre of the protocol uncovers
feminist significatory strategies that “differ drastically from those ad-
dressed to late capitalism” and which therefore offer insights that might
usefully “inflect and inform the theorizing and politicking of Western
feminisms.”®

Kevin Moss’s essay on the underground closet provides another exam-
ple of the ways in which an analysis of non-Western discourses may use-
fully expand and refine Western theories. Moss employs Eve Sedgwick’s
model of the epistemology of the closet to analyze the strategies used by
East European writers to conceal not only sexual but— primarily —
political dissidence. Despite Sedgwick’s assertion that understanding vir-
tually any aspect of modern Western culture must be not merely incom-
plete but damaged in its central substance to the degree that it omits a
critical analysis of modern homo/heterosexual definition, Moss demon-
strates that in East European culture in the Soviet period, the major axis
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of definition structuring thought is not sexual but political. That is, the
thematics of knowledge and ignorance is not exclusive to homosexuality
alone as Sedgwick implies but functions in relation to other topics de-
pending on the context. These essays and others included here suggest
the importance of positing a multidirectionality of cultural flows and
influences so that our exchanges with the postcommunist world might
produce the possibility of change on both sides of the former East/West
divide. Such an understanding is one precondition for developing what
bell hooks calls “those shared sensibilities which cross the boundaries of
class, gender, race [nation, ideological orientation, political heritage] . . .
and promote recognition of common commitments ... as a base for
solidarity and coalition.”’

A second precondition for developing such shared sensibilities involves
understanding more accurately the nature and specific effects of the tran-
sition to postcommunism as they are manifested in various East European
locations. This applies particularly to the differential material effects of
the postcommunist moment on men and women, a difference remarked
on in nearly all of the essays. These differences serve as forceful reminders
of the fact that “nationalisms are from the outset constituted in gender
power” % and that when national identities are in crisis women often bear
the weight. Such a recognition has largely been ignored in Western
media discourses about Eastern Europe which have concentrated almost
exclusively on the development of the public sphere, in particular on the
economics of the drive toward capitalism in the former Eastern bloc. But
as Nanette Funk, among others, has pointed out, women’s interests are
often being sacrificed in transitions to a market economy. Between 60 and
70 percent of the unemployed in many of these societies are women, as
returning women to the private sphere becomes a central mechanism for
the move from a full-employment economic system to a quasi-capitalist
one. So too, new restrictions in many countries on previously unrestricted
abortion rights — combined with a lack of other methods of birth con-
trol — consign women even more fully to the maternal role as they ease
women from the paid work force, thereby reducing competition with men
for jobs. These restrictions act to exclude women from participating in
processes to rebuild political as well as economic systems leading to what
Russian feminist Olga Lipovskaia calls “the emergence of so-called ‘male’
democracy.” As Hana Havelkova puts it in summarizing the current
Czech context, “It may be one of the paradoxes of history that reaction to
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the communist experience brings forth in ideology, political thinking, and
economic practice extremely strong conservative elements, more conser-
vative than was the trend in pre-communist Czech society.” !

These and other efforts to reassert control over women’s bodies in
material fact also point to the symbolic roles that women are often made
to play in attempts to reformulate national identities and in processes of
national myth-making. In her analysis of the Russian body politic, for
example, Harriet Murav argues that, while a return to the home by large
numbers of Russian women should not automatically be viewed as wholly
regressive, it nonetheless is serving regressive ends in some cases. Her
essay demonstrates the ways in which the image of woman as mother and
keeper of domestic space is employed in the work of the conservative
“Village Prose” writers as part of their vision of “a new totality of nation,
blood, and soil, a strict Russocentrism immune to the incursions of differ-
ence.” In this way women’s actual bodies are usurped for the symboliza-
tion of a conservative Russian body politic. Ewa Hauser identifies a
similar move in Poland where “Instead of a vague ‘return to Europe,’ a
return to a repressive patriarchal ‘gender regime’ is in the making,”
one legitimated at a national level through a combination of traditional
patriotism and Catholic piety.

Many of the essays included here — Murav’s and Hauser’s among
them — also identify cultural practices that critique and propose alterna-
tives to these regressive new national scripts or that rework previous
formulations and histories. These include efforts to construct alternative
signifying practices and representational strategies — such as overt ironic
or parodic inversions of the glorified maternal images found among the
Village Prose writers — as well as more covert coded critiques such as the
strategies used to encode “sexual dissidence” that Moss explores. They
include as well attempts to construct new cultural spaces and genres for
the performance of counter-narratives of nation and gender, such as the
postcommunist cabaret of Olga Lipinska that Hauser explores in her
discussion of new political theater in Poland, and the protocol writing of
East German women that Sieg analyzes which encodes the struggle to
negotiate between a critique of patriarchy and a commitment to socialism.

Gendering the national body politic often renders invisible the mate-
rial realities of individual women’s lives as “woman” becomes the mute
symbolic ground upon which transactions of nationalist history are en-
acted. Efforts to contest and refigure such reductive symbolizations fre-
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quently focus on incorporating those voices and experiences that have
been distorted, actively silenced, or simply unrepresented. Relaxation of
state censorship practices has helped to make this “new realism” possible.
In her essay, Teresa Polowy explores changing literary depictions of
alcoholism in Russian literature as a focal point for growing concerns
about such issues as gender roles and relations and the increase in social
and domestic violence in contemporary Russian culture. Since the early
1980s the subject has been treated with greater openness largely due to
the emergence of women’s writing as “a viable literary voice in Russia.”
Whereas previous depictions by male writers tended to focus on the
culture and rituals of male drinking and to portray women as either
meekly submissive or domineering and shrewish in relation to alcoholic
spouses, recent women’s writing is notable for its attention to women’s
everyday lived experiences with the effects of alcoholism. In their frank
treatment of this and other social themes, including especially the dynam-
ics of interpersonal and familial relations, and in their refusal to offer pat
solutions to these complex issues women writers in contemporary Russia
contribute substantially to unmasking the violence of everyday life which,
as N. Ivanova claims, is contemporary culture’s “primary task.”!2

Catherine Portuges analyzes a similar trend in the work of women film
directors in postcommunist Hungary who, in their production of films
“under the triple signs of autobiography, exile, and marginality,” contest
previous understandings of Hungarian national cinema. Like many con-
temporary Russian women, these directors, partly in an effort to recover
historical and national memories repressed in the Soviet era, foreground
many formerly taboo topics, ranging from the existence of Stalinist labor
camps and the persecution of ethnic minorities to accounts of suicide and
depictions of homelessness. Yet these efforts to portray the experiences of
those most disadvantaged in a postcommunist moment — women, racial
and ethnic minorities, the aged among them — often are construed as
“tantamount to a betrayal of these fragile new democracies.”

