














CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

'Happiness' is one of the key words

in Russian cultural mythology. It

is not joy, not the state of being

satisfied or reassured, it is something

else, something which everyone writes

and speaks about, towards which people

strive and about which the write poems,

but which never comes to anyone...1l

What does happiness mean for the average Soviet woman?

The answers clearly are as different as the women who seek
it. For some, happiness means a good family and a decent
husband; for others, it means a two-room apartment. Still
others dream of simply having nice clothes and more free
time, while others hope for a better future for their
children. However, the big problem in Soviet society facing
women is not what happiness is, but how it can ever be
attained. The task is not an easy one, and few women ever
achieve the sort of life that they envision as being a happy
one. Women are continually faced with many problems in

Soviet society, and their ability to deal with them

effectively greatly affects their ultimate happiness.

1 Tatiana Tolstaya "In a Land of Conquered Men Who is
the 'Soviet Woman'?," Moscow News, No. 38, 1989, p. 13.



The various problems that are common in women's lives
have become the subjects of many short stories written by
Soviet women writers. Using their fiction as a way to study
women's lives and problems is very effective and can provide
a very realistic picture of contemporary society. Where
sociological sources tend to be written from a third person
perspective of an outsider peering into Soviet life, female
writers speak from experience and can offer first hand
perspectives on the hardships that women endure. In the
past Soviet fiction tended to present unrealistically happy
lives; now it portrays women who are painfully familiar.
Gone are the blissfully happy marriages and the portraits of
great worker mothers who have it all. The heroines that are
found in the pages of women's fiction are "contemporary
heroines, intellectually free, though emotionally
vulnerable; economically independent but forever insecure;
torn between the instinctive urge to build a nest and a
conscious desire to be in the mainstream of life outside
it."2 The reality of these stories can be confirmed by
reading sociological sources, by talking with Soviet women
and by simply looking at life in the country.

However, the authors of these stories are not simply

trying to paint an accurate picture of Soviet women's lives.

2 Xenia Gasiorowska "On Recent Happiness in Soviet
Fiction," Russian Literature Triquarterly 9 (1974), p. 484.




They seek not only to present various problems, but also to
help lead women to see where possible solutions to them
might lie. They do this by presenting attitudes that vary
from the typical Soviet norm. The result is that women are
made to question some of the values and attitudes that they
hold and to see that different ones could help them to
become happier people.

This thesis seeks to present some of the major issues
that affect women's lives and their ability to find
happiness. I read approximately forty short stories
initially, and then, based on which problems they dealt
with, I chose around twenty. Because no one problem was
dealt with in more than three or four stories, I decided to
choose six major issues to focus on instead of just a few.
This way I could include a wide range of stories and authors
and I could present a more realistic picture of the number
of pressures that are placed upon Soviet women.

In order to clarify the reality of the lives and
situations presented and to show how the authors' attitudes
at times vary from the social norm, a brief sociological
sketch is included at the beginning of each section. These
introductions are based on readings from various
sociological sources, interviews that I conducted with women
in the Soviet Union and from my own personal observations

and experiences in that country. Because I treat the
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sanity. Her inability to cope with the double burden leads
her to feel guilty about being a failure as a wife, mother
and worker. Her situation is not as bad as some women's,
though. She has a good job that she loves which provides
her companionship and the chance to go out at noon to shop.
The women help each other out by rotating the duty of
shopping. One person goes out at noon to get groceries for
everyone else, which angers the other shoppers. "Are you
buying for a restaurant...And they complain that they have
no money, "1l sneer the other people waiting in line. O0lga
tries not to hear them. She is also lucky to have a nice
apartment, two children she loves and a comparably good
husband. While he does not do half of the housework, he
does help with the children and cooking sometimes.

Yet despite all of her "blessings" Olga still feels
pangs of depression and uncertainty about her 1life. One
morning after oversleeping and while rushing around, she
thinks for a second, "Hell, what a life!"™ But, then she
immediately reproaches herself: "Nonsense, Olga! Life is

good. You have an apartment in a new house. Kostia and

11 Natalia Baranskaia, "A Week Like Any Other", trans.
George St. George in Our Soviet Sister by George St. George
(Washington DC: Robert B. Luce, 1973), p. 242.
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Gulika are fine kids. You have an interesting job. Dima
and you love each other. Wonderful."12

But, everything is not wonderful. Olga rides an hour
to work on cramped public transportation and is late almost
everyday. She constantly rushes everywhere, hardly having a
moment's rest. The most frequently repeated verbs in the
story are "run" and "fly". Because of her children's
illnesses, she missed 78 days of work last year. She and
Dima can never go out because they do not have anyone to
take care of their children. Also, not being able to get
much housework done during the week, Olga must spend the
entire weekend working and Dima does not really sympathize.

