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Between 1872 and 1879 more than 
400 women were arrested in Russia 
for political crimes and several 
hundred more acquired police records. 
As members of radical groups, 
women printed illegal manifestos 
and newspapers, they travelled in the 
countryside explaining the injustice 
of tsardom to the peasants, organized 
prison escapes, made bombs, fired at 
government officials, conspired 
against the autocracy. In 1881, Sofia 
Perovskaya, daughter of a one-time 
governor of St Petersburg, was 
hanged for her part in the assassina
tion of Alexander III. 

In Mothers and Daughters 
Barbara Engel explores the reasons 
why so many women in nineteenth
century Russia were involved in 
protests against the regime - they 
constituted between a quarter and a 
third of the membership of the 
radical movement - and why they 
were so much more visible than 
women in the oppositional move
ments of Western Europe and North 
America. Why, rather than servicing 
the movement as audiences and 
fundraisers, they frequently partici
pated in decision making and came 
to symbolize the spirit of revolt. The 
women of a well-known radical 
group, the 'Chaikovskii' circle, were 
once referred to as the 'women who 
have so often inspired our poets and 
novelists,' the 'purest embodiment of 
the ideal, limitlessly devoted and self
sacrificing'. 

In the opening chapter she suggests 
two reasons for the strong women of 
Russian nineteenth-century history 
(and literature). Firstly, though 
women in Russian society were 
hemmed in by legal restrictions they 
were in some ways better off than 
women in other European countries, 
for example retaining property rights 

after marriage. Secondly, the nature 
of relationships between mothers and 
daughters in Russian families was 
special. Whereas in many Western 
countries from the beginning of the 
nineteenth century, middle-class 
women were excluded from the 
production process and confined to 
the house, to a sphere of femininity 
and domesticity, Russian women of 
the privileged class (it was from 
wealthy families that most radicals 
came) were expected to participate in 
the running of their estates and 
undertake a strenuous round of social 
engagements. Consequently Russian 
children were brought up by a series 
of nannies and governesses and 
spent little time with their parents. 
Not until late adolescence, until they 
were out of the schoolroom and 
preparing to take their place in 
society, did girls come to know their 
mothers well and as a result were far 
more likely to develop ties based on 
equality and shared interests than 
were their Western counterparts, 
whose relationships with their 
mothers were shaped and sometimes 
soured by the tensions of childhood. 

Barbara Engel refers to contem
porary feminist writers who have 
suggested that it is the mother
daughter relationship which ulti
mately determines the female person
ality, and while criticizing them for 
'ignoring both historical and cultural 
variables' believes that they have 
'argued convincingly' and that their 
approach can add to our under
standing of history. Given this intro
duction and given the title of the book 
one might expect subsequent chap
ters to suggest precisely how this 
approach can contribute to our know
ledge of the past, how historical and 
cultural variables might be incor
porated, how the particular person
alities of the women of the Russian 
intelligentsia were shaped by the 
particular patterns of mothering and 
how a system of feminine behaviour 
and values was created and com
municated through r elations 
between mothers and daughters. 
Instead, after providing this brief 
glimpse of a possible line of enquiry, 



Barbara Engel settles into a largely 
narrative style. The short biogra
phical sketches of women of the 
nineteenth-century Russian intelli
gentsia of which there are many in 
the book are not explicitly related 
back to the theme of mothering. The 
reason for this is in part a matter of 
sources. The material, biographical 
and autobiographical, does not give 
much immediate indication of the 
influence of mothers in determining 
the world view of the daughters. 
However, the members of the 
Russian intelligentsia were educated 
and articulate, and a systematic 
analysis of their memoirs could, I 
suspect, tell us more about mothers 
and daughters: both about the extent 
to which and the ways in which 
daughters learned through these 
relationships the meaning of woman
hood and how they drew from them 
the strength and the determination 
to defy the political establishment. 