Katrin Sieg maps GDR women’s development of and contribution to
a distinctive new genre, the protocol, from the 1970s to the 1990s,
including especially the ways in which this writing develops a subjective
narrative history of women’s lives in the East, a “feminist historiographi-
cal model” that in many ways contests official histories, subject forma-
tions, and gender prescriptions. This counter-history helped to expose
“those contradictions whose accumulation and intensification precipitated



8 ELLENE.BERRY

the ideological collapse” of the GDR. Moreover, as a mutable genre
based on collective memory, one therefore able to accommodate multiple,
sometimes conflicting voices, the protocols developed in the 1990s have
proven useful in further assessing the realities of the past and in ad-
dressing the turmoils of contemporary postcommunist society. Karen
Remmler also analyzes instances of counter-history and resistant remem-
brance in GDR women’s writing, an analysis which suggests that changed
representations of women in the social imaginary may be viewed as
necessary steps to producing actual social change including, again,
changes in official accounts of the past. Focusing in particular on repre-
sentations of the female body as a site for the production of this critical
counter-memory, Remmler argues that the writing practices of GDR
women often permitted the imaginative if not the overt development of
an oppositional subjectivity, one that allowed some women to “imagine a
socialist livelihood imbued with a desire to break out of state dictated
modes of emancipation.” Remmler stresses that this “oppositional utopian
consciousness” was more widely evident in the work of writers from the
1970s and early 1980s; by the late 1980s the worsening economic and
political situation in the GDR culminated in expressions of extreme pessi-
mism played out through images of the female body as physically diseased
and psychologically disordered.

Both the importance of returning the repressed to history.and public
discourse, and the complexities arising from attempts to do so, are no-
where more dramatically evident than in expressions of sexuality in con-
temporary postcommunist cultures. As Russian sexologist Igor Kon notes,
the current sexual revolution in Russia is taking place amid a climate of
profound economic, social, political, cultural, and moral crisis among a
“sexually ignorant and fundamentally sexist population in spite of the thin
upper layer of fairly primitive egalitarian ideology that is inclined to
ignore sexual difference.”’® The sexual illiteracy of the Russian public
and the almost complete lack of a sex culture there are legacies of the
longstanding official puritanism of the Soviet regime toward matters of
sexuality and the body, its desire to “root out and disparage all that [is]
erotic in human beings”!* as Kon puts it. It is in relation to this history of
the erasure of the body’s materiality, its calcification into asexual heroic
images and ideas, that Mikhail Epstein offers his “sensuous epistemol-
ogy”: a system of knowledge based on the diversity of erotic experiences,
on a comingling of all faiths, all disciplines, on rapprochement with
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another through intimate physical exchange. Epstein’s desire to re-erot-
icize the body, to extricate it from the ideas and images within which it
has been confined (in both East 2nd West as he explains in “On the Two
Revolutions”) also involves revaluing the singularity of the individual, a
process Epstein enacts in “Helenology.” In her mystery and beauty, her
ability to inspire the poetic faculty and divine feeling, Helen may be
viewed as an example of the eternal feminine stereotype. Yet this tendency
is also offset by the loving particularity conveyed on her by the speaker;
Helen becomes a singular and individualized woman who frustrates all
attempts to categorize her, whether philosophically, scientifically, or ideo-
logically, and to make her serve as a conduit for ideas.

Among the consequences of relaxed state censorship practices, the
emergence of new venues for producing and receiving culture, and the
development of new market forces such as consumer demand, has been
the energetic proliferation of sexual discourses and commercial activities
involving the selling of sex. As Helena Goscilo argues in her essay,
however, this new freedom has produced mixed results, especially for
women. When pornography is promoted uncritically as evidence of the
growth of democratic tendencies, “What — after decades of censorship
and regimented puritanism — impresses Russians as hard-won delivery
from restraints” in fact merely enacts a substitution: “the sexual Stallion
replaces Stalin, institutionalizing a kindred mode of ritualized repression.
... The porn revolution in Moscow has merely ushered in yet another
Party with different organs and members but an all-too-familiar agenda
of domination.” In her survey of the current porn market in Russia,
Goscilo interestingly underscores this point by analyzing depictions of
Stalin — as a visual incarnation of an ideal, as, in other words, a pinup —
through the iconography of sexuality: both images of Stalin as perfect
leader and the porn pinup are in fact structured by the same pornographic
aesthetic, she argues.

Masha Gessen’s fascinating survey of the birth of the “sex industry” in
Russia casts a wider net, providing a valuable context within which to
situate Goscilo’s essay in its case study of the media’s general testing of
the limits of the openness called for by Mikhail Gorbachev’s policy of
glasnost. Sex presented the biggest challenge to this policy, Gessen ar-
gues, because more than seventy years of Soviet puritanism ensured that
no established public discourse existed through which to discuss it. The
sex media may also represent glasnost’s biggest success story: “The media
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[Gorbachev] had said needed reform had indeed been reformed, becom-
ing the liveliest, most diverse . .. most read ... most sexual — if not the
sexiest — media in the world.”

Taken as a whole, the essays that follow suggest the wide variety of
symbolic forms and material effects engendered by a shifting body politic.
They map a dramatic, still-evolving landscape on which to witness the
performance of distinct expressions of global postmodernism’s heteroge-
neity and contradictoriness, its perils and possibilities.
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PART ONE

Gendering the Postcommunist
Landscape






Bug Inspectors and Beauty Queens:
The Problems of Translating Feminism
into Russian

Beth Holmgren

A few years ago, when the Russian writer and lecturer-provocateur
Tat’iana Tolstaia was endorsing the “truth” of Francine du Plessix Gray’s
book on Soviet women, she penned this grim portrait of Western femi-
nists rapping on the collective door of Soviet women and grilling them in
the “cold, rigid manner” of bug inspectors: “How do your men oppress
you? Why don’t they wash the dishes? Why don’t they prepare the meals?
Why don’t they allow women into politics? Why don’t women rebel
against the phallocracy?”! As comforting as it might be to dismiss this
image as typical Tolstoyan reductionism, a less extreme version of it
recurs in the commentary of Ol’ga Lipovskaia, the editor/publisher of the
journal Zhenskoe chtenie (Women’s reading). Lipovskaia remarks on West-
ern feminists’ bewildered, sometimes alienating contacts with Soviet
women — the “real confusion of purposes and activities” manifest in vari-
ous official meetings between the two groups, Western women’s one-
track insistence on the value of their own agendas, the problem with
effectively translating the most basic Western terms like “feminism,”
“emancipation,” and “gender” for a slogan-weary Soviet audience.’
Impressions from the other side of the border record similar miscon-
nections and sometimes vent a counter-dismay. Reporting in a January
1993 issue of the Nation, Andrew Kopkind notes the lack of a Russian
feminist movement and Russian adoption “in the space of a few months”
of “some of the West’s most reactionary gender roles and sexual stereo-

