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Section 1: Identification and Evaluation of Sources 

The question that will be investigated is “To what extent did the early Soviet Union 

create more equality and freedom for Russian women?”. To answer the research question, I will 

use Kollontai and Lenin’s writings as the basis of the Bolsheviks’ intentions for women. 

Additionally, I will use sources written after the early Soviet Union to reflect on whether the 

Bolshevik’s goals were wholly achieved. The relevance of the first source to this investigation is 

the Russian women’s insight on the socialist institution and the atmosphere of gender equality 

created by the Bolsheviks in workplaces and in the homelife. The relevance of the second source 

is the political and economic advancements women have achieved alongside the socialist 

movement.  

The first source, The Rise of the Soviet Union1 is a tertiary source that includes a 

collection of excerpts from secondary sources written by various authors, which Thomas 

Streissguth organized into a book in 2002. The section of the book that is relevant to my research 

is titled “Improving the Status of Women”, written in 1944 by Walter Duranty, an English 

journalist who supported the communist state. The purpose of the excerpt is to highlight the legal 

and societal transformations for women. The content incorporates women’s contributions to 

Soviet Russia and women’s outlook on the attainments. A value of the content is the book gives 

a summary of numerous aspects of the Soviet Union in a single text, including women’s issues. 

A value of this excerpt is the author’s unique perception on the topic. Duranty’s residence in 

Russia gave him a particular discernment that allowed him to write intently on his perspective. A 

limitation of the excerpt’s content is the inadequate length, it offers limited details on Russian 

women’s opinion, more of which could benefit my investigation. A limitation of the excerpt is 

that it is written to eulogize the efforts of the Soviet government. Duranty argues that women 

gained success because of the Bolsheviks, making his argument partial. 

The second source, Women Before, during and after the Russian Revolution2 is a 

secondary source, an academic web article written by Marie Frederiksen, posted in 2020 on an 

educational Bolshevik website that publishes other topics relevant to the 1917 Russian 

Revolution. The purpose of the article is to educate about women’s role in the Revolution. The 

content encompasses information on women’s involvement in the Bolshevik party and working-

class women’s development in the industry. The value of the origin is the publication date of the 

article. The date shows that the author had sufficient time to gather available information that is 

both comprehensive and thorough concerning the early Soviet Union women. The statistics used 

in the article is a value of its purpose; it supports the article’s claims, displaying deeper insight 

into the movement. A limitation of the purpose is the language used to praise the Bolsheviks’ 

efforts. The author is not critical of the Bolsheviks’ shortcomings in the reality of women’s lives. 

 
1 Thomas Streissguth, The Rise of the Soviet Union (San Diego, CA: Greenhaven Press, 

2002), 157-165, quoted in Walter Duranty, USSR: The Story of Soviet Russia (Place of 

Publication Not Identified: Kessinger, 2008).  
2 Frederiksen, Marie. "Women Before, during and after the Russian Revolution." In Defence of 

October. March 08, 2020. Accessed December 02, 2020. https://www.bolshevik.info/women-

before-during-and-after-the-russian-revolution.htm. 



A limitation of the content is the lack of opinion from working-class women. Having public 

approval would further strengthen the facts in the article.  

Section 2: Investigation 

Russian women aspired for gender egalitarianism long before the 1917 Revolution. 

Industrial working women gathered in underground circles, and socialist propaganda and illegal 

literature were distributed from Sunday-schools to educate the workers.3 Women were prepared 

to embrace change, but the transformation they coveted was not established until the Marxist 

revolution lead by Vladimir Lenin. Lenin, a feminist movement advocator, saw women’s 

potential role in a revolution4 and sought to emancipate all Russian women. The Bolsheviks were 

more sympathetic towards working-class women than the bourgeois women because, the 

bourgeoisie were hypocritical; they wanted the benefits of gender equality for themselves and 

ignored the needs of working-class women. It is no coincidence that the beginning of the 1917 

Revolution took place on the Russian Women’s Day in February. Afterall, the Bolshevik 

revolution was inclined to favor the women more than the men5 and Lenin needed the support of 

the female population. Though liberty was legally granted as promised by the Bolsheviks, it 

didn’t completely translate into the practical sense. This investigation will examine the degree to 

which gender parity was acquired nominally in politics, economics, and the individual status of 

Russian women. 

