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Before we explore the peasént woman's earliest per-
ceptions of Soviet culture, we should ask an even broader
question: what did the Revolution mean tc the peasantry as
a whole, male as well asgs female?

War, beginning in 1914, devastated the village economy.
With the healthy young men at the front, with even the horses
taxen away, there remained in the village the old people,
the women, and the children. Farming declined. Especially
with the Civil War that followed the Revolution, each year
less land was sown and bread grew more Scarce.l And if the
peasants wondered why, if there were a Revolution, they were
in economic ruin, it is important to remember--as one his-
torian has pointed out--that generaily the peasants had no
longings for the past.2 For the majority of them--even when
they oppoesed the Communists--Tsarism and the pomeshchiki
(the landlords) were gone for good.3 The Revolution freedv
the peasants from the system of labor service to the
landowner, 1t gave them the status of independent producers,
and 1t offered not only land but--desplte the economic chaos
of the Civil War years, new hope.

For the peasant, illiterate and pclitically a blank,
generally no culture existed prior to the Revolution beyond
the mixture of orthodox religiousity, local superstition,

=
and folk lore,



Culturél change, when it came, emanated from the towns.
The language itself began to change. Peasants heard about
People's Courts, "criminals in face of the Revolution,"
"enemies of the working class," komgedy, smychka, kommuna,
delegatki, Komsomol, and Commissar. The peasant woman,
at least officially, was no longer "baba." The Party
called her, "krest'ianka." Reactions to unfamiliar
expressions have been recorded in literature. Sholokhov
depicted a scene in which a Red Army man addressed the crowd.
"Tovarishch" he began. The cossacks, troubled by the
unusual word stared at cne another in agitation. The Red
Army man was continually interrupted by shouts: "What do
you mean by 'commuﬁe'? And what is the Communist Party?"

In another novel of peasant life a Soviet militlaman speaks
to Katia, a peasant woman, telling her that the workers

and the peasants are noc longer separate but are "one element.”
And the gbaba” puzzles over the word "element." What is an
element?

An aim of the Revolution was the breaking down of the
01ld byt--the complex of customs, beliefs, and manners that
determined the peasant's dally life. At the simplest level,
Soviet culture meant knives and forks rather than the
peasant's wooden spoon. Literature provides vignettes. In

"Black Fritters," we see the peasant woman, Katerina, come
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to town to visit her Communis& husband and struggling at
supper with thegunfamiliar utensils--dropping now one,
now the other." Similarly in Sholokhov, the Red Army
man requesting food at a peasant hut demands in disgust
that he be given something other than the wooden spoonﬂto
eat with--a metal utensil, less 1likely to carry germs.LO
Hygiene and a new emphasis on health care marked the new
culture. Thus the peasant wife, Katerina, noticed the
clean towel hanging at the sink in her husband's city
room.l1 A Tamiliar sight were posters in connection with
public health. "Syphilitics, do not use alcohol," and "The
louse is a carrier of Typhus."12

Knives, forks, and public health injunctions could be
regarded with casual curiousity. Athelism could not. Many
a village family was torn apart when one of its youthful
members rejected religion. Nowhere 1s thisg family tragedy
more peignantly epitomized than in Seifullina's, "The 01d
Woman," who drove her Bolshevik gon from their home.l3

Soviet culture had its iconography. Thus Andron,
another rebellious son in another village, put Karl Marx
in 8t. Nikolai's place, and hung two more pictures on either
gside of him: Lenin and Trotsky. He gave an order to the

Women's Department for wreaths. The peasants came to the

office of the village Soviet and saw the pine wreaths
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above the pictures, the red ribbons, and the banners
with golden tassels. Only the candles were missing. A
peasant reported to Andron's father: "Just been to your
son's chapel.... He's made some new sa,ints.lljr

The new culture seemed also to encompass sexual
immorality. Immorality of course was not new in the village,
As reflected in literature before World War I, peasant
behavior fell far below the norm. The main difference was
that in the old days vice was recognized as such even by
the sinners. Not only did war and revolution cause village
morals to detericrate even further, but the very validity
of sexual standards were being challenged.l5 It was nothing
new for a peasant girl to give birth six or seven months
after her marriage, but after the Revolution, when it
happened in the village, gossips might say: "That's the
Soviet faghion. If a girl marries ugder the Soviets she's
sure to have a baby in six months.”l

Alexander Neverov, the self-educated peasant writer,

degcribed the effect of the Revolution on the village scene:

"Girls did not come home at night, and married women stayed
away. A strange wife pressed herself to a strange husband...."
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The girls sang songs:

Don't you swear at me, Mother,

Now we are free to do as we like!

1'11 1lie down if I like, I'1l1l get up if I like,
I'll go and spend the night with Ivan.

If Ivan gets a swollen head,

I1'11 go and get another lover.... 17

"Young girls would sleep unwedded, young men would cease
to obey." 18

Here and there the emancipation of women impacted
sharply on the peasant family: Prohorova "learned all
sorts of foreign words...culture, equal rights, and so on.
It wouldn't have been so bad 1f only the young girls
listened...but the married women listened too.”19 Women
were given the right in 1917 to divorce and occasionally
some of them used it. Before the Revolution, a man might
abandon his wife but if a peasant woman left her husband it
caused indignation. By 1921, especially among the younger
population, the fact of a "vbaba" separating from her husband
ceased to astonish her neighbors.go Divorce became a theme
in peasant literature. A peasant husband went to the
Ispolkom--the village office of the Executive Committee of
the Soviet--to protest the departure of his wife. The Party
official opened the Code of Soviet law. 'You must look upon
a woman differently and you mustn't force her to live with

you. You mustn't beat her either.' The muzhik looked at

the Code--it was a large book--he would have 1liked to



smash the Code to pieces on the woman's head--but it

couldn't be done; his hands were tied by an invisible
21

force.