15
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types.”® As he selectively interviews self-avowed Russian feminists like
Lipovskaia and Anastasiia Posadskaia (the director of Moscow’s Center
for Gender Studies), Kopkind relays stories and statistics sure to upset a
Western feminist readership — for example, Russian women’s seeming
acquiescence to a new, markedly Western brand of sexploitation (55) or
the polls showing the rising number of Russian women who yearn to be
full-time homemakers or aspire no further than the very often prone
position of “secretary to a biznesman who earns hard currency” (50). In an
article of 11 February 1993 for the Los Angeles Times, Elizabeth Shogren
simply frames her survey of Russian women in Western terms, stating
that these women “[b]y their own choice and because of mounting new
social pressures . . . are less liberated, in the feminist sense, than they were
when the Communist Party ruled the country.”* Even Shogren’s Russian
source, the social anthropologist Irina Popova, seemingly relies on Ameri-
can analogies: “Russian society is going through a phase similar to that in
1950s America, when homemakers and wholesome stars were idealized,
... but because of a rebellion against the state-decreed sexual puritanism
of the Soviet era, the ideal Russian woman is more sex kitten than
homecoming queen.”

All of these attempted border crossings, with whatever intent or audi-
ence in mind, underscore the real difficulties of translating and transpos-
ing even a mainstream Western awareness of gender issues into the
Russian (or generally Slavic) context. As one observer remarks, such
crossings are liable to produce a kind of “mirror inversion” of images:
Whereas Russian women sight the bogeywoman of doctrinaire or self-
involved Western feminists, Western women lament what is for them the
inexplicable “backwardness” of Russian women retreating to the home
or readily consenting to play well-paid male sex object.” This mutual
misunderstanding seems especially pointed today, but it has existed for
decades and pervades both popular attitudes and presumably more com-
plex and considered trends in scholarship. I can offer myself as witness
and accessory to this phenomenon. As an American woman trained to be
a Slavist and beginning my teaching career in the late 1980s (when
women’s studies programs were being established throughout the Ameri-
can university system), I have experienced these border troubles firsthand
and at length. Already minted as a traditional scholar, I only learned
about gender studies “on the job” from patient colleagues in other fields,
and much to my surprised delight, this exposure revitalized and trans-
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formed my own research and teaching. Yet I quickly discovered that the
integration of gender studies into Slavic studies involved complicated acts
of translation and adaptation — acts that distanced me somewhat from my
colleagues in women’s studies and for the most part disaffected or be-
mused my Slavist colleagues. As I have taught and written my way back
and forth across this border, I have come to appreciate that the misunder-
standing between Western women and Russian women and, by extension,
the recurring difficulties of integrating gender studies into Slavic studies,
stem from complex differences between first and second worlds, between
two very separate contexts of experience, expectation, and expression.
This essay attempts only a utilitarian sketch of these border troubles
mainly drawn from a first world angle and focused on a limited number
of examples, but it provides, hopefully, a somewhat experienced traveler’s
“tips” for making a friendly border crossing, a mutually informed and
transformative exchange with women in postcommunist Russia.

WHOSE FEMINISM?

When Shogren speaks of Russian women “being less liberated, in a
feminist sense,” when Kopkind records the absence of a feminist move-
ment, or when I glibly introduce the term “gender studies,” we cannot
presume a common ideology, but we seem to rely on a common heri-
tage — one founded mainly on the experience of certain privileged groups
of Western women and especially manifest in Western feminist move-
ments of the late 1960s. This is not to claim that Shogren, Kopkind, and
I represent the broad spectrum of extant Western feminisms or to argue
that these feminisms can be reduced to a 1960s agenda. But if we are not
to generalize our historical experience (especially when we are assaying
comparisons with non-Western women), then it is imperative that we
acknowledge the long-lasting formative influence (both positive and nega-
tive) of that earlier agenda and its regional context. The 1960s movements
largely formed in protest against the situation of middle-class white
women in advanced capitalist states — specifically, against their socially
assigned and enforced roles as wife, mother, and homemaker; the legal
and actual inequities in their professional, social, and economic status as
compared with that of middle-class white men; and the general exploita-
tion and commodification of women as objects of desire. Predictably
enough, when feminist scholarship furthered this protest, it focused first
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on its own “first” conditions and articulators — on the models, experi-
ences, and works of privileged first world women. This specialized focus
prevailed for some time, as did the notion of gender as the unifying
category of identity, subsuming other categories like race, class, or sexu-
ality.

Opver the last quarter of a century, this bias has provoked much protest,
factionalism, and metamorphosis among Western women’s groups; inter-
nal debate has facilitated a dismantling of traditional presumptions about
gender and sexual identity, a greater acknowledgment of class and race
differences, the generation of a plurality of feminisms. But despite the
attempts of Western feminists to theorize and accommodate difference,
we face perhaps the greatest challenge in relating to non-Western
women, for such relations require the negotiation of the most complex
differences and antagonisms and suffer most acutely from tendencies to
generalize the local and stereotype the other. To date, this challenge has
been most vividly illustrated and amply studied in relations between first
world and third world women. It seems particularly telling that, at least
in the early stages of their inquiry, critics writing from third world
perspectives asserted regional bias rather than plurality in their readings
of Western women; they critiqued Western feminists in general for
“shortsightedness in defining the meaning of gender in terms of middle-
class white experiences, and in terms of internal racism, classism, and
homophobia.”® Elaborating this position in her pioneering essay, “Under
Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial Discourses,” Chandra
Talpade Mohanty charges that Western feminists’ presumption of gender
as the main source of identity, oppression, and therefore solidarity “im-
plies a notion of gender or sexual difference or even patriarchy which can
be applied universally and cross-culturally” and establishes middle-class
white Western women as a “normative referent” against which women of
other races, classes, and especially third world nations seem lacking or
“underdeveloped.””