Olga is overworked and exhausted, but no one sees it.
She knows she is tired, but tries to blame it on the birth
control pills that she takes. When she does become upset and
cries, she reproaches herself for her behavior: "Now I am
already ashamed. What has come over me, anyway?"1l3 Her
outbursts are a normal reaction to such great stress, yet
she does not even allow herself those normal releases of
tension and simply continues going on. As a result, Olga
begins to feel discouraged about her life and questions how
she ended up in such a situation. However, Olga does not

recognize what it is exactly that disturbs her, and

12 Ibid, p. 238.

13 Ibid, p. 251.



13

therefore, she does not contemplate any way of making her
life better. She refuses to give up her career, and Dima is
not about to help her out more. Her children will keep
getting sick, the metro and buses will always be crowded,
and lines will forever stand in the empty stores.

Therefore, Olga's life will stay the same, and she will live
it out week by week.

Larisa in Viktoria Tokareva's "A Bad Mood" ("Plokhoe
nastroenie") is another working mother who comes to some
depressing conclusions about her life after a disturbing
incident one afternoon. What happens to her exemplifies the
typical frustrations encountered daily in Soviet society and
the pressure that women place on themselves to be perfect in
the face of such stress.

One afternoon Larisa takes her daughters to the doctor
because they are sick. After waiting for hours in a crowded
waiting room, they finally see the doctor and then are free
to get their coats and leave. Larisa discovers to her
horror that she has lost the claim tickets for their coats.
The coat room attendant refuses to let them have their
coats, and after an unsuccessful search for the tickets,
Larisa offers to pay her to get their coats back. The woman
coldly refuses, and the other women waiting in line become
very irritated with Larisa. No one sympathizes with her or

imagines what they would do in such a situation. After
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Larisa's actionsare clearly out of character for her.
However, what she is forced to endure is also completely
unreasonable. Her reaction is only normal under such
circumstances, yet lLarisa still sees it as extremely
inappropriate.

Though this event was not particularly meaningful, it
serves to remind Larisa of how hard her life is and what she
is forced to contend with daily. Her life is boring. She
is married to a man she no longer loves and has two children
to care for; it will be a long time before her life begins
to get any easier--at least thirty years. Those thirty
years would consist of long days that would "fall on the top
of her head like a single hard drop...There was essentially
no where for her to go. And even if there were someplace,
it wouldn't matter."16 So, Larisa sees herself as trapped
in this monotonous and stressful existence and like Olga,
she sees no way of changing it.

In Tatiana Tolstaia's "Fire and Dust," (Ogon' i pyl')
Rimma is another woman who loses hope that her life will
ever get better. She comes to this realization after many
years of patiently waiting for happiness. The expected
happiness never comes, and Rimma is left not only with the

same life that she has always had, but also with the

16 Ibid, p. 72.
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knowledge that she will continue to live as she previously
has. Suddenly her life becomes a trap that has no escape.

At first Rimma fully believes that something better
will come. Her life seems to be "not quite real, it was
life in anticipation, lived out of a suitcase...no,
something greater, something completely different,
overwhelming, and grand clamored and glittered up ahead."17
All she has to do was wait long enough and her happiness
will find her. There is no need to do anything. However,
it is precisely when people do nothing that their lives fail
to improve. Rimma does not see this, though. She looks at
her friends and their lives and just knows that hers must
somehow turn out better.

For Rimma happiness means that her father-in-law will
finally die, and she will have the luxury of owning their
entire apartment. She plans on redecorating the extra room,
so that everyone will envy her for having such a stylishly
decorated apartment. Happiness for her also means that her
husband Fedya will finally defend his dissertation, and her
children will go to school and become cultured. When

happiness comes, everything will suddenly change for the

better.

17 Tatiana Tolstaia, "Ogon' i pyl" in Na zolotom
kryl'tse sideli (Moscow: Molodaia gvardiia, 1987), p. 97.
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However, Rimma's plans are suddenly thwarted when she
learns that her father-in-law intends to marry an eccentric
woman named Pipka. This means that when he at last dies,
his room will belong to Pipka and not to Rimma. Her happy
future just does not seem to be arriving:

...for the first time something in Rimma
cracked--she looked around and saw that
time kept flowing on...Fedya was not so
handsome anymore, and the children had
learned bad words on the street, and old
man Ashkenazi coughed and lived on...18

Yet, Rimma cannot understand where she went wrong. There
must be a reason why her life is dragging on without any
results.