But for the majority of peagsant women the option of
leaving a husband remained unrealistic. One woman
explained: "Yes, it's all very well to talk about divorce--
but how could I feed my children? Two's better than one
when 1t comes to that. Alimenta? (&he divorced father's
legal share of the support of his wife or childrenj. Yes,

I know about that--but what good would that do me when I
know my husband has nothing in his pocket to pay me. And
if my hysband goes away, or 1f I get land somewhere else,
how can I work the land alone? Together we can manage some-
how.”22

Although the instance of peasant divorce was not high
when compared with the cities, by the mid 1920's most of
the village lawyers' cases involved Alimenta.23 The new
freedom of women to divorce also found expression in a
reported wave of household partitioning initiaﬁed by women
in many cases as part of divorce settlements.2 Delegatki,
the women working within the network of the Zhenotdel, the
Women's Section of the Party, became advocates of the
property rights of the ”baba."25

The very organization of government within the village
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functioned as an aspect of an alien culture. The sel'sovet,
its basic element, was viewed as both imported and imposed.
The number of peasants taking part in elections after the
Civil War remained small (22.3% in 1922). There were many

illages in which no more than 10 to 15% of the peasants
would turn out to vote. Peasant lack of interest in this
new Soviet institution is understandable since the sel'sovet
was controlled by the authorities and its membership was

decided upocon by the Party in the volost in consultation with
26

the local Party cell, if there was one. The peasants
regarded the ancient mir, an institution that had revived
during and arfter the Revolution, as the actual village

27
government.

The Party staffed the sel'sovet with the village poor,
the batraks and the bedniaks, or even workers seng out from
the towns to strengthen the proletarian element.2 Thus,
this allien import, the sel'scvet, featured those whom the
khoziaeva of the village called the rifraff. An aspect of
the new culture then was the sudden prominence within the
village of its poorer inhabitants.29

And finally, the peasant who previously regarded the
village as a unity--the mir--was told that rather than a

whole 1t consigted really of three parts--the rich peasants,

the middle, and the poor. Soviet culture from the outset




30

forced on the peasant a model of'class conflict.
To understand how Soviet culture was perceived ini-
tially by the "baba," or in the language of the Communists,
the "krest'ianka," one must know firstvﬂhe values of women,
how they related to the valueg of the péasant community,
and how they related to the values of peasant men. A sexual
division had tc some extent always existed in the village.
One need recall only the frequent references in literature

!

to "the women," with the assumption that they were a group

unto themselves, to understand that women had thelr separate
sphere.

What then were their values? The peasant woman was a
khoziaika and she wanted to remain one. Her concernsg were
narrowly individual and focused inwardly on family. "The
women" might move as a group to the spring to draw water,
to the stream to wash clothes--but there was no sense of
sisterhood. Rather, malice and competition prevailed
egpecially in matters relating to the family. Competition
over the possession of a man and the birth--or lack of--
children. Young girls lived in a female world where
marriage was thelr utmost concern. They were involved in
female rituals, gatherings to sew clothing for dowriles,
parties for those about to be married, assembling with thelr

_8-




families to await the arrival of the marriage makers who
together with the friest would arrange for the dowry--a
31

situation that remained unchanged by the Revolution.

Although Tolstoy describes a young peasant woman who
expressed frankly a sense of release at the death of a
child, such an example is probably the exoepticn.32 The
theme of Russian lullabyes, a mother's devotion to the
infant, was no doubt more representative of the 19th and 20th
century Russian mother. A 19th century Russian writer
states that 'peasants...view the birth of children as a
sign of God's blessing on the parentsﬁ whereas not having
children is considered a misfortune.‘Br Beyond the ques-
tion of the mother's relationship to the child was the fact
that childlessness for the peasant woman was a painful
situation often constituting a source of moral humiliation.
In the novel Brusski the young peasant wife, Katia, longs
for a child and releasge from the mockery of the women at the
spring who called her barren.35 To be barren meant to be
deprived of children throughwhom alone a woman could firmly
implant herself in the family6of her husband and be guaran-
teed comfort in her old age.3

The world of women was concerned also with private

economic interests., Village women., especlally the more

prosperous one, were occupied in small scale commerce. It
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was the "baba" who went to the city to bargain and to

sell milk an% eggs.37 Indeed, it was she who was in charge
of the cow.3 Concerns with family and with commerce were
congruent, of course, with the general values of the
village community. But the world of the peasant woman,

her outlook and her development differed nonetheless from
that of the peasant man. The woman was essentially custo-
dian of the family and the basic rituals of 1life. They
were "matchmakers, mourners, midwives, gossipmongers, and
custodians of sccial propriety;§9 the man was "provider

and protector," involved in running the affairs of the mir
and--depending on his economic status--a force in the
village power structure. He was concerned with paying taxes,
renting land, sowing, plowing, and fighting in the war. At
the front he received a degree of political awareness and

a literacy he may earlier have lacked. Asg one of Tolstoy's

peasants exclaimed, in the Power of Darkness, 'a man, he may

at least learn something in tie pub, or in the army, or in
prison, maybe. But a woman!' >

Because of her backwardness and her essentially
familial concerns, Soviet culture when it came to the village
sometime around41920 threatened the peasant woman in a
particular way. : The Communist Party wanted to liberate

her from nearly all that was familiar: her petty-ownership
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psychology, her illiteraey; her ignorance, and her
dependence on her husband's family. The Party's task was
to get the masses of peasant women to disdain and to hate
the squalor of thelr own iéves—-ingtead of clinging to
thelr own rusty shackles. Appealing to her self-pity,
Communist women quoted to the "baba" Nekrasov's famous
linesg:
Dolia ty russkaia,
Doliushka zhenskaia,
Vriad 1i trudnee syskat' 43

Why was the downtrodden "baba" nevertheless resistant
to the message? The reasons were both practical and psycho-
logical. The Communists were asking her to reject her
accustomed security. They promised communal nurseries,
kitchens, and laundries, and a future of participation in
public life. To the average illiterate and backward woman,
engrossed in her personal world and accustomed to the pro-
tection of a husband, soclalist dreams of emancipated
womanhood were hardly appealing. As a peasant woman
explained: if you had a good husband you were all right in
the old days, and you are all right now.