However debatable her position, Mohanty’s protest and critique
should alert us to the possibility of a similar “early” dynamic between first
world and second world women.® If relations between Western feminists
and women in the postcolonial world sometimes recall (or are perceived
to recall) the blind opposition of Western imperialism versus colonial
resistance, Western approaches to Slavic women can be read as similarly
myopic, if somewhat less condescending. Certainly conditions were ripe
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for miscommunication. By the late twentieth century, decades of cold war
politics and Stalinist repression had curiously distorted relations between
Soviet women and a wide array of Western feminist groups; in both
“camps,” the propaganda deployed to demonize the “other” superpower
often inadvertently fostered a kind of blinkered idealization. From the
vantage point of Western women (even liberal feminists), the public
gains of Soviet women under socialism seemed undeniable — the Soviet
constitution’s guarantee of women’s equal professional and economic
rights, the access of Soviet women to most areas of the work force, the
state’s at least partial support for working women (paid maternity leave,
public day care). In turn, Western focus on these coveted achievements at
times obscured or dismissed the special problems of Soviet women (their
unrelieved domestic labor, the lack of consumer goods and services that
would ease their domestic burden, the political victimization they shared
with men). In fact, in her introduction to Soviet Sisterhood in 1985, Barbara
Holland readily admits Western feminists’ self-serving nostalgia for the
“new Soviet woman” of the 1920s, that almost-realized socialist feminist:

Feminists in the West may feel nostalgic for the determined pioneers of the past
who, their red kerchiefs firmly knotted round their heads, climbed into the driving
seat of a tractor or picked up a shovel on a building site. We may be hurt by the
ridicule now attached to these images by Soviet women, themselves anxious to
buy our fashionable jeans and dresses, and leave their dirty overalls behind.®

It seems predictable, then, that this sort of nostalgia would elicit
protest, debate, and correspondingly reductive readings from the Russian
side. It is interesting to note that a Russian feminist (Anastasiia Posadskaia
quoted by Kopkind) redirects Mohanty’s complaints about Western
“shortsightedness,” in this instance generalizing and critiquing the model
of Marxist feminists:

When we met with Western feminists we were struck by their social frame. They
were Marxists. We argued with them so much I even cried. How could I say that
the system that did all this to me was good? No one wants to hear about solidarity
in this country anymore, because for years it was imposed: solidarity with South
Africa, solidarity with Cuba. For Western women socialism was a question of
values. They said, “At least the Communists put liberation down on paper.” (55)

At this point in our relations, if Western feminists are to see beyond
their nostalgia and Russian women are to hear beyond an alienating
political rhetoric, then we all must commit to more historically informed,
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contextually sensitive ways of seeing, hearing, and speaking. We may even
need to devise a language of paraphrase to defuse those political buzz-
words (the legacy of American #nd Soviet cold war rhetoric, the mar-
ketspeak of Western developmental politics) that continue to polarize us.

THE CAUSES OF RUSSIAN WOMEN

Indeed, once we examine the political traditions and historical experience
of Russian women, we can appreciate that they have had ample cause
to critique their own “determined pioneers” and to dismiss Western
“nostalgia.” If the category of gender has been promoted at times at the
expense of all other categories of identity by Western feminists, it has
been a self-erasing or non-category — indeed, a non-term — in Russian
and Soviet societies. To be sure, a “woman’s question” was raised in
mid-nineteenth-century Russia to protest noblewomen’s unequal legal,
political, and economic status and a Russian feminist tradition (under a
variety of names) could be said to extend from the 1860s until the Octo-
ber revolution.!® Yet, for the most part, Russian women have eschewed
specifically feminist programs for what they believed to be the larger,
more urgent causes of populism or socialism or, in the Soviet period,
Party loyalty or dissidence. For them the unifying, galvanizing categories
of oppression and solidarity were those of class and allegiance or resis-
tance to the state (be it tsarist or Soviet). Although the program (and
sometimes even the practice) of women’s equal rights was automatically
included in many nineteenth-century revolutionary movements, it re-
mains significant that socialist groups (including the Bolshevik party)
denounced any explicitly feminist movement as an exclusionary bourgeois
by-product, the self-indulgent agenda of privileged middle- or upper-
class women.!! Not unlike women activists in various third world coun-
tries, Russian women were historically conditioned to scorn the presum-
ably middle-class bias of feminism and its seemingly extravagant emphasis
on individual fulfillment — especially in light of the material hardships
and deficits continually plaguing Russian society.

Moreover, while seventy-odd years of Soviet rule certainly legislated
the public image of the happy working woman, its less publicized realities
shaped very different desires and goals in its female citizens. The “paper
rights” issued to Soviet women guaranteed them an equal status and
professional access unprecedented (and still unmatched) in the Western
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world, but, imposed as they were on an uninvolved populace, these laws
neither produced nor were the product of a widespread social revolution.
The “right to work” was extended more as responsibility than empow-
erment, and after a rather chaotic period of social experimentation in the
1920s, Soviet women were left with a monstrous double burden: the state
tacitly endorsed their traditional assignment of housework and child care
but invested minimal resources in supporting and supplying the domestic
sphere.!? For all the official rhetoric of equality between the sexes, essen-
tialist notions of men’s and women’s capabilities and roles went unchal-
lenged in daily practice and general social and cultural attitudes, with men
and the “masculine” valued as the universal and most accomplished norm,
and women and the “feminine” regarded as more limited, secondary, and
often second-rate.

Yet, contrary to Western expectations, this double burden and practi-
cal inequality did not foment any sizable feminist campaign for a domestic
revolution. Instead, the eventual binary opposition of Stalinist state versus
society — that determiner of all value — generated an almost inverted sce-
nario. Due to the perils and political compromises of public life and a
successful “career” in the Stalinist system, the domestic sphere and family
life came to be cherished, even by the women who labored there, as a site
of psychological and moral refuge. Indeed, Tolstaia argues that Soviet
women, more than Soviet men, were able to “remain human” precisely
on account of their domestic attachments: “They tried to protect their
own little space from the influence of the state. They locked themselves
in with family and children.”"® In direct contrast to the many Western
women who struggled to escape a devalued home into a powerful profes-
sional and political world, many Soviet women (and men) sought sanctu-
ary and fulfillment in the less monitored world of family and friends, a
domestic space that was far more capacious and stimulating than obliga-
tory work or meaningless politics.!* And while the political landscape has
changed in the post-Soviet era, I would argue that the moral onus on
public life has not diminished, but grown more complex — directed now
against ineffectual politicians and unscrupulous businessmen. For Russian
women today, the “return to the home” will certainly limit their political
clout and professional options, but it may also constitute a kind of self-
investment, a long-overdue vacation, even a moral act of dissociation.

