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Abstract:

Gender history overall – not just for Russia – is at a crossroads right 
now. This article suggests that historians of Russian gender and sexual-
ity need to pursue new methodologies, reframe older questions, and engage 
more with gender history in other geographical fi elds if we are to move 
forward. The present moment, with Russian president Vladimir Putin 
choosing to highlight gender and sexual identity in Russia through his 
“homosexual propaganda” law, is crucial for gender history, and Rus-
sianists are poised to provide leadership to the rest of the gender history 
fi eld because of it. However, we must fi rst overcome long-established obsta-
cles such as following, rather than leading, in the kinds of questions we 
ask, and we must actively engage in dialogue with other fi elds on gender 
issues.

Résumé

L’histoire des sexes en général – non seulement en Russie – se trouve 
actuellement à un carrefour. Le présent article avance que les historiens 
des sexes et de la sexualité en Russie doivent chercher de nouvelles méth-
odes, reformuler de vieilles questions et puiser davantage dans l’histoire 
des sexes d’autres régions géographiques pour faire des progrès. L’instant 
actuel, marqué par le choix du président russe Vladimir Poutine de cibler 
l’identité de genre et de sexe en Russie par sa loi contre la « propagande 
homosexuelle », est crucial pour l’histoire des sexes, et les russistes sont en 
conséquence sur le point d’indiquer la voie à suivre pour le reste du champ 
* My thanks to Heather Coleman and David Schimmelpenninck for invit-

ing me to participate in their roundtable at the Canadian Association of 
Slavists meeting in May 2014, for which I wrote the fi rst draft of this paper. 
Thanks as well to several audience commenters there for feedback that 
helped shape this version, and to Danielle Kinsey and Susan Whitney for 
discussing some of these themes in European gender history with me.
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de l’histoire des sexes. Toutefois, nous devons commencer par surmonter des 
obstacles de longue date, comme le fait d’être à la remorque du genre de 
questions qui se posent au lieu d’être ceux qui les posent, et nous devons 
participer activement au dialogue avec d’autres régions sur les questions 
des sexes.

Recently I received an email from a colleague, an established 
historian of gender in Western Europe, asking for advice about 
situating Russian and Soviet content in a graduate seminar he 
was designing on historical masculinities. The answer was not 
as easy as either of us might have liked. We mused that in some 
fi elds, such as German and French history, the study of mascu-
linities continues to thrive, with scholars constantly moving in 
new directions and asking innovative questions, while in oth-
ers it appears to have almost disappeared. While I was able to 
send him many reading recommendations, his query joined my 
ongoing pondering of the place of gender in imperial Russian 
and Soviet history.1 As I complete a book manuscript about rein-
venting Soviet masculinities after World War II, I have been 
contemplating the place of gender and sexuality as categories (or 
“questions”)2 of analysis and in particular, asking myself and my 
colleagues why these thematic approaches seem to be on pause 
in Russian history.

Gender history overall – not just for Russia – is at a cross-
roads right now. Which questions remain unanswered, and which 
methodologies are still to be pursued? How can older questions 
be reframed based on new sources, or in what ways might inter-
disciplinary approaches reinvigorate theoretical models? Mary 
Louise Roberts’ recent book on sexual crimes by American GIs 
in France during and after World War II, for instance, offers a 
persuasive and innovative way to reframe the concept of gender 
in “crisis,” a staple of gender analysis since the early 1990s that 
has proven useful especially in theorizing that moments of mon-
umental social shift – such as in the wake of wars, revolutions, or 
successful suffrage campaigns, to name but a few – can destabi-
lize gender identities. As Roberts points out, however, “the trope 
of ‘gender crisis’ [has been] overworked to the point of seman-
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tic collapse.”3 She advocates instead for the more specifi c term, 
“gender damage.” In her study, she fi nds it more useful to discuss 
French men’s specifi c sites of damage – where their particular, 
rather than general, humiliation, fear, and anger might have 
come from or might be directed. Such innovations in broader 
gender theories should include Russia, however, as Russian histo-
rians have much to offer these developing conversations.