Summer nurseris:. =% T ‘n villag=:s where the Communist

{1}

Women's Section was active, were a threat. Rumors circula-

ted that once in them childreﬁ were enrolled as Communists
5
and taken from thelr mothers. One saw tentative accep-




tance of the new culture when"peasant women, becoming
convinced thatlgurseries were useful, asked the Zhenotdel
to build them. Indeed, organizing a nursery would
become, by the mid 1520's, a Communist ploy for "catching”

L
the "baba."

But such acceptance was infrequent in the early years.
Upon occasion, women spoke with particular force against
nurseries as the following resolution taken at a meeting
of peasant women in Penza guberniia indicates. "The
women's meeting...under the chairmanship of Evgeniia
Bomankova, unanimously refuse to open and organize a
kindergarten and nursery since in our community we don't o
have mothers who would refuse to bring up their childz‘ﬁn.“_r

Labor conscription--decreed in 1920~--was another
threat. The "baba" liked to gossip with her neighbors or
sit in front of her hut cracking sunflower seeds. She
worked hard but at her own tempo and she she regented
interference, regimentation, managers, and enforced
overworkx. And although labor mobilization did not require
change of location for peasant women with children under
twelve 1t did mean cdercion and ariuous work such as
clearing snow from railway tracke. 7 Peasant attitudes

toward work discipline which was so much a part of the

early culture were unequivocal, An American visitor
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approaching a group of batrachki working in a Sovkhoz

was told very frankly that no, 1life was not better for
them than in the old Tsarist days. "We worked then from
dawn to dark--but we didn't have to keep it up all the
time., We could even stop to sing, and lie down in the sun
and sleep when we wanted to and the foreman didn't mind--
he did the game himself. Bul now they make us stick at

50

cur work."

Another cultural change was the introduction into the
village of literacy classes for adults. And while education
might be perceived by a minority of peasant women as an
opportunity, for many the "likpunkt" was an irrelevant
bother conflicting with the peasant woman's desire to be
left alone.51 'Learn how to read and write?' a peasant woman
asked. "And when do you think I'd have the time to do
that--the cow has to be milked, the pigs to be fed, the
water to be carried, the baby screams,  or another one 1s
gsick~~let the children here do the learning.' But in fact
some women resented education for the children as an
undermining of parental authority.52

The Bolshevik idea that girls should attend school
was unwelcome. In a village in Penza guberniia peasants

complained that in the old days girls did not go to school.

Now a teacher agitates for their attendance and 18 girls
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immediately enter. Yef, the number of girls in school
there in 1924 as compared to 1922 had declined signifi-
cantly. In some schools there were no girls at all.
Traditionally if a sacrifice were to be made, it would be
for the son. He would be going into the Army and it was
inconvenient for a man to be illiterate. But for the
"pbaba" to remain illiterate was no great misfortune. Fre-
quently 1t was the mothers who prevented their daughters
from going to school. One peasant father wanted his
daughter to be educatid but his wife scolded that the family
could not afford it.5 Those girls who did go to school
often left before completing the course of study. On the
other hand, girls in Penza guberniia were attracted to the
"likpunkt," although they felt shy about attending. They
wanted a separate women's literacy group. >

The same peasant woman who was so little interested
in education that she objected to her daughter going to
school, if she lived in a village where the Party was
active, was subjected to efforts to change dramatically
her outlook. Mainly she was to achieve a different self-
image, that of a competent, interested, and literate citi-
zen. 1f she learned to read then speculators would not be

able to cheat her. If she were to take part in elections

to volost and village Soviets, the Soviets would not be
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dominated by KulaKs‘and fbrmer shop and tavern keepers.
If she used her equal rights to vote, then the Soviet
would be made up of honest people who would defend the
village poor. Her self-interest as mother would also

be served., For if women participated in the Soviets,

and in the volost executive committeeg, the Soviets would
care more about improving the life cof women and children.56

Occasionally the "baba" was convinced to enter the
Soviet. More frequently she responded negatively:

"I have small children at home and a farm. Therefore I
have no time to work in the Soviet."

"I am illiterate~--what would I do in the Soviet and how
will I -be of use to the viliage?”

"My husband is opposed."g?

Perhaps the most alien of the culturgl messages was
the one that called on the krest'lanka to act collectively
for the general good. The Russian peasants who tradi-
tionally worked hard on their own strips of land but half-
heartedly elsewhere and who 1t is saild lacked a social
conscience were being urged to think in terms of society's
interest and to care about the improvement of thg general
people's economy as they cared about their own.5 They
were exhorted to understand the concept of mutuality
between city and village: thg peasant must give grain to

-
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the towns because the factéry worker could not produce
implements for the farms if he had no food. They were
to enter the Soviets where they would work to help the
widows and families of Red Army men. They were to con-
struct shelters and nurseries for orphans and children of
the village poor and they were to participate in the
subbotniki, somehow absorbing the uncongenial idea of work
without pay.59 This last injunction proved to be particu-
larly awkward. In Kaluga guberniia when the question of
wages for the delegatka came up, the majority of them,
not receiving any pay, simply refused to work.6o