In much the same way, this powerful opposition conditioned Soviet
women’s very different approach to another Western target — the objecti-
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fication and commodification of women. Over the years the state pro-
moted political icons of Soviet womanhood (the good mother, the heroic
shockworker) that invoked carefully maternal and/or maidenly chaste
constructions of femininity; these icons implicitly defined and critiqued
“bourgeois” constructions that cultivated a fashionable beauty or sexual
desirability. At the same time, the state’s material neglect of the domestic
sphere also limited the production of specialized goods and services for
women, including fashion and beauty products. These kinds of goods
were obtainable mainly through illegal means and Party connections; they
were coveted as emblems of unusual status, even subversive display. To
a certain extent, therefore, Soviet women construed the image of the
commodified woman as a goal rather than a target, an image valorized by
both political censure and material lack. Of course, the commodification
of Soviet women did reproduce the degradation and exploitation more
explicit in its Western forms; Soviet women were as susceptible as any
other group to a manipulative “beauty myth.” Yet in the absence of a
capitalist market their extreme preoccupation with “looking feminine”
(read bourgeois feminine) and obtaining hard-to-get makeup and stylish
clothes also signified a personalized triumph over state-imposed norms
and consumer priorities. Among her peers, the Soviet woman who man-
aged a bourgeois feminine image without bourgeois advantages (in her
context, Party ties) was admirable and enviable for her pragmatic ingenu-
ity — her savvy and daring in manipulating various “private” and even
illegal connections. As Elizabeth Waters remarks in an article on Soviet
beauty contests, such attitudes very likely help fuel the current enthusiasm
for beauty pageants and the seemingly unruffled public response to the
new capitalist exploitation of women.!> She notes the “political statement
encoded” in these contests and ascribes their visibility to “the long-
frustrated desire for Western style, the sudden emergence of the market,
and the freedom granted by glasnost to break old taboos, to explore
femininity and sexuality.” At least in this transitional period, the market
value recently tagged on women’s beauty and sexual desirability still
resonates with an unofficial desire, a past quest in which women did not
simply consume a prescribed ideal, but exercised their own creativity and
constructed their own “unofficial” (if still convention-bound) self-image.
Yet the dominance of this state/society opposition, with its attendant
material priorities, has wielded a reductive impact as well. Material short-
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ages may have lent a “subversive” aspect to women’s commodification,
but the combination of shortages, conservative social attitudes, and an
historical tradition of women’s self-sacrifice has had a very negative effect
on Soviet women’s well-being — most particularly, on their access to
safe, progressive modes of contraception and maternity care.!6 As Larissa
Remennick notes in a recent study, “IA [induced abortion] has been the
principal means of birth control” in the Soviet Union for the last forty
years and [A-related mortality rates are shockingly high (10.09 deaths per
10,000 abortions in the USSR as opposed to 0.6 deaths in the US).!7
Contraceptives have always been in short supply; perhaps more surpris-
ingly, sex education has tended to encourage abortion over contraception
as “a chosen birth control strategy.” Maternity care has varied in quality
depending on location, but it has been standard Soviet practice to segre-
gate mothers from their partners and families and to deny women a
choice of options during labor and childbirth.!® Even as it assigned
women sole responsibility for their newborns, the Soviet medical estab-
lishment invariably treated these mothers as patients, “not person(s].”
Summarizing their analysis of Soviet maternity care, Barbara Holland
and Teresa McKevitt identify the bitter paradox of Soviet motherhood:
“Though in theory the state acknowledges that giving birth is a contribu-
tion to society and that mothers are owed respect and support, in practice
women undergo lonely, unsupported and powerless labours” (173).1°
Less overtly, the siege mentality resulting from decades of political
opposition (either against a hostile outside world or a hostile state) has
also censored women’s exploration and expression of their sexuality. In
certain specifics, official icons have permeated the general Russian mind-
set: the role of the good mother still seems to dictate most Russian
women’s ideal. The uniform model of a virtuous heterosexual woman —
the chaste and maternal Party worker, the chaste and maternal dissident —
has obstructed the emergence and acceptance of more diversified roles,
nontraditional life-styles. It is characteristic that lesbians and bisexuals are
not even “seen” in Russian society. Historically, they have surfaced in the
criminalized margins of prisons and labor camps (although, unlike gay
men, their sexuality was not recognized in the penal code), but most have
opted to blend in with the heterosexual majority, to avoid attracting
official and unofficial disapproval of their difference.?’ While this homo-
geneity may be challenged in present-day Russia, a patriarchal and con-
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servative hierarchy of “causes” is likely to endure, at least over the next
decade, as the most powerful force shaping Russian women’s self-worth
and political engagement.”!

COMMON MARKET, COMMON CAUSE?

Grass-roots protest versus mandated change, insistence on individual
rights and fulfillment versus self-sacrifice for presumably greater “causes,”
career prospects versus obligatory work, domestic entrapment versus do-
mestic refuge, commodification versus improvisation, a constantly genera-
tive factionalism versus an all-determining opposition — these are the sorts
of historical differences that have jammed communications between
Western and Russian women. In predictable consequence, these differ-
ences have also stymied exchange between scholars of Western cultures
and Slavists in the West. The latter group has developed very much under
the influence of successive generations of Russian emigré scholars, has
become accustomed to regarding the Russian experience as singular and
(at times) exemplary, and is especially wary about applying theories and
premises based on Western contexts. As a result, many Slavists have been
altogether reluctant to recognize gender (not to speak of sexuality) as an
influential category of identity, experience, and perception. Their resis-
tance (stiffened at times by a complacent isolationism) has complicated
and retarded scholarly and curricular attempts to mediate between the
worlds of Western and Russian women.

Yet now that the Soviet system has collapsed and Western and Russian
politics and economies seem to be converging (academic convergence
struggling to keep pace), we might at last entertain hopes for a more
informed, mutually intelligible dizlogue. Certainly the Russians seem more
avid right now for Western goods, more alert to helpful voices in the
present cacophony of Western advisors and opportunists. And the need
for better, more nuanced translation has never seemed so urgent. Even
making allowances for any first world bias, it is striking how much the
new Russian powers-that-be are measurably diminishing or demoting
women in their shift from socialist state to capitalist nation and their
concomitant selection and adaptation of various Western “imports.”
Women’s “paper rights” are even now being erased. The new Russian
government has already “omitted the legal guarantees of equality for
women in the workplace” in its draft constitution; women’s representa-
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tion in the new Russian parliament has dropped precipitously from a once
mandated 33 percent to 10 percent; and Yeltsin and other male leaders,
by word and example, encourage the old patriarchal distribution of men
in politics and women in the home.?? Lipovskaia characterizes these
trends as “the emergence of so-called ‘male democracy,” in which women,
long associated with the home, are simply not seen in this newly emerg-
ing society.”??

"The economic situation of Russian women is even grimmer. Not only
has the rocky transition to a “free market” exacerbated women’s double
burden to inconceivable extremes, but it has generated what I would
call, embellishing on Lipovskaia’s example, a kind of “macho capitalism”
dominated by young male entrepreneurs (the so-called “millionaires’
club”), ex-members of the old Soviet nomenklatura, and mafia-like net-
works of extortion and enforcement. Although some women have
emerged as entrepreneurs, their businesses, according to one witness,
tend to be “small and scarce” and their owners “less successful because
they’re more law-abiding.”?* This “masculinization” of private enterprise
revives one traditional fiction of man as the more competitive, capable,
committed (i.e., undistracted by childbirth and children) employee and
evokes corresponding fictions and job descriptions of woman as help-
mate — as homemaker or whore. After decades of recruitment into the
labor force, women workers are being laid off in large numbers, and in
many cases, from more prestigious, higher-earning jobs. Posadskaia gives
an eyewitness account of this metamorphosis:

The Soviet pattern was that a woman first got an education, then a lifelong job
and finally a pension. . .. It was very stable and secure. Now all this pattern is
smashed. Women make up 70 percent of the unemployed. And of these unem-
ployed women, 85 percent have higher or specialized educations. Now the place-
ment officers say they should be cleaners or nurses, the lowest-paid, least presti-
gious jobs. They say women under 18 or over 45 should not be trained or
retrained, because there are no jobs for them. The paradigms of women’s lives are
changing. Why should they get a higher education? Most of those losing their
jobs are engineers in construction or chemistry, for example.?*

Much like current Russian translations of “democracy” and “capital-
ism,” the extant translation and adaptation of “free speech” also conveys
the privileging of men’s desires and value at women’s expense. In the
most flamboyant example, the “free speech” of glasnost has led to “freer”
representations of sex and sexuality, but, as Helena Goscilo deftly argues
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in her essay “New Members and Organs: The Politics of Porn,” the new
erotica is mainly heterosexual and male-oriented in its focus, projecting
for male delectation images of naked or scantily clad, provocatively posed
women in all sorts of public fora — television, taxicabs, the mainstream
press, commercial advertising.”® Through the media of the new Russian
market, sexual freedom is being purveyed as a heterosexist male preroga-
tive, with women enjoined to consume their own commodification as a
means of earning value in men’s eyes.?’

Again (as I must remind myself), such new contextual developments
may forever elicit responses in Russian women that differ from what
Western feminists (and especially socialist feminists) may expect or pre-
sume. But what is particularly frustrating about this moment in Russian
history is that we may feel we recognize these “new” commercial manipu-
lations and social values, that we know best the strategies and conse-
quences of capitalism, and it therefore behooves us to play Cassandra,
warning Russian women of the feminine mystique, yellow wallpaper, and
Stepford wives to come. We can cite chapter and verse: scholars working
from Western models have outlined certain scripts of women’s devalua-
tion and manipulation under capitalism — their designation as consumer
and consumable, the commercial exploitation and careful political con-
tainment of their images and desires. We seem to anticipate and perhaps
even hope that the same sorts of scripts will unfold in a newly capitalist
Russia, so that our expertise might be of value and use.

Yet before we presume one kind of oppression and impose solidarity,
we might admit the complexity and possible variation of such scripts.
Despite the inequities and ravages of capitalism (or, for that matter, the
hidden privileges of democracy), women have not only been made its
victims and unwitting accomplices, but have managed to work the system
to gain political and economic power. Rather than reprise the role of
gloomy prophet, we in the West might help Russian women explore this
complexity and consider their own potential. Rather than subscribe to the
condescending dynamic of developmental politics, we would do best, I
think, to serve as collaborators and interlocutors. Our role seems clearest
in terms of intellectual collaboration. In the first place, we must pursue
more extensive and diverse literal translation, supplying information and
texts about the wide variety of gender issues and the wide variety of
women’s experiences and accomplishments in different cultures that re-
main untranslated and largely unavailable to a Russian audience; we must



BUG INSPECTORS AND BEAUTY QUEENS 27

help subsidize those in-country publications, like Lipovskaia’s Zbenskoe
chtenie, that have already undertaken this mammoth task. We must invest
more concertedly in that other, trickier sort of translation — the develop-
ment and sharing of gender-aware scholarly analyses and teaching materi-
als focused on Russian texts and contexts. While it has been somewhat
useful to export various feminist classics, the very language and premises
of these texts often make them alien or indigestible reading for a Russian
audience. It is far more productive, I think, when we can discuss and
debate issues and analyses on common con/textual ground. Above all, we
must create venues for dialogue with Russian women and men through
both academic and popular conferences, exchanges, and publications.
The next steps in this collaboration are infinitely harder because they
require big bucks, insider access, and a constant self-monitoring.?® In our
interactions with the second world we need to strike a careful balance
between an exclusionary insistence on women’s needs and concerns (the
historical Achilles heel of liberal Western feminisms) and the rapid,
largely unchecked erasure and devaluation of those needs and concerns in
the new Russia. The point of our efforts — whether they take place on
paper, in institutional fora, or on the street — should be to keep these
issues and concerns visible and to offer sample scenarios of women’s
successful involvement and achievement. It is important that we finance
more contingents of women professionals, politicians, and activists to be
alternative voices among the advising hordes of retired American execu-
tives and Jeffrey Sachs clones. It is imperative, too, that we develop and
support specific working exchanges between a wide variety of American
and Russian women’s groups, that together we establish a carefully recip-
rocal networking and pooling of resources and expertise.”” Whatever
methods we can manage, it is clear that Russian women can learn much
from Western women’s struggles to participate in and reform different
capitalist and democratic systems. In equal turn, Western women can
learn much from Russian women’s long experience balancing the multiple
burdens of family, home, and job and their effective involvement with
other social and political causes. In any event, if we wish to keep the
border open and friendly, it is high time we bug inspectors exchange our
respective clipboards and “rigid manner” for an open mind, a ready ear,
and a briefcase stuffed with concrete possibilities, and, whenever possible,

hard cash.
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the mistakes remain my own.
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can actually be good parents would be absolutely anathema to virtually every-
one in the former USSR.” See also Cath Jackson’s interview with Olga Zhuk,
president of the Tchaikovsky Foundation, a lesbian and gay group based in
Saint Petersburg; the interview is published in Trouble & Strife 24 (Summer
1992): 20-24. Zhuk speaks of the extreme difficulties of growing up lesbian
in Russia — the loneliness and sense of isolation, the lack of any public meet-
ing places for gay women, the fact that most gay women marry “because you
are expected to and because women don’t identify as lesbians.” She describes
the “sub-culture of lesbianism” that has been preserved in the camps and she
notes gay women’s reluctance to come out publicly: “In general lesbians don’t
want to work politically. They say that nobody’s bothering them, everything’s
okay: it’s much better that no one should know they are lesbians and they
don’t want to draw attention to it.” I thank Rebecca Wells for bringing this
interview to my attention.

For one analysis of how service to these various “causes” has shaped Russian
women’s self-representation, see my article “For the Good of the Cause:
Russian Women’s Autobiography in the Twentieth Century,” in a forthcom-
ing volume of essays, Russian Women’s Literature, ed. Toby Clyman and Diana
Greene (London: Greenwood Press, 1994).

Shogren, “Russia’s Equality Erosion,” 11.

Lipovskaia, “New Women’s Organisations,” 80.

Kopkind, “What Is to Be Done?” 49. This quote also may be attributable to
Lipovskaia; Kopkind is citing a Petersburg woman named Olga who is “an
astute, ex-hippie feminist intellectual of 38” (Lipovskaia’s first name, age,
location, and ideological self-identification).

Cited in ibid., 55. Shogren’s sources state that 80 percent of the unemployed
are women (11).