In this short essay, I want to suggest that in Russian wom-
en’s history, the history of masculinities, sexuality, and the history 
of gender issues more broadly, many questions do remain unan-
swered, different methodologies can still be pursued, and older 
questions need to be reframed if the fi eld is to move forward. I 
examine two related areas of signifi cance for this conversation 
about future directions for Russian gender history: the questions 
we are asking, and the dialogues we are – or are not – having 
with scholars in other gender history fi elds. The present moment, 
with Russian president Vladimir Putin choosing to highlight 
gender and sexual identity in Russia through his “homosexual 
propaganda” law, is crucial for gender history.4 Where political 
scientists and sociologists have fl ourished in studying the rich 
terrain of gender and sexuality issues in Russia today, and Rus-
sian literature scholars have taken on gender issues in novels 
and fi lms of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, historians 
remain less certain.5 But historians of imperial Russia and the 
Soviet Union have the potential to reinvigorate the entire gender 
history fi eld. We are holding ourselves back, however, by limit-
ing our questions and our contact with other fi elds.

Asking New Questions

What kind of work is left to do in Russian gender history, and 
how might we reframe the types of questions asked? Excellent 
historians of Russia have already studied Catherine the Great as 
an embattled queen, attacked for her sexual proclivities (real or 
imagined); have found women in nineteenth-century villages 
and in court records, often leading matriarchal households or 
vying for power with other female relatives and in-laws; have 
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extensively studied Bolshevik women as revolutionary socialist 
activists for gender equality; and we have chronicled the “double 
burden” of Soviet working women who still managed households 
and raised children. Russian historians have begun studying 
masculinity, as I have mentioned, and although they are not yet 
voluminous, we have several historical studies of Russian and 
Soviet sexuality.6

In other words, we have tried to show that Russia has gender 
history too, but is that enough? Drawing largely from western 
European and American gender history models, with an empha-
sis, particularly for women’s history, on separate spheres, domestic 
versus wage labour, political participation, and family structures, 
we have found comparable situations in Russia. However, histo-
rians have not widely theorized about how investigating Russian 
or Soviet cases might in fact change the questions. I think part of 
the current pause in Russian gender history has to do with try-
ing to use these models and ask questions borrowed from other 
fi elds when they do not quite work for Russia. Twenty years ago, 
two excellent books offered to do just what I am asking: Laura 
Engelstein’s The Keys to Happiness: Sex and the Search for Modernity 
in Fin-de-Siecle Russia and Eve Levin’s Sex and Society in the World 
of the Orthodox Slavs, 900-1700, both took Russian uniqueness 
as their starting points, potentially showing other fi elds that 
western European medical models of sexuality (Engelstein) and 
western Christian models of morality, sex, and sin (Levin) did not 
work for Russia.7 I suspect neither book found a wide audience 
outside of Russian history, however, and since their publication, 
fewer historians have challenged western European assumptions 
when looking at Russian gender history. 

Anna Krylova’s recent book on Soviet women in Second 
World War combat provides an excellent example of a historian 
continuing what Engelstein and Levin began, in altering the 
question in order to better suit the Russian context.8 In a bril-
liant argument that has, fortunately, begun to fi nd an audience 
in broader gender history, Krylova fi nds that Soviet women’s 
participation in combat did not require overcoming or repressing 
their femininity in order to play the role of the soldier, as western 
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models would have it. Rather, military combat at this particular 
moment in the Soviet revolutionary timeline and context in fact 
defi ned femininity, providing the norm, not the exception. West-
ern feminist models in which soldiering is masculine by default 
and women must mask or overcome limitations defi ned by their 
femininity do not work in this context.

One must be careful, of course, of arguing too vigorously 
in favour of Russian exceptionalism on this or any issue. Treat-
ing Russia as a case apart from historiographical norms can be 
dangerous, perpetuating Cold War assumptions about difference 
and otherness. At the same time, however, our fear of falling into 
these old Cold War patterns has prevented us from using Russian 
and Soviet difference, where it does exist, as a platform for ask-
ing salient questions in gender history. In my own fi eld of Soviet 
masculinity studies, for instance, the state-sponsored emanci-
pation of women, the hegemonic class status of the muscular 
proletarian, and the secular history of family law (to name but a 
few factors) all provide unique terrain for investigating mascu-
linities. Histories of the NEP economy, the Terror, the military, 
the leaders’ inner circles, scientifi c institutes, dissident activism, 
glasnost’, and so on are issues that remain largely untouched by 
gender analyses of the relationships between men, masculinity, 
and power. Similarly, we have no studies of thematic issues such 
as fatherhood in the deeply paternalist Soviet state, despite the 
many important histories of motherhood, pronatalism, and fam-
ily law that have been published.