The absence of any general will to collectivity on
the part of women is illustrated by their opposition to the
early Soviet communes. Women reacted negatively although
they were promised more than their husbands. In 1919
Pravda reported that female agtipathy was the chief break
on the formation of communes. . Similarly, in 1930
Kaganovich would argue that peasant women wgge providing
much of the resistance to collectivization. I they did
go into the co%munes they usually héld back from active
participation. > The commune freed women from certain
chores but it reguired of them much more readjustment

than it did of their husbands who for the most part went

about their accustomed agricultural work. Quarrels arose
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in the community kitchens and dining halls. Women did
not like cooking for those outside their family, doing
impersonal menial jobs or caring for the children of
others. According to one source, the women engaged in
all manner of recriminations and dodged the work. One
reporter, sympathetic to the commune, found that women
disliked the communal nursery as much as the kitchen
and had to be g?tated very often. Bickering and gossip

4
were the rule. But women, when they needed to, did act
collectively. Kresttianki, especially widows, sometimes
formed communes wWhose purpose it was to sustain each other.
The "Fortress of Communism" was started in the lower Volga
region by
/seven widows or wives. Husbands Joined upon release from

65
service.

For the peasant woman in a village that experiemced
minimal or no organized Party activity, Soviet culture
probably meant little besides the "Commissar" who requisi-
ticned grain. And, 1f she traveled into the large towns,
the Agit-Punkt (perhaps only a kxiosk in a station)
disseminating Bolshevik propaganda. The new culfure was
experienced more intensely by the relatively few peasant
women who were drawn into the Soviet orbit. The semilite-

rate "baba'" who dared to challenge every principle
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traditionally held sacred in her environment, a pioneer
of progress became a feature of the rural scene.6b
Invariably she possessed an unusual personality that had
manifested itself before the Revolution. Usually she was
remarkable for her personal independence and bravery. Two
such fictional heroines epitomize the new peasant woman:
Mar'ia~-bol'shevichka and Katia Dolga. Mar'ia and Katia
were each portrayed as physically larger than their
husbands, strong women with loud voices who butted into
"the muzhik's business." Katisa especially established
herself as a force within the mir. During the war, she
took over all the masculine responsibilities of farming,
performing them so well that she was the envy of the
elderly men who wondered why thelr daughters-in-law could
not work in the fields like Katla instead of returning to
thelr mothers or staying indoors fussing over children.
Each of them began organizing women within the village.

Mar'ia founded a Zhenotdel. "We never even heard of a

word 1ike6that-—it didn't sound Russian" was the peasant
7

i

reaction. Martia and Katila turned away from religion.
(Katia initially out of anger at a too generous land
allotment to the village priest). As a Jjoke, Mar'ia is
elected to the district Soviet--few people wanted to hold

office anyway. She surprised everyone with her newly
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business-1like manner. Other wémen became infected with
her Bolshevism. Two of them left their husbands.

To be sure these "new women" reflected a tiny minority
in the villages. But as harbingers of a new culture they
attracted considerable attention. Author, Aleksandr
Neverov, ends his short story with Mar'ia retreating with
the Bolsheviks in face of a Cossack attack. "They say
somebody saw her in another village, but maybe it wasn't
she--maybe 1t was another one who looked like her. There
are a lot of them around nowadays." So it seemed. And
readers' reactions suggest he was correct. Mar'ia was
praised, congratulgéed and invited to visit like-minded souls
in other villages.

Who did these kindred souls in "other villages" tend
to be? The batrachkl, the bednliachki, the single-woman
householders, the Red Army wives, and widows, were generally
the women most receptive to rural gﬁrty activity.69 Through
the Zhenotdel they were drawn into the Party orbit. They
tended to be mature rather than young women. A correspon-
dent reporting on a non-Party conference of worker and
peasant women in Orlov guberniia in 1923 noted that of 134
delegatkii (63 of whom were peasants and 71 urban women),
the majority, 70, were in the 25 to 45 age group, 49 were

70
from 17 to 25 and 18 were older than 45. The Party
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worker wag gratified that thére were also some young
Krest'iankl pregent who left farm and children to attend
the conference. At a similar women's conference in the
gubernila of Nizhni-Novgorod that same year a large part

of the delegatki surprisingly were under 30, fewer were
from 30 to 40 and some were oclder than 40. The reporter
found the breakdown significant because at previous con-
ferences the older women prevalled. In general, young
peasgant women burdened with children were legs responsive
to the Party, while the young ummarried woman was the least

71
likely of all to participate. Reports deplored the

paucity of girls in the rural K’.omsormls.72 In some there
were no women at all, or at most, simply one in a cell of
thirty--a result of varental disapproval and an abusive
attitude on the part of young men toward those whom they
disdained as "baby.”73

The single woman householder~-often a widow-~-had the
most reason to respond positively to the Communist presence.,
The most vulnerable member of the mir, her 1life was extra-
ordinarily difficult. She was expected alone to raise
children, to maintain the cattle, and tc farm. A small
percentage of these women moved into the category of the

landless peasant--the bobylok. The majority of them farmed

with varying degrees of succesg. How did they manage? An
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irate Communist reported froﬁ one village that it was

not with the help of the mir. Instead he found a ruth-
less exploitatlon by the mir of the single woman. These
women who sowed, harrowed, harvested, threshed and worked
in the vegetable gardens, did the work of both a@@an and
a woman. Additionally, they had to work not only for
themselves but in the filelds and vegetable gardens of
others because their farms nearly constantly reguired
timber for repairs. Women did not have the strength to
fell and to drag damp, heavy wood. For this service they
were required to go to work in the field of a neighbor in
return for logs. In the winter 1t was no better. The
single woman must carry firewocod, hay, look after the cattle,
spin, weave, sew, repalir clothing and boots, and launder
not only for herself but even for her neighbor whose help
she frequently needed.