Helena Goscilo, “New Members and Organs: The Politics of Porn,” in The
Carl Beck Papers in Russian and East European Studies 1007 (1993).

See also Lynne Attwood’s discussion of women’s representation in current
Russian films — their preponderant depiction as an “object of the male gaze”
or the passive (and often supposedly symbolic) victim of male violence. “Sex
and the Cinema,” in Kon and Riordan, Sex and Russian Society, 64—88.
Extending this principle of self-monitoring, we might also conduct a critical
review of the kinds of “capitalist” and “democratic” models Western groups
are currently exporting to Russia; we need to ascertain if these exported
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models bother or dare to specify policies about women’s inclusion, promo-
tion, and rights in government and the workplace.

For an excellent example of this kind of networking, see the Cooperatives
Initiative Program sponsored by the University of Wisconsin-Eau Claire.
Their projects include cooperative seminars to develop women’s political
participation and empowerment; training and support for women’s re-em-
ployment and entrepreneurship; and programs to provide better women’s
health care and child care. Contact: Sarah Harder, Office of the Chancellor,
Women’s Studies, UW-Eau Claire, WI 54702—-4004. There are numerous
other programs either in place or in process. For more information on such
initiatives, see Women East-West, the newsletter issued by the Association for
Women in Slavic Studies. Contact: Mary Zirin, 1178 Sonoma Drive, Alta-
dena, CA 91001.



TWO

Engendering the Russian Body Politic

Harriet Murav

One political myth that has persisted through the greater part of Russian
history, regardless of the particular form in which political power was
expressed, imagines Russia (both Imperial and Soviet) as consisting of two
sometimes opposed entities: the state and the Russian people or nation.
The mythologeme of the “Russian people” was well developed by the end
of the nineteenth century and exploited most strikingly in the twentieth
by Stalin. The opposition between the state and the people or nation is
not gender neutral. The state, be it Tsarist or Soviet, is constructed as
masculine, and the people or nation as feminine. As Joanna Hubbs shows,
the bifurcation between “Father Tsar” and “Mother Russia” can be traced
back to the reign of Ivan the Terrible, but a similar division of roles
persists throughout the Soviet period.! Nina Perlina points out that al-
though the Russian word for “revolution” is grammatically feminine,
the historical revolution “was largely a masculine undertaking” and was
mythologized as such.?

The radical utopias projected by such revolutionary feminists as Alek-
sandra Kollantai did little to dislodge traditional Russian gender mytholo-
gies. Kollantai, writing in 1921, says that the pregnant woman “ceases to
belong to herself — she is in service to the collective — she ‘produces’ out
of her own flesh and blood a new unit of work, a new member of the
labor republic.”? According to Kollantai, the needs of the family will be
provided by the state in the form of communal housing, communal
kitchens, children’s homes, and day-care centers, making it possible for
women to combine professional work and family life. This revolutionary
restructuring of everyday life was never realized. Furthermore, notwith-

32
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standing Kollantai’s Marxist definition of motherhood not as reproduc-
tion but as production, Soviet ideology revitalized the traditional myth of
Mother Russia.

Maia Turovskaia, a feminist critic writing in post-Soviet Russia, traces
the representation of this mythology in films made during the time of
Stalin. The 1939 film The Member of the Government constructs the hero-
ine’s genealogy as a creature of the party of Lenin and Stalin — as Turov-
skaia puts it, as a creature of “an all-encompassing patriarchal Will.”
Chosen to become a member of the Supreme Soviet, Aleksandra Sokolova
proclaims: “Here I stand before you, a simple Russian woman [she uses
the somewhat derogatory term “baba”], beaten by my husband, frightened
by the priest, shot at by our enemies. ... And the party and our Soviet
power elevated us and me as well to this tribune.”* Turovskaia shows how
in the postwar film The Oath the heroine is transformed into a mytholo-
gized “Mother Russia.” The heroine presents a letter written by her
husband to Lenin to his new incarnation, Stalin, and in so doing embod-
ies, as Turovskaia puts it, “a purely Russian mythology: the Motherland
[Rodina-mat’] before the face of the Father of nations.”’

Far from disappearing with the last vestiges of Soviet power, this
mythology of Mother Russia, together with certain related constructions
of the feminine, have reappeared with particular force during recent
years, against the backdrop of glasnost, perestroika, and the collapse of
the Soviet empire. These political changes have also made possible the
creation and publication of new forms of criticism, both literary and
social. A new generation of writers has appeared, among whom women
writers figure importantly. Collections specifically devoted to “women’s
writing” — certainly a vague and problematic term — have been steadily
published at least since the late 1980s.

This chapter seeks to provide an overview of the reconfiguration of
Mother Russia and the responses, both direct and indirect, to her resur-
rection. I will begin with the writings of politically conservative authors,
some of whom are well known outside Russia. I will show how the
revision of Mother Russia is itself a response to the perception of a
breakdown in the political, social, and natural order. I then turn to a
specific response to these writings in the work of two very different
authors, both of whom can loosely be identified as politically “liberal.”
The last section of the essay examines the prose of several new Russian
women authors, tracing how and to what extent their configurations of
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woman represent “oppositionalist” writing. What strategies are deployed
in this writing to defamiliarize Mother Russia? Of particular importance
here will be the image of the female body.

I. MOTHER RUSSIA: TAKE ONE

A 1988 essay by the literary critic Irina Sheveleva, entitled “The Feminine
and the Maternal” offers a very clear example of the conservative con-
struction of woman and the nation.” For Sheveleva the feminine is identi-
fied with the home and the homeland. The essence of the feminine is the
sense of belonging to a place and a people. In her discussion of women’s
poetry Sheveleva writes that “the poetess does not only imprint ‘nature,’
she conveys the sense of her own native belonging” (166). The “earth,
one’s own native tongue, and strong native roots” constitute for Sheveleva
woman’s “dowry.” The familiar intimate landscape of the home is linked
to the overarching ethnic construct of the national group and the political
construct of the nation. Woman, as keeper of the home, bears, but does
not define, the values of the nation. Sheveleva asks “T'o be the mistress of
your own home — what could be more natural for a woman?” To be
mistress means to be the home itself, “to bear its habits and customs in
your blood” (166). The link between the home and the nation is enhanced
by the woman’s reproductive function, by means of which she has access
to “the most intimate secrets of being” (167). Sheveleva chastises the poet
Bela Akhmadulina for writing that her baby makes it impossible for her
to work, for there is no greater creative work for a woman than caring for
a child. But significantly, this theme of the maternal is subordinate to the
theme of the home and the native soil and speech. “To accuse women
poets of nostalgic patriarchalism, of an attachment to an age-old image of
home, of the hearth, is the same as accusing them of being women” (167).
To paraphrase Sheveleva, the primary social problem facing Russia today
is the need for women to return home, and the primary function of the
woman poet is to preserve her “inherited native word.”