Asking new and different questions will invariably involve 
adjusting our standard defi nitions of acceptable historical sources 
as well. Long denied access to archives, historians especially of 
twentieth-century Russian history have fl ocked to examine new 
archival sources available to them since 1992. More than twenty 
years after this “archival revolution,” however, gender histori-
ans in particular must reassess their methodologies.9 As gender 
historians know, the traditional archive has its limits. Are the 
types of questions we need to ask in Russian and Soviet history 
going to be answered in archival sources? On the one hand, Dan 
Healey has used archival documents to great effect in showing 
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that sodomy trials in the 1930s were mostly held quietly, with 
interrogation and punishment the state’s goal rather than the 
performance and spectacle that was the norm at the highly pub-
lic show trials for other crimes at that time.10 On the other hand, 
however, the Soviet government generally (and famously) denied 
that its citizens even had gendered or sexual identities, meaning 
that traditional sources are not always helpful for gender histo-
rians.11 Openness to non-archival sources, especially life writing 
and personal narratives, can help us ask new and important 
questions in Russian gender and sexuality history.

Dialogue with Other Fields

Historians of Russia must regularly fi ght to overcome percep-
tions of irrelevance by historians of other geographical fi elds. 
Western characterizations of Russia and the Soviet Union as 
“backward” – from the eighteenth century through to Putin’s 
Russia today – seem to have spilled over into perceptions of 
Russian historiography as well. With the possible exception of 
military history or the comparative history of fascism and com-
munism, historians of other fi elds do not commonly look to or 
engage with historians of Russia. In gender and sexuality history, 
this chasm is particularly wide. At the same time, however, the 
world is looking at Russia right now. The crisis in Ukraine might 
have pushed gender and sexuality issues off the front page for 
the time being, but the “homosexual propaganda” law remains 
in effect and continues to galvanize activism both in Russia and 
abroad. Historians of gender and sexuality in Russia have the 
opportunity now to take the lead in this fi eld, to open conver-
sations with our colleagues in other geographical contexts not 
only to borrow their models but to create our own – with which 
others can then engage.

For example, I am currently exploring the concept of “rev-
olutionary masculinity” to reassess Soviet masculinity studies 
broadly construed. A key focus in Latin American gender history, 
with an earlier nod to French Revolutionary culture and gendered 
lexicons, revolutionary masculinity remains largely unexplored 
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in Soviet history – despite the Soviet Union’s self-identifi cation 
as a revolutionary state and its main players as a revolutionary 
vanguard.12 Focusing on a particularly overlooked period in the 
history of Soviet masculinities, the Revolution, Civil War, and 
early Bolshevik state, I want to suggest that one cannot under-
stand Soviet masculinities overall without considering the idea of 
revolution – how the men who led the revolution saw themselves, 
but also how revolution itself became a masculinized concept 
in Bolshevik hands, a concept that continued to be reforged 
throughout the twentieth century. My goal with this project is 
not only to borrow from Latin American models, however, but 
to create dialogue with historians in other fi elds in which “revo-
lutionary masculinity” has proven a useful concept and include 
Russia in those conversations. Too often set apart or deemed 
historiographically insignifi cant to other fi elds, Russia has the 
opportunity now to become a major partner – and leader – in 
global discussions about gender, sexuality, and political power.

Conclusion

Gender history is shifting in all geographical fi elds. Scholars of 
Russia and the Soviet Union have an opportunity to help direct 
these shifts. Historians of Western Europe seem to be getting 
tired of masculinity studies, for instance. “Do we need another 
book on masculinities, this time on France?” ask the editors of a 
2007 volume.13 Even John Tosh, a pioneer of the genre, gave a 
telling title to his 2011 review of the fi eld: “The History of Mas-
culinity: an Outdated Concept?”14 Historians of Russia might 
be forgiven if they seem to be among those who have all but 
declared masculinity, and gender history more broadly, no longer 
a useful category of analysis. As the current “homosexual propa-
ganda” law indicates, however – and as Tosh and the editors of 
the French volume do in fact argue – masculinity is still not only 
relevant but crucial to understanding historical gender orders. 
In Russia in particular, the historical roots of the present politi-
cal situation indicate a longue durée regarding sex, manhood, and 
power. Gender history more broadly, moreover, is at a crossroads 
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right now. By reexamining the types of questions we are ask-
ing, and opening ourselves to further dialogues with historians in 
other gender history fi elds, we have the opportunity to reinvigo-
rate gender and sexuality as categories of analysis.

***
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