The mir was not only indifferent to her situation,
frequently 1t compounded her problems., For example, if
there appeared in the village a new claimant to land, a
missing soldier, or a city employee come to the village,
the mir would need to find land to give toc the newcomer.
As a rule they looked to the household where there was no
man. Because if they took land from Ivan or Petrov, they

would resist, perhaps violently. But Mar'ia or Akulina
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would not contradict the mir. They were not inclined to
protest or to undertake a lawsuit. Land might be taken
from them by other means as well. The strips of land
belonging to the women farmers were usually poorer than
the strips belonging to the men because the men, taking
advantage of the fact that a woman was not likely to
examine the strips, or 1f she did was not about to start
a Tight, year after year expanded their own strips at her
expense. The mir was not interested. When i1t came time
to apportion tax obligations, the inferiocrity of land
strips cultivated by women was usually not taken into
account. On the other hand, the women were frequently
taxed higher than the other houseiolds—-again because they
did not offer strong resistance.7

But occasionally from the ranks of the miserably
exploited Mar'ias and Akulinas there would be a "baba'

more outspoken. Such a woman, A. Volkova, from Smolensk

guberniia, wrote a letter to the journal Kommunistka in

which she called on the rabotnitsy, the seemingly favored
element in the Revolution to "remember the krest'ilanki.”

She read in the women's pages in Rabochi Put' about

meetings for city women. She requested similar meetings
for peasant women where their questions could be answered

5
about problems like the tax-in-kind. The unusual "baba"
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was represented fictionally by fhe crude and naive but
very bold Katia Dolga who did not hesitate to tell the
miller when he was cheating the peasants or the priest
when he was taking someone's turn in line for wood.76
1t was exceptional women like these whom the Zhenotdel,
worker sought when she asked young men in the Komsomols
if there wasn't Just one woman in thelr village whc was
more independent than the rest and with whom they could be
put in ccntact.77 But even the stalwart Katia Dolga who
readily accomplished a "man's work" in the fields was
uneasy when her name was proposed for the presidium of the
village Soviet (because the Party wanted a woman repre-
sentative). How could she sig at the same table with men?
How would it look to people?7

The more independent women, responding to the new
culture, became the "troublemakers," organizing other vil-
lage women, attending the Zhenotdel's "babi kursy" and
participating in meetings that today we would recognize
as consciousness ralising and that in China would be called
"speaking bitterness." At non-Party volost and guberniia
conferences, peasant delegatkl would be encouraged to

talk about their own lives. In session after gession--

documented in the pages of the Jjournal Kommunistka and

reflected in Soviet fiction, peasant women told not only
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about the hardship of their pasf, but also about their
current exploitation both by kulaks and by male members
of the Soviet power structure in the villages. Here are
some examples: Neverov shows us Katia Dolga at her first
political meeting--speaking he writeg like "a dam broken
open' --telling of the misery of her early married life
which began at age 18. How she left her husband's family
to return to her mother, and how her husband went to the
priest to help get her home., Her mother-in-law gave her
husband the whip and told him to beat her. She had a
hard 1life while her mother-in-law lived but she saw that
for other women it was even worse. It was as 1f women
were cursed from birth, she told the assembled group.79
Another "baba," Tat'iana asked bitterly--what kind
of 1life is it for women? She labored in a family for
nothing, bearing six children. Two she lost from being
beaten. Three died as infants. The last one lived but q
crippled. She blamed her mother-in-law for his accildent. °

Women complained about the conditions of dailly life

which in some instances were made worse by the Revolution.

R

Drunkenness, well=known in tr=s Tuczi-» —I1ll2z=, ~ontinued

to plague the countryside even becoming a feature of
local Soviet organs which in the view of some peasants

81
resembled taverns more than government institutions.
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Drinking at home seemed to the komen to have increased.

In the old days there was a formal liquor moncpoly.

Now each muzhik brewe% his own and life had become impos=-
sible for the "baba." ° At a similar meeting in Nizhni
Novgorod "baby" protested against the painful tax-in-kind
and the cruelty of sadistic Soviet agents, who, instead of
sympathizing with the difficulties of a Red Army man's
wife and perhaps letting her off more easily, taunted the
woman with outlandish requests. One such was that she
produce 68 identical black cats so that he could make a
fur coat. > The Party worker noted that this was only one
episode of humiliating injustice occuring locally at the
hands of brutal ccllectors of the tax-in-kind.

A twenty-two year old peasant woman told of her
experiences the previous year as & member of the Soviet.
The kulaks proposed that she chailr a work committee with
the idea--as she now realized--of manipulating her. When
she called them to task for thelr tax irregularities,
they threatened to kill her. I don't go to the Soviet
anymore she told thguconfereﬁce. I am twenty-two and I
still want to live. |

An older woman protested that the working woman in

the city got four months maternity leave, while she had

borne sixteen children (five of them buried) and worked
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all the while. Why aren't the peasant women given the
same beneflits as the city woman.85 Distrust for the city
rabotnitsy was common among the krest!ianki who complained
about their own difficult lives, the onerous tax-in-kind,
the exhausting work in the course of a long summer day
while the factory woman worked, in their view, not 24
hours but simply 8.

Along with anger were alsc affirmations of the new
culture. One peasant woman in Orel guberniia recalled
that in the past she had no land and the village called
her a tramp. "Why? I was not a thief." Now she had 12
desiatin of land and the kulak who formerly had 40 had 8.
She sold her son's miner's clothing and even managed to
buy a horse. She lived well. t was warm inside in the
winter. Still, she did not want to identify too closely
with the Revolution. "They call me a Communist. 3ut I
am not a Communist.3287 Another woman explained that she
had never bhefore been at a gubernilia conference. Indeed
she never knew where the city was. But now it seemed
to her as though Orel was sitting right in her vegetable
patch. And with this colorful exclamation the "baba'

summed up the cultural impact of the Revolution on her

life: 1t had taken her out of the village.
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Bringing women together to éxpress personal grievances
and triumphs was a dramatic way of drawing them into the
Soviet orbit. There were other innovations: organizations
among single women to purchase glass, firewood, and various
supplies collectively and groups to develop summer nurseries
which would work together to obtain lccal funds from com-
mittees of mutual aid, volost executive committees, and

89
local cooperatives.