For all her concern with the home and the domestic as opposed to the
public sphere, Sheveleva’s construction of the feminine places woman
once again at the service of the nation. The domestic, in Sheveleva’s
reading, does not mark out the space in which the individual is free from
the state, as in traditional Western liberal ideology. For Western middle-
class women, the domestic sphere became a prison, but for Soviet and
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Eastern bloc women and men, the family could be a refuge. In How We
Survived Communism and Even Laughed Slavenka Drakulic writes: “When
there is no space in society to express your individuality the family be-
comes the only territory in which one can form it, exercise it, prove it,
express it.” But Drakulic goes on to say that “a family is too limiting,
there is not space enough in it for self-expression either.”® In more
extreme conditions of the labor camp, the domestic offered a form of
resistance. Evgenia Ginzburg, who spent seventeen years in the gulag for
not denouncing someone, describes how the recreation of some smatter-
ing of a domestic space within the prison barracks offers the female
prisoners a moment of reprieve from the police state of the prison.” For
some contemporary Russian feminists, the collapse of Soviet ideology
with its emphasis on work, service, and its derogation of the private
sphere, means the ideological possibility, if not the economic one, of
abandoning the work force and returning home.! Under the Soviet
system, not working at a government-approved position was tantamount
to the crime of “parasitism.” The poet Joseph Brodskii was charged with
this crime. But for Sheveleva, in contrast, the domestic space, far from
offering an alternative to the state, and by the same token, woman, the
keeper of the domestic space, are both vessels which are to preserve the
identity of the larger national entity, and reproduce its values and lan-
guage. Indeed, there is no distinction between the public and the private,
no moment or utterance that is free from the new totality of nation,
blood, and soil that Sheveleva and others like her wish to reestablish for
Russia. Sheveleva’s construction of the feminine and of the “homeland”
denies history, sexuality, and rejects difference altogether. The notion of
cultural or social intercourse with culturally distinct others as a constit-
uent part of identity is conspicuously absent from her view. The same
absence can be noted in other similar conservative writers publishing in
Our Contemporary (“Nash sovremennik”), most notably Ksenia Mialo, a
participant in a 1993 roundtable entitled “The State of the Russian Na-
tion,” who advises “a strict Russocentrism in every word about our future”
and urges “all Russians to concentrate on what is their own, their own,
their own.”!! This emphasis on homogeneity and inwardness, evidenced
in Sheveleva’s statement that “for the sensation of the limitlessness of that
which is one’s own one needs attachment to and rootedness in the
earth”!? offers a striking contrast to Bakhtin’s emphasis on the concept of
exchange as constitutive of identity: “that which takes place on the bound-
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ary between one’s own and some one else’s consciousness, on the thresh-
old.”!3 In Sheveleva’s scheme, woman, who has no identity of her own, is
the ideal receptacle for the language, culture, soil, and blood that she only
inherits, but never forms. Modernity and even the process of historical
change are rejected in favor of the endless reduplication of the same. A
similar but more subtle framing of the question of woman and national
identity can be found in Valentin Rasputin’s novella Farewell to Matera,
published in 1976. Widely hailed as a masterpiece of “village prose,” the
story tells of the imminent flooding of the Siberian island and village,
both called “Matera” for the sake of misguided progress: the Angara river
is to be altered as part of a reservoir connected to a new hydroelectric
dam.' The heroine of the tale, very untypically for Soviet literature, is an
old woman named Dar’ia, who quietly resists the destruction of her
village and way of life. As David Gillespie writes: “In the almost four
decades since Stalin’s death, Rasputin’s Dar’ia still offers Soviet litera-
ture’s most profound rejection of the materialist dream of a technological
utopia.”!® In contrast to her grandson, who proclaims that man is master
(“tsar” is the Russian word he uses) of nature, Dar’ia says that Matera was
given to people in order that they might live from its resources and then
pass it on to the next generation. Dar’ia thinks of herself and her fellow
human beings not as “masters,” but as pitiful, weak, “little” creatures, who
have forgotten “their place under God.”'¢ As Gillespie puts it, Dar’ia is
the “repository of past values and traditions in the island.” Gillespie’s
choice of words is significant: woman as womb is a “repository” and not a
creator of culture. Dar’ia’s role as “repository” is expressed in her relation
to her dead ancestors and to her house. She goes to the cemetery to ask
forgiveness and guidance and there seemingly receives the ghostly answer
that she must clean and prepare her house before it is destroyed. She
comes to the conclusion that “truth lies in memory”; “he who has no
memory has no life.”!” Rasputin’s Dar’ia can be seen as a fictitious
embodiment of Sheveleva’s ideal women, for she has no other role than
to be mistress of an albeit doomed house, and to “bear its habits and
customs,” as Sheveleva writes, in her blood.

For Rasputin, as for Sheveleva, identity is given by place. In Farewell to
Matera, the narrator comments that “you are not only that which you
carry within you, but also that which is around you, and to lose it is
sometimes more terrible than losing an arm or a leg . . . perhaps it is only
this that is eternally passed on, like the holy spirit, from person to person,
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from fathers to children and from children to grandchildren, restraining
and guarding them, directing and purifying them.”'® Among all the vil-
lagers, Dar’ia has best absorbed “what is around” her, what is passed from
fathers and not mothers, to children. Dar’ia alone prepares her hut for its
immolation. She whitewashes it and places fir branches in its corners, as
if for a holiday, all the while sensing the meaningfulness of her actions.
Dar’ia is mistress of her house, but not of Matera. That role is given to a
mysterious poltergeist-like masculine figure called the “Master,” who
prowls the island at night. The woman too old for childbearing or sexual-
ity is the vessel for a masculine-given culture.

In her recent essay “Gynoglasnost: writing the feminine,” Barbara
Heldt offers the following gender analysis of village prose:

Much of village prose is about the squandering of a female ecology, and concomi-
tant male guilt. Although the Soviet system stands accused, it has a gender —a
largely male bureaucracy is set against female Nature. In other words the Good
Mother is Russia, but she is either dead or threatened with imminent destruction.
The Wicked Stepmother is the Soviet Union who has taken her place and is
destroying her children. Traces of the Good Mother can be found in very old
women or a younger one who dies or is victimized.!®

Heldt’s reading provides a necessary caution to those who might see
Rasputin as offering a pro-feminist gyno-ecologism in Farewell to Matera.
Only the aged Dar’ia is positively valued by the narrator; her middle-aged
daughter-in-law, in contrast, who lives on the mainland, puts on weight,
gets her hair cut in a fashionable style, and becomes interested in and
knowledgeable about the illnesses from which she suffers. The narrator
comments that the inhabitants of Matera have no time to be sick. The
daughter-in-law’s knitting is fashionably lacy, and therefore full of holes,
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