As time goes on, she sees her friends getting what they
want, while she still has nothing. She stops thinking about
how she will decorate the extra room in the apartment and
does not even hope for it any longer. While she still has
her husband and children, these are poor consolations:

...it was all over, life had shown its
empty face, its matted hair and sunken
eyesockets...and [there was] the whole
vicious stream of years to come, not yet
lived but already known, through which
she would have to drag herself as through
dust covering a road to the knees, the
chest, the neck. And the sirens' song,
deceitfully whispering sweet words to the
stupid swimmer about what wouldn't come
to pass, fell silent forever.19

18 Ibid, p. 103.

19 Ibid, p. 108-109.
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Rimma realizes that her life is nothing more than it ever
was and never will become greater. She is not destined for
great happiness, but instead meant to live in a grimy
communal apartment with her children, Fedya, who never does
finish his dissertation, and the old man who lives on and
on, coughing incessantly. She does not have any nice things
or any good friends; she never gets to go to the South as
she dreamed of, and her life just keeps dragging on.

Rimma might have been able to be happy had she done
something to improve her situation, but she waits idly.
Once she realizes that things will not get better, she is
too discouraged to try to make any changes. Her acceptance
of such an existence and her attitude that she must trudge
on through life before it can end are all too typical among
Soviet women. Fatigue, disillusionment, and the fact that
changes often come slowly or not at all under the Soviet
system help to lock women into these grim existences. For
them, there seems to be no way out, and many times there is
not. Fortunately, such disillusionment usually comes later
in life. While women are young they usually have hope that
they can somehow build good lives for themselves, despite
the difficulties of living in Soviet society. For them

happiness seems to be attainable, and the main prerequisite

for it is marriage.
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CHAPTER III

THE IMPORTANCE OF MARRIAGE AND RELATIONSHIPS

Marriage or at least having a lover is viewed as an
essential part of a happy life by many Soviet women. Even
though they have the opportunity to gain financial
independence and social status for themselves through their
work, they still place tremendous emphasis upon the
importance of sexual relationships.

Women marry at earlier ages than women do in the West.
In 1978, 33.2% of the women marrying for the first time were
under the age of 20 as compared to 25.6% in 1966. 1 This is
a reflection of the fact that in 1967 the length of military
service for men was cut from four years to two years, and
they were returning to civilian life at age 20. Therefore,
more women began to marry at earlier ages. Though the
current trend is to marry between the ages of 21-23, this is
still considered young by western standards. (In 1988, the
median age for American women marrying for the first time

was 23.6 years.2) Those who do not go to universities marry

1 Jo Peers, "Workers by Hand and Womb-Soviet Women and
the Demographic Crisis," in Soviet Sisterhood, ed. Barbara
Holland (Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1985), p.

132 L]

2 1990 Almanac. 43rd ed., p. 809.
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even younger. It is not uncommon to hear teenage girls
discussing how they are going to find a husband, something
that most American teenagers would never worry about.

In the Soviet Union where living together is not
possible, marriage offers a solution to the problem of
finding a place to be alone. Most young couples live with
the husband's parents, which is also financially convenient.
But, one can imagine the problems that might arise with two
women in one kitchen. Such family disputes coupled with
unrealistic attitudes about what marriage should be like
cause almost half of all first-time marriages to end in
divorce.

So why do women continually place such great emphasis
on the need to get married when there are so many problems
associated with it? The answer is that society places
tremendous pressure on them to pursue a relationship, for
without relationships there would not be families, which
society needs for stability and a steady birthrate. Women
are constantly made aware of their material status in Soviet
society. When people meet who have not seen each other for
a while, the first question that is asked is, "How are you?"
The second question asked is, "Have you gotten married?" If
the answer is yes, then the response is always extremely
positive, for marriage is considered a big step in life for

any woman no matter how educated or independent she may be.
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But, should the answer be no, people wonder why she is still
single. An unmarried 25 year old man is a good catch. But,
an unmarried 25 year old woman must have something wrong
with her or else she would be married or at least engaged.
In Soviet society, "some form of marriage, past or present,
loving or utterly loveless, is a cornerstone of social and
professional respectability."3

The fact that the Soviet government supports and
encourages formal civil marriage to the highest degree also
places heavy pressures upon women to marry.4 In order to be
considered "morally stable," a person must be married.
Implictly then, the lives of unmarried people must be "bad,
abnormal and either 'immoral' or ‘incomplete'."5 Soviet
people, by nature of the system that they live under,
continually have to fill out all sorts of forms and
applications, all of which make a woman highly aware of her
marital status. Having to write "not married" on these
papers makes her feel degraded and ashamed. Writing
"divorced" makes a woman looks better that never having been
The same holds for the internal passports that all

married.

citizens carry with them at all times. There is an entire

3 Du Plessix Gray, Soviet Women Walking the Tightrope,
p. 54.

4 Ekaterina Alevandrovna, "Why Soviet Women Want to Get
Married," in Women and Russia, p. 34.

5 Ibid, p. 34.
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page set aside for recording a person's marital history and
having this page left blank for too long is embarrassing.