The peasants did not always accept Soviet-urged
cooperation although cocperatives were well-known in pre-
revolutionary Russia. They made excuses: the "baba"
could not live without her daily trip to the city to sell
milk and eggs from her own farm; or, they were not the kind
of people to work together harmoniously.9o Yet frequently

cooperatlion succeeded.

Work artels brought changg to the lives of those
relatively few women involved.jl A member of the Zhenotdel
reported a conversation with a "baba" who recalled that in
the beginning no one in the village wanted to hear about
organizing an artel. They told her to get rid of her
Bolshevik ideas. But she persuaded other peasant women
to join with her--especially Red Army wives who farmed
alone. Together they obtained seed 1n the city. Their

two horses became the common property of the artel.
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Going beyond Jjoint agricultufal Wérk, they organized a
childrea's dining room with the help of the Soviet network.
(It eventually closed due to insufficient supplies.) The
Zhenotdel worker marvelled that the artel was begun by the
§ea§%nt women themselves despite the mockery of the men.
Yet we may assume an on-going degree of Zhenotdel help in
the form of encouragement, literature for the reading hut,
and evidently the very sheets of paper (unavailable in

the village) that the women needed to record the protocol

92

of their meetings.

Peasant women--again in the relatively few villages
with energetic Party organizers--might experience propa-
ganda at any level of daily life. EQen allowing for the
likelihood that Party workers exaggerated the degree of
their actual accomplishments, the scope of agitation
was broad.93 On Sundays the "baba' was recruited,
ostensibly to gather mushrooms and medicinal herbs, but
in fact really to hear Party propaganda. Dramatic and

gl
choral circles were created in the vii},lages.}r Dramati-
zations and concerts became part of non-Party conferences.
Brochureg and leaflets were distributed. In reading huts,
teachers readrfrom scarce copies of the new Party Jjournal,
Krest'i@gﬁa.gj In "Piter" there were excursions of
peasant women to museums, and in Moscow tc children's
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institutions, the museum of the People's Commigsariat

) 96
of health,ﬁlectures, and movies. Cultural innovation
came to the village in the form of "magic lantern"
97
(slide) exhibits, and model vegetable gardens. In the

summer of 1920 on the steamship "Red Star' peasant women
of Povolzh'ia marvelled at an exhibition of the useg of

electricity in the countryside--~how in several minutes

98

it was possible from milk to make butter.

The use of street theater was particularly effective
in attracting large numbers of peasants, especially the
dramatization of people's courts. In Saratov, the
Zhenotdel presented a staged court on work deserters,
gangsterism, sabotage, and "new women." In Ekaterinburg
a performance of "the people's court" investigated the

99

"outrages' against women.

morality of

L A )

Undoubtedly a remarkable aspect of the new culture
was the unfamiliar notion that women be active politically.
Whether or not the krest'ianki responded--the message
itself provided cultural shock. Neverov evokes this
bewilderment. In a poignant vignette peasant women asked

the chairman of a village meeting when he called for a
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vote whether the "baby" were sﬁpposed to raise their
hands too.loo It was a new world of meetings at which
it was necessary not only to sit without chatting
(difficult to learn) but also to obey seemingly arbitrary
rules of order.lel At a Komsomcl meeting in which young
married women were bitterly recounting the hardships of
thelr lives a young woman burst out with her own story.
When the Chalr interrupted with the reminder that people
were not to speak without permission, the krest'lanka
retorted: "I don't know your rules.”io2

Stranger than being summoned to meetings was the sight
of authoritative women within the ruling Communist network--
when it was a tenet of rural life that women were not to
be relied on.lo3 Here we must ask to what extent the
krestiianki were actually in touch with the Communist Party
in the villages. Three-fourths of the villages, after allﬁ
had no organized Party activity by the end of the 19295.10
And in the RSFSR alone there were 150,000 villages.loj
According to statistics for 1920 there were in 15 gugernii
surveyed 428 peasant women in the Communist Party.lo In
1923 it was estimated that the krest'ianki made up 1.5%
of the village Soviets. In about 36 gubernii there were
1,022 krest'ianki serving in the sel'sovet.lOT The total

number of politically active peasant women was small--
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despite the pressure exerted by the Pérty to bring women
108

into the Soviets at the local levels.%Ob Yet the "baby"
did experience women in political authority through their
contact with the Zhenotdel. In those areas where the
Women's Section was most active, "baby" however indiffe-
rent or negative to the regime, were brought in touch

109
with a female political culture.