Women’s rights to participate in political positions within the Bolshevik Party was 

supported, but only partly realized. The establishment of the Zhenotdel, a department in the 

Central Committee that dealt with women’s affairs, was a major gain. The Zhenotdel 

administrators attracted working-class women to become politically active. In the Rabotnitsa, a 

notable women’s magazine, propaganda was used to encourage women to partake in the party’s 

affairs.6 Prominent female Bolshevik leaders such as Alexandra Kollontai, Nadezhda Krupskaya, 

and Inessa Armand pioneered organizations like the Zhenotdel and the All-Russian Congress of 

Working Women. These women cooperated closely with Lenin, yet projected their own beliefs 

and maintained their individual personas. The most eminent of the Bolshevik women was 

Kollontai. Her early political role was in the Central Committee where she pressured to legalize 

 
3 Frederiksen, Marie. "Women Before, during and after the Russian Revolution." In Defence of 

October. March 08, 2020. Accessed December 02, 2020. https://www.bolshevik.info/women-

before-during-and-after-the-russian-revolution.htm. 
4 Lenin, Vladimir. "To The Bureau Of The Women's Congress." To The Bureau Of The 

Women's Congress In Petrograd Gubernia. Accessed January 06, 2021. 

https://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1920/jan/10.htm. 
5 Thomas Streissguth, The Rise of the Soviet Union (San Diego, CA: Greenhaven Press, 

2002), 158, quoted in Walter Duranty, USSR: The Story of Soviet Russia (Place of Publication 

Not Identified: Kessinger, 2008).  
6 McElvanney, Katie. "Women and the Russian Revolution." The British Library. April 04, 

2017. Accessed October 26, 2020. https://www.bl.uk/russian-revolution/articles/women-and-the-

russian-revolution. 



abortion7, and to ease the liabilities of motherhood.8 The push for political balance between the 

genders was an incomplete success as by 1922, eight percent of the party membership was 

female and by 1932, that figure doubled to fifteen-point nine percent.9 Politics was still viewed 

by some through a traditional lens; that it was a predominantly male field of work. Although 

there was a majority who aimed for gender equality, some Bolshevik members didn’t accept an 

influx of women in politics. One huge setback that hindered the number of women in politics 

from flourishing is illiteracy. Due to the lack of education for girls in tsarist times, educating the 

masses quickly became the Zhenotdel’s main focus of attention10, taking away time and 

resources to increase party membership.  

The Revolution improved working conditions which alleviated female workers from 

domestic slavery, though meager resources restricted the Bolsheviks from fully providing 

government-funded relief programs. Russian women were always familiar with housework, but 

by the start of the 20th century, on top of their domestic chores, women were slowly obligated to 

work along with their husbands to sufficiently provide due to the poverty that rose within 

working-class families.11 Lenin believed that women entering the workplace gave them 

independence and that it was a progressive step away from patriarchy.12 In 1899, female workers 

toiled for eighteen hours for scanty wages. It was worse for female peasants who shared men’s 

labour while simultaneously tending to household duties.13 It became clear that the issue wasn’t 

permitting female labour in industries, but rather the double burden that women were forced to 

bear: economic provision in addition to domestic responsibilities. Kollontai contrasted the unsafe 

conditions working mothers were expose to in factories and the difficulties of raising a newborn 

 
7 Kollontai, Alexandra. "The Labour of Women in the Evolution of the Economy." The Labour 

of Women in the Evolution of the Economy by Alexandra Kollontai 1921. Accessed January 04, 

2021. https://www.marxists.org/archive/kollonta/1921/evolution.htm. 
8 Kollontai, Alexandra. "Working Woman and Mother." Working Woman and Mother by 

Alexandra Kollontai 1916. Accessed January 02, 2021. 

https://www.marxists.org/archive/kollonta/1916/working-mother.htm. 
9 Frederiksen, Marie. "Women Before, during and after the Russian Revolution." In Defence of 

October. March 08, 2020. Accessed December 02, 2020. https://www.bolshevik.info/women-

before-during-and-after-the-russian-revolution.htm. 
10 Frederiksen, Marie. "Women Before, during and after the Russian Revolution." In Defence of 

October. March 08, 2020. Accessed December 02, 2020. https://www.bolshevik.info/women-

before-during-and-after-the-russian-revolution.htm. 
11 Kollontai, Alexandra. "Working Woman and Mother." Working Woman and Mother by 

Alexandra Kollontai 1916. Accessed January 02, 2021. 

https://www.marxists.org/archive/kollonta/1916/working-mother.htm. 
12 Lenin, Vladimir. "The Tasks Of The Working Women's Movement In The Soviet Republic." 