Though the concerns of the first 
chapter are not sustained, they 
nevertheless colour our reading of the 
book and prompt objections and 
counter-objections. I wonder whether 
the pattern of mothering Barbara 
Engel describes for the Russian 
upper classes was quite as specific to 
that country as she assumes. Even in 
Britain and America where the cult 
of domesticity was most fully deve
loped, the very wealthy were content 
to leave the physical and emotional 
aspects of child upbringing to paid 
employees. In countries such as 
France, this pattern of mothering 
was still widely practised. Having 
said this, I would want though to 
stress the differences between Russia 
and Western Europe. 

These differences lay, I suggest, 
not so much with internal family 
relationships as in the place the 
family occupied in society as a whole. 
The pace of Russian social develop
ment, of agricultural change and of 
urbanization, was slower than in 
Western Europe. The class structure 
differed considerably. The country 
lacked a middle class. A working 
class began to emerge only at the end 
of the nineteenth century. This 
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absence of bourgeoisie and prole
tariat was paralleled by the weak
ness of liberalism and of labourism 
and by the absence of those political 
and social institutions with which 
they were associated in Western 
Europe. There were no friendly 
societies, no trade unions, no political 
parties. The space between the 
individual and the state which in the 
West was heavily populated by these 
various organizations in Russia was 
empty. As a consequence, personal 
values were more easily accepted as 
public virtues. The family was seen 
by conservative philosophers as one 
of the main pillars of the body politic. 
The family was the state in micro
cosm, its patriarchal relations dupli
cating those ofthe state, and for this 
reason public rebellion was often 
seen in terms of family conflict. This 
relative simplicity of the social and 
political structure of Russian society 
focused public attention on the 
family and gave women, the 'embodi
ment of the ideal', the authority to 
speak. 

This is perhaps a more conven
tional argument. It is also the one 
which the evidence presented in 
Mothers and Daughters seems to 
support. Barbara Engel shows how 
central the family was in creating 
women radicals. It provided an 
education in the virtues of obedien<;:e, 
thereby also teaching women to 
recognize and resent the authori
tarian rule of the tsar. It also taught 
service. The emphasis in Russian 
culture, she argues, on personal self
sacrifice provided the bridge between 
the traditional female role of wife and 
mother and the unorthodox one of 
political agitator and terrorist. The 
values that bound women to the 
revolutionary cause, that gave them 
strength to cut themselves off from 
their roots, to face privation and 
hardship and the possibility of years 
of imprisonment, were those which in 
other circumstances might have 
made them exemplary mothers of 
families and mistresses of house
holds. Women who espoused the 
radical cause brought to it such 
dedication because in rejecting their 
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families they rejected woman's 
destiny. Another reason was more 
prosaic. They rarely had the skills and 
qualifications to embark on a career 
and so became professional revolu
tionaries by necessity as well as 
choice. 

It was not until the 1870s that 
women took an active part in politics. 
Earlier generations had been barred 
by convention from the public 
sphere. They were confined to a 
female world and found expression 
for their discontent through the cul
tivation of emotional life, the affir
mation of their sexuality. As Russian 
society slowly turned toward the 
modern age, as schools and universi
ties were opened to women, as limited 
opportunities for employment 
appeared, options increased. Per
sonallife and public aspirations were 
still painfully in conflict, especially 
for those who chose to engage 
actively in the revolutionary move
ment. Whilst women of the 1840s and 
1850s sought to improve their social 
position by elevating motherhood 
and marriage, these radical women 
shunned relationships with men for 
fear of pregnancy and maternal 
responsibilities which would prevent 
them from serving the cause. 

They were not (of course) always 
successful in avoiding personal life. 
Tatiana Lebedeva, a member of the 
terrorist organization, 'The People's 
Will', worked alongside Mikhail 
Frolenko in an attempt to mine the 
tsar's train as he travelled from the 
Crimea to Moscow in the autumn of 
1879. Posing as man and wife they 
rented a cottage by the railway line, 
and supervised the digging of the 
tunnel which was to house the 
dynamite. They fell in love and were 
married. Several of the biographies of 
the radical women read like 
scenarios for feminist romantic 
fiction, though in the tradition of the 
genre the love interest is strictly 
heterosexual; the story does not 
however end with a marriage. The 
political struggle continues, leading 
all too frequently to exile, imprison
ment and death. 