But Zhenotdel "activity" might mean merely a pcorly
paild volost organizer, knapsack on her back, going by foot,
20 to 30 versts, from volost to vclost.llo Usually only
parts of a guberniia experienced the Zhenotdel.lll in
general, 1t was the peasant women who lived in semi-indus-
trial areas like Iaroslav and Gomel' gubernii who received
the greater cultural impact since Zhenoctdel workers drawn
from the industrial areés of the guberniia could be sent
into the villages to spread the Party message. The purf%y
peasant gubernili had a less developed Party apparatus.l%L

In the semi-industrial areas, female Party workers
were particularly conscious of the need to develop ties
between cilty and country women. Thus in Kiev, XKostroma,
and Penza guberniia, delegateslﬁeetings were organized
togefher with city rabotnitsy. . With the same idea in
mind, the Kiev all-city delegatka meeting decided to take

under its wing a volost delegatka meeting in Budaevka.
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For local women, the reiult was én increased urban pre-
sence in the village.ll The Kiev Zhenotdel sought
further to develop linkages by bringing groups of
krest'ianki into the city to meet in conferences with the
urban rabotnitsy. Despite the optimistic conclusions from
Party workers that a swychka was belng forged between rural
and urban women, the cpposite may in fact have occurred.
The xrest'lanki, as we know iisented the rabotnitsy as the
dominant, and favored class. ’

A look at rural participation in the Zhenotdel network
provides a sense of "baby" exposure to poclitically active
women. What follows is not an analysis, guberniia by
guberniia, but rather a sampling of the kind of Zhenotdel
activity in which the krest'iankl were involived. ZEach
"baba" drawn into the female political network, however,
briefly, was herself a cultural phenomencon when she
returned to her village.

One report published in mid-1920 relates that non-
Party volost conferences of peasant women were--by closest
count-~conducted in 60 gubernii during the grevious half
year. In all 853 conferences took place.ll A volost
conference usually consisted of around 200 people.ll?

Delegates meetings among krest'!'ilanki were usually

conducted in areas having Communist Party cells (the
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Ukraine, Samara, and Riazan gubefnii were given as
examples). Besides volost delegatskii meetings, there
were also village delegatkl meetings in those villages
having large enough populations, for exgmple, in
Ekaterinburg, and Tsaritsyn gubernii.ll

The fundamental issues discussed at well-run volost
delegatkil meetings were those of land and taxes. The
tax in kind and the land code were laws about which the
"paby" had the most treocubling questions. Other topics
of interest were the significance of the committees of
mutual aid, the struggle against samoganka-brewing, the
new rights of the krest'ianka in Soviet Russza, hyglene
and the protection of mothers and infants'lly Questions
of anti-religious propaganda were rarely put forth at
delegatkil meetings in view, we are told, of the lack of
skitlful agitators available to deadl with anti religious
questions.lgo Reports indicated that some delegatkl
meetings were poorly conducted, touching not on issues
of daily concern to the krest'lanka, but on such matters
as the international organization of women and Soviet
industrialization. The delegatki in these instanceg lost
interest in meetimgs.lgl

Begides non-Party conferences and delegatkl meetings,

peasant women were drawn into demonstrations. On & March
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1921, International Women's Day there were 25 ¢of them in
Vladimir guberniia with 56,250 working women and 21,250
peasant wonen participating.lgg Orchestrated marches
did not prove genuine enthusiasm for the regime but only
that broad numbers of peasant women were in some way
touched by the Revolution.

In Kaluga guberniia a Party worker reported that
organizational activity was well developed in 89 volosts
{(out of 176). Delegatki worked in all sections of the
volost executive committees.123 The Kaluga guberniia
Zhenotdel in 1920-21 conducted 85 meetings at which 4,500
"baby" participated. Delegatki meetings of peasant women
were created in ET volosts, drawing in around 5,000
peasant women.lg In Siberia, in 1921, there were 272
volost organizers working among peasant women. In Ufa,
Samara, Perm, Astrakhan, and Ekaterinburg gubernii and in

the Don area, the Zhenotdel assigned volost organizers,

conducted delegate meetings, and apportioned delegates to

125
volost executive committees. In Saratov guberniia in
1921 there were up to 1,000 peasant Womeg serving as
12
praktikants--usually for three months. In a series of

voloste in Penza guberniia peasant women were elected to
the Soviet and in one area, a kregt'!'ianka was chosen as

chair of the Soviet. At an uezd Congress of Soviets in
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Penza gubernii§20ut of 110 aelegates there were eleven
peasant vxfomerl.-L ! Here and there one met a peasant woman
who was a member of a Volost Executive Committee, a
director of one or another section of the Volost Soviet,
or a member of the board of the Volost cooperative. But
as a Communist reporter noted frankly, 1t was difficult to
draw even the peasant delegatki into the Party.128

Although most peasant women remalned pagsive, reluc-
tant to be involved in the Communist network, within a few
years after the Revolution, many became aware, not only of
women who stepped out of traditional "baby' roles and
entered public life--but of tensions resulting locally
from the phenomenon of women in political activity. Let
us lock at a few examples.

In a village in Penza guberniia when a peasant woman
was proposed for the Soviet (presumably at Party urging),
the men obJjected, calling it "unheard of" that "baby" be
in directing roles. (Finally theg were convinced to
choose a literate Red Army wife}.égg Men reportedly
called it a disaster if their "baba" were elected to the
Soviet or attended political meetings. If "baby" gad
about at meetings, we will find ourselves without trou-

130
sers, one muzhik explained.

A report from Smolensk gubernila in 19522 told of a
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peasant delegatka who, having becomé enthused at delegatskii
meetings, began to attend the village skhod. There she was
greeted with abuse. The Party worker recommended to the
delegatka that she not go to the village skhod--although
her participation was of course legal--but that she
develcop a circle underground. Once having forméd a
nucleus of conscicus krest'ianki, then she might risk
going forth openly.lsl

In one raion in Ivanovo-Yosnesensk guberniia where
the Zhenotdel was particularly active such a circle seemed
to have been formed as early as 1920. At a gathering to
elect members to the Soviet, there were present 48 women
and 50 men. Under the pressure of the kulaks, as the
report reads, the candidate chosen was a former tavern
keeper. The "baby" raised a cry against him--to the scorn
of the men. But as a result of thelr energetic opposition
(encouraged presumably by the loccal Zhenotdel) they suc-
ceeded to draw to their side several peasant men and a
candidate was chosen from the "baby" side of the skhod.