The Tasks Of The Working Women's Movement In The Soviet Republic Speech Delivered At 

The Fourth Moscow City Conference Of Non-Party Working Women September 23, 1919. 

Accessed January 07, 2021. https://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1919/sep/23a.htm. 
13 Thomas Streissguth, The Rise of the Soviet Union (San Diego, CA: Greenhaven Press, 2002), 

158, quoted in Walter Duranty, USSR: The Story of Soviet Russia (Place of Publication Not 

Identified: Kessinger, 2008).  



in an unstable home environment with a factory director’s wife who only endured the pains of 

childbirth.14 Immediately after the revolution, eight-hour working days were in effect and women 

increasingly joined the worker’s council called ‘soviets’. Childcare facilities funded and operated 

by the labour republic were introduced to relieve industrial-working mothers.15 Maternity 

protection was assessed to be 16 weeks long. Maternity insurance was to be guaranteed for those 

16 weeks while mothers cared for their newborn. The government was willing to support 

women’s participation in labour life, nevertheless it could not obliterate women’s ties to 

housework and motherhood. As Kollontai explains, “material resources of Russia [were] so 

limited” and the country was “poor”, this was a tremendous drawback that restrained the 

Bolsheviks from allocating childcare and maternity programs for all mothers.  Equal pay laws 

weren’t carried out in practice either.16 Women suffered from discrimination in workplaces, 

which didn’t enlarge work opportunities and improve conditions for women, further proving that 

legislative reforms were ineffective. 

The status of women transformed promptly after the revolution though the attitude of 

society was backward. The Family Code of 1918, which was ratified through the Central 

Executive Committee, established the principles of marriage, divorce and birth.17 The Code 

eradicated any power a male had as a husband and the head of a family which equalized the 

position of women and men in marriage and in a household. The Bolsheviks made a distinction 

between church and state. Stemming from that basis, civil marriages were registered through the 

department of public services called “ZAGS”18, therefore marriages weren’t required to undergo 

traditional church regulations. A woman could request for divorce and the process would be 

affordable and unchallenging. The court assigned equal custody to both parents if there was a 

progeny. Once a divorce was completed, it was assumed that both parties will sustain themselves 

through their own incomes. In terms of property rights, the law allowed married women who had 

 
14 Kollontai, Alexandra. "Working Woman and Mother." Working Woman and Mother by 

Alexandra Kollontai 1916. Accessed January 02, 2021. 

https://www.marxists.org/archive/kollonta/1916/working-mother.htm. 
15 Kollontai, Alexandra. "The Labour of Women in the Evolution of the Economy." The Labour 

of Women in the Evolution of the Economy by Alexandra Kollontai 1921. Accessed January 04, 

2021. https://www.marxists.org/archive/kollonta/1921/evolution.htm. 
16 "Women's Rights in Imperial Russia. Outcasts of History." New Eastern Europe - A 

Bimonthly News Magazine Dedicated to Central and Eastern European Affairs. March 08, 2019. 

Accessed December 02, 2020. https://neweasterneurope.eu/2019/01/02/womens-rights-imperial-

russia-outcasts-history/#:~:text=Illustratively, noble women were granted,being locked up in 

prison.&text=Indisputably there was a legal,and women in tsarist Russia. 
17 "Women and the Russian Revolution." The British Library. April 04, 2017. Accessed October 

26, 2020. https://www.bl.uk/russian-revolution/articles/women-and-the-russian-revolution. 
18 Malik, Viktoria. "What Were Wedding Rituals like in the Soviet Union? (PHOTOS)." Russia 

Beyond. February 12, 2020. Accessed January 09, 2021. https://www.rbth.com/arts/331679-

soviet-russian-wedding-marriage-rituals. 



possession of their husbands’ property due to family dispute, to live independently.19 Soon after 

The Code, abortion was legalized. It was an altruistic belief, asserted by Lenin and Kollontai, 

that the upbringing of children should become “a social function of the state”20. Even with these 

legal changes, women still faced difficulties. A marriage unregistered in church wouldn’t give 

women access to their spouse’s property or inheritance. Illegitimate wives could neither defend 

themselves or their children in court. For property ownership, solely educated wives who 

understood the law could defend their rights in court.21 This placed most wives at a disadvantage 

to their husbands. Women were disturbed by the idea of removing their children from their 

families and stationing them in orphan asylums while their mothers worked. Most women 

disapproved of abortion and the “free-love… marriage and divorce” system.22 This confirms that 

the Russians, shocked by these sudden changes, required time to adjust to the unconventional 

constitution.  