Though so many of these women 

were first propelled into radical 
politics by the experience of in
equality and subordination within 
their families, they were socialists 
without being feminists. The 
Russian intelligentsia which in the 
1860s read and reread What is to be 
Done, Chernyshevskii's novel of 
Utopian socialism and women's 
rights, by the early 1870s had 
abandoned the 'woman question' for 
populism and terrorism, leaving· 
female emancipation to the liberals 
and philanthropists. Women of the 
'Chaikovskii' and 'Fritsche' circles, 
initially concerned about female 
equality, shelved the issue in order to 
dedicate thetnselves to what they 
saw as the broader struggle. 
Feminism and socialism were for 
them separate, and the former as the 
less important could be postponed 
until some future time. Nineteenth
century Russian radicals were not 
the only ones (as is well known) to 
make this decision. Even so it is 
striking that these women who had 
fought against their families for the 
right to study and for the personal 
freedom to live where and how they 
liked showed no sensitivity to the 
oppression and subordination of 
their less privileged sisters within 
rural and working-class families. 
They campaigned in the countryside 
and agitated in the factories, without 
expressing any interest in the 
specific conditions and grievances of 
peasant and proletarian women. 

Theirs is, Barbara Engel observes, 
a 'mixed legacy'. These women were 
strong, they were angry, they 
dedicated themselves to the cause of 
social injustice, yet their struggle 
lacked a feminist dimension. But had 
they tackled the 'woman question', 
she argues, they would not have 
resolved the inequalities of Russian 
society; and despite the indignities 
they suffered and obstacles they 
faced they were enormously privi
ledged. This is the way the radical 
women saw it too; at least they decided 
that there was no alternative but to 
move from feminism to radicalism. 
'It is difficult', Barbara Engel writes, 
'not to agree with them'. The use here 



of the word 'agree' is I think 
significant, in fact the whole book is 
shot through with a strong sense of 
identification. In the preface she 
explains that her inspiration for 
research came from the recent 
resurgence of feminism. Initially it 
was the courage and dedication of the 
Russian radical women that caught 
her imagination. She admired their 
lack of concern for material comforts 
and found their altruism awe
inspiring. 

It is not difficult to see why she 
identified as well as admired. I am 
sure that many women reading the 
book will respond in the same way. 
The rebels of nineteenth-century 
Russia are immediately recognizable 
as part of the same international 
movement of liberal and socialist 
protest that had its roots in the 
French Revolution and the American 
Declaration of Independence, the 
movement that struggled for liberty 
and equality and from which modern 
feminism draws many of its ideas 
and ideals. And the women of the 
Russian intelligentsia, though 
separated from us by a century, seem 
to stand closer in historical time than 
many of their contemporaries in 
other countries. In Britain and 
elsewhere in the 1960s and 1970s 
boundless optimism and the maxima
list temperament flourished. People 
talked about 'the revolution' with 
hushed reverence and unless you 
went to a least three meetings a week 
you were not a serious comrade. 

In the Soviet Union, strange as it 
may seem, empathy and admiration 
are not always forthcoming, at least 
not outside the official history books. 
One woman historian I met in 
Moscow whose face would pucker 
with distaste at the very mention of 
the Bolsheviks (she specialized in 
medieval Russia) praised the 'pure 
and principled' women of the revolu
tionary movement, but for her their 
virtues had an old-fashioned ring, 
much like the round white collars on 
the dresses Sofia Perovskaya used to 
wear. Others are irritated no end by 
these radicals of the last century who 
believed in the goodness of the 
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masses, the imminent possibility of 
change and the reign of equality. 
Even in school, according to one of 
the Soviet feminists, Chernyshevskii's 
novel was the subject of mirth. 

While in reading history there is 
inevitably a constant process of 
identification and of distancing, 
there are questions of assessment to 
be put. And the approach of Mothers 
and Daughters tends to push these 
other questions to one side. While the 
strength of the book is that it shows 
how women's experience in the 
family and in society forged their 
commitment to politics, the nature of 
their political involvement receives 
little comment. The shortcoming of 
their legacy is taken to be their blind 
spot on feminism. Are we to conclude 
from this that their politics were 
above reproach? In a final paragraph 
Barbara Engel admits the temptation 
to idealize women revolutionaries 
and qualifies her admiration: 
innocent lives were lost as a result of 
their acts of terrorism, their objec
tives were impracticable. But just as 
the influence of mother-daughter 
relations in women's history was 
discussed in the early pages of the 
book only to disappear from view, so 
these qualifications do not inform the 
narrative and are mentioned only on 
the last page but one. 