132
News of the "baby" victory spread over the entire volost.

4

<1

{iy

L R

In comparative terms the numbers -7 ==
touched by the culture of the Revolution in its first
years was small, only thousands, when the countryside of

the USSR consisted of‘18.5 million scattered small
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farms. But that they reéched and influenced rela-
tively few women should not minimize the novelty of the
Zhenotdel's impact. The Party was anxious to bring
peasant women into political 1ife because they represen-
ted the most backward element of rural society: they had
supported counter revolution during the Civil War and they
could by their resistance be a dead weight on the Revolu-
tion. But the message to the "baby" was couched not in
terms of the trouble women might create as a negative
influence on husband and children if they were not brought
within the orbit of Soviet power. The message was rather
a feminist one. The "baba" was invited to focus on her
own unhappy past as a woman. She was reminded of the
hardship of her life in Tsarist times with a husband who
beat her, but whom she could not leave because divorce
was not allowed, and who had the right to bring her back.
She was urged to recall a time when she had no rights,
when she was the&slave of husband, father, brothers, and
father-in-law.l3 Peasant women at a meeting might hear
a red-kerchiefed Zhenotdel organizer declare: Comrades,
remember your mother, wives, sisters, and how they lived.
Listening to the enthusiastic young woman, Neverov's
Katia Dolga thought to herself: how good 1f she would

come to our village. This woman would really give 1t to
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135 -
the men! The approach was feminist and occasionally so

was the response.

The Zhenotdel's message to the krest'ianka empha-
sized women's interests, her oppressed situation and her
need to utilize her new rightg. That an embryonic femi-
nism was present from the outset, is suggested by a report
from Ufa gubernila in 1920. In mid-March a non-Party
conference of worker and peasant women took place. Despite
the difficulty of movement, delegates came from the most
remote uezds, 110 in all, of whom more than half were
peasants. The delegates were imbued with the idea that
they were going to Ufa not for6bread or to buy cotton fabric
but for a "women's meeting."l3

We have evidence that many krest'ianki resented and
distrusted the Zhenotdel and that they related negatively
to the proposal that they involve themselves in public
work.l3? Yet we know also that here and there the
krest'ianki turned to the Zhenotdel network as to their
advocate and that an authentic interaction developed
between the Soviet network and female peasant socilety.
There are reports of delegatki who were consclentlous
and effective. In a village in Smolensk guberniia, a

widow of a Red Army man, receiving a refusal of land

from the sowing committee, asked for help from the delegatka.
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The latter demanded that the woﬁan receive the land to
which she was entitled.l38 In other instances a delegatka
intervened in behalf of a pregnant woman during War Commu-
nism's era of obligatory labor citing the rights of preg-
nant women which she had seen in a report at a delegatki
meeting. The chalrman of the village Soviet was obliged
to release the woman from the assigned work.l39 The
delegatka, in the case of peasant divorces, might be gimi-
larly attentive to the property rights of the krest'ianka.lao
Indeed evidence suggests that the "baba" responded readily
to efforts to help her obtain her new legal rights. But
Party help of this sort was evidently sparse.lLLl

Moshe Lewin writes that in general the Party member
did not stand out from his fellows either in respect of
political training or conduct. The image of the Party
official was often that of the nachalnik, the boss who had
to be obeyed. Underlying this attitude there was a funda-
mental peasant indifferenie which, at times, turned to
disrespect or hostility.l : There were, of course, excep-
tions. Some Communists won the respect of the Villagirs
thanks to their dedication and high moral qualities.l ’
The peasants reacted positively in such occasional

instances and showed their appreciation. We find examples

within the Zhenotdel network of Party workers who made 1t
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2 point to explain in the village that they did not

144
view themselves as "power” but simply as working women.
A Party worker in Smolensk guberniia described how, at the
end of a delegatkil meeting, a young krest'ianka begged
her to come t@%her village. The Party worker was moved
by her expression of urgency. Feeling that the young
woman sought emotional support, she went to the village
and talked with her, answering her questions. We became

145
friends, she concluded.

At a meeting in Orel guberniia a volost organizer
told of a typical day spent gathering women for meetings.
Toward evening you are tired of talking, you have not eaten,
and your head huris. But always there is some‘kresthianka
who invite& you home for scup and bread urging, sinig you
teach us for nothing, vou must come to us and eat.l

In Penza guberniia, a Zhenotdel worker, although she
bemoaned the fact that the Zhenotdel had done little that
was substantial in the guberniia by way of liberating
women, concluded that on the whole the Zhenotdel were
close to the local krest'ianki. ©She pointed out that in
those areas where there was a krest!'ianksii Dom, on the
bazaar days so many women came seeking help, sometimes
simply in writing a letter, that it was necessary toc put

147

them in line.
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The conscientious Zhenotdel worker found indications
in such signs that the Communists were reaching the "baba.”
Still, the evidence is overwhelming that most peasant
women in the early years of the Eevolution were either
hostile or indifferent to the new culture. How then are
we to explain the puzzling conclusion of some Party wor-
kers, implying quite the opposite, that peasant women,
when they received special attention from the Communists,
began more than their husbands to favor the regime.lgg
In certain instances, we are told, Bolshevik rural acti-
vists failed to influence the men but succeeded in
organizingqthe women, appealing to thelr underprivileged
pcsitiom.l 7 Occasionally the peasant women became genuinely
zealous. Indeed, a case was reported of a Communist who
was reluctant to accept as Party members two leaders
among the "baby" because their enthusiasm disrupted
political meetings.lBo

If these observations can not be regarded as indica-
tions of a positive response of the "baby" to the Soviet
regime, neither should they be dismissed as mere optimis-
tic dreaming on the part of Communist women. Rather they

indicate that occasiocnally dedicated Party workers were

able to interact effectively with groups of krest'ianki.

A,



These peasant women, out of their own needs, responded

appreciatively to the new culture.
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