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on the 1950s and, in the case of Artek, the years leading up to Perestroika. In 
this chapter, the discussion of Goffman’s concept is most evident.

The contrasting study reveals interesting similarities. Both institutions 
suffered equally from supply shortages, especially during crisis years, which 
Beger attributes both to the peripheral location of the camp or colony and to 
mismanagement and malfeasance by the staff. Additionally, both institutions 
suffered from acute and permanent staff shortages. This situation favored 
arbitrariness and violence and prevented successful educational approaches. 
While at least a few critical voices in Artek repeatedly criticized the lack of the 
implementation of utopia and tried to improve the circumstances, the labor 
colony in Arkhangel śk turned in the 1940s “into a veritable violent space 
(Gewaltraum)” (182). Overall, the realities of the “total institution,” whether 
aiming at exclusion and reintegration or inclusion and betterment, obviously 
perverted Utopian visions.

On a side note, Beger maintains that despite the official abandonment of 
paedological approaches in the 1930s and 40s, they did not totally disappear 
and experienced a revival under a different label in the 1950s. This finding is 
consistent with the observation from other research contexts that reformist 
approaches of the 1920s were never as absolutely repudiated under Stalin as 
they often appear.

Due to the limited accessibility of the sources, the study inevitably has 
gaps. At other points, the author trips herself up when she raises expectations 
that are ultimately not fulfilled. For an assertion that she perceives the chil-
dren as “capable protagonists” (22), they appear far too little in the book. As 
an institutional history, however, the study makes an important contribution 
to Soviet studies.

Felicitas Fischer von Weikersthal
University of Heidelberg
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A welcome addition to the field of women’s history, Melanie Ilic’s latest book 
provides a survey of the experiences of women in the Soviet period. Based 
on women’s narratives, reflective writings and interviews, this work seeks to 
reveal women’s “daily routines and activities; their life ambitions; and their 
attitudes and behaviors… to identify some of the generalities and commonali-
ties in everyday existence, regular practices and aspects of life and attitudes 
that would have been easily recognizable to those women living in Soviet 
society” (3).

 The work is engagingly written, weaving personal accounts together with 
published research on various aspects of Soviet life. Divided into thematic 
chapters covering identities, childhood, love, equality, health and welfare, 
reproduction and motherhood, consumption, customs and rituals, and emi-
gration, each chapter provides a chronological narrative that shows how life 

https://doi.org/10.1017/slr.2022.191 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/slr.2022.191


523Book Reviews

changed over time and varied depending on location, ethnicity or national-
ity, and socio-economic status. While focusing on women’s experiences, the 
book of necessity reveals much about men’s experiences as well and includes 
insights into the various support systems (or lack thereof) that shaped the 
daily life experience of all Soviet citizens—schools, medical facilities, child-
care facilities, clubs, workplaces, and stores.

Ilic asserts that she is interested in in the question of how researchers can 
make “what appear on the surface to be a series of experiential anecdotes 
arising from the exploration of everyday lives into ‘history’” (1). This approach 
has served her well in producing a coherent narrative of how life in the Soviet 
Union was lived. While the book will be most useful for undergraduate and 
lay readers, even seasoned scholars may find some surprises, particularly 
regarding the variety of survival strategies that women adopted in various 
times and places when economic shortages or bureaucratic stonewalling cre-
ated untenable situations that women had to resolve, often with quite creative 
methods.

The nature of Ilic’s source base limits her engagement with several topics. 
The section on sexuality has very little on homosexuality and nothing on non-
binary sexualities or genders, since these are topics that were largely taboo in 
Soviet society and therefore not discussed either in diaries, memoirs, or even 
interviews. Because most of the sources are from the educated and urban 
population, the discussion focuses far more on the experiences of women 
from those groups than on peasant or working-class women. Ilic acknowl-
edges this and includes information on these groups from other sources or 
from the perspective of the urban women who visited the countryside or who 
discussed experiences of their relatives or friends from the rural or working-
class milieu. Several of the sources that Ilic mines are from women who were 
privileged to travel abroad or who spent time in prison camps or at the front in 
World War II, providing glimpses of life in these contexts that were certainly 
not universal, but affected millions of women nonetheless.

This book will be very useful in survey courses as a way to introduce 
 students to the realities of Soviet life. My only criticism is that the book lacks 
a conclusion. While summing up all of the experiences would not be possible, 
a concluding discussion to tie the framework laid out in the introduction to 
the analysis of life throughout would be very useful.
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This volume of essays should attract more attention than the typical scholarly 
collection. Over the last three decades, historians have done much research 
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