The Bolsheviks successfully established the progressive and inclusive state as promised 

to Russian women, but they failed to rebuild the mindset of Russian people to support gender 

parity in practical ways. It is inarguable that the success of the 1917 Revolution was due to the 

female workers who solicited for relief from their hardships, yet some women couldn’t conform 

to the modern, unorthodox legislation. It is crucial to note that immediately after Lenin’s rule, 

many of the gender equality laws were reversed and some of the new bills were welcomed by a 

number of women, suggesting that the feminist movement might have been advanced for its 

receivers. Certainly, the Bolshevik party members such as Kollontai and Lenin must be credited 

for constitutionally achieving gender egalitarian rights in the early 20th century in Europe as the 

concept was a novel idea, unheard of at its time. However, what they and the other Bolshevik 

leaders intended for the reality of Russian women and society was not fully accomplished. It is 

difficult to imagine how History could have unfolded differently, but with additional time, the 

Bolsheviks could have perpetuated the policies inaugurated to shift the mentality of the Russians. 

 

 
19 "Women's Rights in Imperial Russia. Outcasts of History." New Eastern Europe - A 

Bimonthly News Magazine Dedicated to Central and Eastern European Affairs. March 08, 2019. 

Accessed December 02, 2020. https://neweasterneurope.eu/2019/01/02/womens-rights-imperial-

russia-outcasts-history/#:~:text=Illustratively, noble women were granted,being locked up in 

prison.&text=Indisputably there was a legal,and women in tsarist Russia. 
20 Kollontai, Alexandra. "The Labour of Women in the Evolution of the Economy." The Labour 

of Women in the Evolution of the Economy by Alexandra Kollontai 1921. Accessed January 04, 

2021. https://www.marxists.org/archive/kollonta/1921/evolution.htm. 
21 "Women's Rights in Imperial Russia. Outcasts of History." New Eastern Europe - A Bimonthly 

News Magazine Dedicated to Central and Eastern European Affairs. March 08, 2019. Accessed 

December 02, 2020. https://neweasterneurope.eu/2019/01/02/womens-rights-imperial-russia-

outcasts-history/#:~:text=Illustratively, noble women were granted,being locked up in 

prison.&text=Indisputably there was a legal,and women in tsarist Russia. 
22 Thomas Streissguth, The Rise of the Soviet Union (San Diego, CA: Greenhaven Press, 2002), 

161, quoted in Walter Duranty, USSR: The Story of Soviet Russia (Place of Publication Not 

Identified: Kessinger, 2008).  



Section 3: Reflection 

This investigation gave me a unique understanding of the obstacles historians encounter 

when studying an uncommonly researched group of people in history.  

Learning about the past is difficult while there are insufficient resources. This heavily 

affects how history is written in later years by historians who study past events, cultures, and 

societies. The lack of records alters how we understand the past, making our interpretations 

inaccurate. Furthermore, by studying primary and secondary sources, we grasp history through 

the lens of the creator of the source, who is usually a male. This expresses a biased description of 

the event or people. Regarding women’s history, the information on the topic is quite limited, 

even more so concerning working-class women. Their position in society wasn’t valued, which 

didn’t leave much room for them on pages written by contemporaries and when women are 

mentioned, they are described based on their stereotypes. It is important to note that countless 

women in the early 20th century faced illiteracy, which outlines the shortage of written records 

by women. The widespread illiteracy affected my research, having no records from working-

class women to create my conclusion. Many records have been lost over time, though a historian 

must also consider the possibility that records are not yet discovered, providing hope that we can 

expand our knowledge on the matter like an ongoing puzzle with infinite pieces. From this 

investigation, I realized feminist historians’ struggle when gathering evidence to reach a 

conclusion. It was difficult to curate sources that were specifically related to my argument. On a 

broader scale, it was laborious to find sources that included information on women in Russia, 

which highlights the difficulty of finding sources about women’s history, regardless of the 

nationality.  

Another challenging aspect of my historical investigation was the language of the texts in 

written sources. My interest in women in the early Soviet Russia arose when I read about the 

Bolsheviks’ progressive reforms once they obtained governmental control in Russia. Throughout 

the researching process, I found that the sources I discovered mainly projected the 

groundbreaking transition the Bolsheviks’ made for women. As it is important to acknowledge 

such events and the people involved, it is similarly crucial to evaluate the impact of their efforts. 

This is a reminder that it is a historian’s responsibility to decide on their stance on a subject 

based on the evidence available to them. 
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