Parents also place particular pressure on their
daughters to marry. Iulia Borisovna, an unmarried teacher,
spoke of how mothers feel that when their daughters get
married everything is in order. "If she is not married,
then a big part of her life is missing. The earlier she can
marry, the better it is for her parents."6 This is
especially true of the generation of women who grew up after
World War II. The great shortage of men and abundance of
women made it very hard to find a husband and even more
emphasis was placed upon it. The daughters of these women
are often told that they must marry no matter what, and they
fear not being able to find a man. Furthermore, since
brides typically go off to live with their husbands'
parents, a married daughter usually means one less financial
burden for her parents.

The end result of all of these pressures is that women
are left with a distorted and unhealthy view of the
importance of marriage. Instead of wanting to marry to
enrich their lives and build on already existing personal
happiness, Soviet women desire marriage as a way to affirm

themselves to others and to make themselves feel whole.

6 Interview with Iulia Borisovna.
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for one reason or another do not or cannot work out, and
explain why they choose to remain in thenmn.

Liudmila Petrushevskaia, unlike most female authors,
seems to disapprove of the importance that women place on
relationships and marriage. While she still views marriage
as a desirable institution, the pressures placed upon women
to enter into it are portrayed negatively. Both her stories
"Mania" and "A Dismal Fate" show this pressure that society
places on women to become involved with men.

Mania, whose real name is Marina, is an unattractive
thirty year old woman who becomes involved with a colleague
at work. She does not seem to be comfortable with the
relationship, however. Having never had a lover, she had
grown accustomed to being alone. She also did not have to
do anything to try to improve her looks, since she had no
one to improve them for. Once Mania finds a male friend,
she simply does not know what to do. She "would have been
happy to do something, but it was as if she got
confused..."9 The relationship progresses, they get
engaged, and then when Yuri is transferred to another job,

he quietly leaves. Mania is left alone and everything is as

it was previously.

i i i ! ia," trans. Helena
9 Liudmila Petrushevskaia, "Mania, : :
Goscilo in Balancing Acts, ed. Helena Goscilo (Bloomington &

Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1989), p. 257
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women. However, she is happy because at least she has
someone. No longer will she have to feel inferior and
humiliated. But, Petrushevskaia makes it clear that what
this woman is willing to do, just to be viewed as acceptable
in society's eyes, is far more degrading than remaining
single. However, she cannot see this. All this woman knows
is that to have some sort of relationship, even a poor one
that will never bring her happiness, is better than being
alone. Therefore, although she knows that "a dismal fate
lay ahead of her...she had tears of happiness in her
eyes."17

In Nina Katerli's "Between Spring and Summer", another
young woman who becomes involved with a married man is
presented. Alka pursues her relationship with a married
middle-aged man despite the fact that she knows there is no
future to it. Yuri has made it clear to her that he has no
intention of leaving his wife and children, and, in fact, he
does not even love her. He is condescending and laughs at
her for being too romantic. When she is with him, Alka
feels stupid and tongue-tied, not the way a woman should
feel with someone she loves.

However, Alka is quite willing to put up with all of
this in order to have a lover. A married man is better than

no man at all, and with all of her girlfriends already

17 Ibid, p. 88.
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his beard smells and realizes that even before death she is
thinking of love. Galina Anatolievna feels that this is a
sign of a true woman and that it also shows how important
love is to Margo, if it is in her thoughts as she approaches
death.23 However, contrary to Galina Avatolievna's opinion,
I feel that Tokareva views this negatively. The whole
situation is presented ironically, and Tokareva wants to
show the absurdity of the value that Margo places on love
and attraction. After all, her lover just died, and she is
already attracted to a new man.

Ivan quickly becomes the center of Margo's world and
the very basis for her identity. She begins to identify
herself with Ivan. When this happens, she knows that she is
in love:

That was the beginning of love, when

one 'I' started becoming identical

with another 'I'. When Margo's 'I'

didn't wish to exist independently,

becoming part of Ivan Petrovich's

'I'.24
Margo's love for Ivan is her existence, and while she thinks
that there is hope that he will love her, she is elated.

However, when Margo begins to realize that Ivan
probably will not love her because he is married, she is

shocked into seeing the reality of the situation. She

admits to herself that she really is "a pallid, underpaid,

23 Interview with Galina Apatolievna.
24 Tokereva, "Nothing Special", p. 54.
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