The women of the revolutionary 
movement 'yielded a myth' she 
writes at one point, and then again 
that they 'added a moral dimension' 
to the movement. Surely though the 
women did far more than this? They 
helped establish Russian radicalism. 
They helped set a tradition of 
political activism that required total 
dedication of its members, intro
ducing a sharp division between 
those who devoted themselves to the 
cause and those whodidnot, between 
those who liberated and those who 
were liberated. They helped to set a 
tradition of attacking power rather 
than finding ways that individuals 
could participate in the exercise of 
power. This is not to say that there 
were no good reasons why these 
choices were made, that they were 
not understandable in the circum-
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stances, but 'agreeing' with them is 
rather missing the point. 

Ironically the moral absolutism of 
these women, which led them to 
abandon feminism and espouse 
radical and direct political action, 
was fuelled by their response to the 
constraints and constrictions of the 
family. In their view the only course 
open to the committed radical was a 
renunciation of all the benefits of 
privileged social status and all 
search for personal gain. Thus it was 
precisely because the Russian radical 
women had experienced subordina· 
tion in the family that they were 
unwilling to fight for female emanci· 
pation. Since they would benefit from 
this struggle, it became an indulgence. 

A price was paid for this emphasis 
on self-sacrifice, the price of constant 
undervaluation of individual rights. 
The antithesis between the indi· 
vidual and the collective became a 
firm tenet of Russian radical thought, 
influencing not only the political 
actions of populists and terrorists but 
also the social democrats later in the 
century. The Bolsheviks made the 
same distinction between the public 
and the private and gave the same 
priority to the public sphere. In the 
post-revolutionary period the factory 
was seen as the source of proletarian 
consciousness, and of the new 
socialist relations, economic, social 
and political. Women were exhorted 
to come out of their families, to leave 
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By now it is a feminist truism that, 
for women, waged work and family 
life are interdependent, but the 
precise connections between 'public' 
and 'private' spheres, and the ways 
in which women of different social 
classes and in different historical 
periods experience paid work and 
family life are still far from clear. In 
Give us Bread but Give us Roses 
Sarah Eisenstein analyses the 

their pots and pans behind and take 
their place in the collective. Public 
commitment was seen in the same 
all-embracing terms. On the one 
hand the 'masses' on the other the 
'best people', the communist party 
members who would guide society to 
a socialist paradise. 

Mothers and Daughters leaves 
important questions unanswered, 
but it is a splendid beginning. The 
research that has gone into the 
making of this book shows an awe· 
inspiring dedication of its own. The 
scolarship though does not weigh 
heavy on the text. The book is written 
in a delightfully easy style. Barbara 
Engel set out to tell the story of the 
women of the Russian intelligentsia 
and she has told it very well. The 
portraits of the Russian women are 
marvellously drawn, especially those 
of the radicals of the 1870s who have 
her strongest sympathy. But she 
writes of the earlier generation also 
with skill and affection. I shall 
always remember Natalie Herzen, a 
woman of the 1840s, less politically 
earnest and committed than those 
who came later, who wrote, after 
witnessing the revolutionary events 
of 1848 in Europe, 'All Republics, 
revolutions and everything of that 
sort seem to me in the final analysis 
to be like knitting stockings, and they 
make the same impression on me.' 

Elizabeth Waters 

formation of consciousness among 
wage-earning women in the United 
States between 1890 and the First 
World War. This is an ambitious 
project which sadly Sarah was 
unable to complete because she died 
in 1978. Give us Bread but Give us 
Roses is thus a series of essays 
rather than a finished piece of work. 

In one of the essays Sarah 
Eisenstein explores late Victorian 
ideas towards women and work, 
analysing the advice books written 
for women and girls entering the 
labour market. In another she 
charts working women's attitudes 
towards marriage and work. In a 


