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In the Soviet Union, as elsewhere, consumption was a gendered issue. As in the West, women were seen as particularly prone to acquisitive urges and vulnerable to the dictates of fashion. This was not an innovation of the Soviet era: a gendered approach to consumption in Russian culture dates farther back than 1917. Women’s traditional roles as housewives and family carers made them associated with the purchasing of household goods and food products. In Imperial Russia commercial advertisers singled out and targeted female shoppers to sell domestic products and foodstuffs.
 In the early years of the Soviet state the drive for freedom from domestic chores featured prominently in the issue of women’s emancipation; however, in the 1930s, amidst the state-sponsored campaign for kul’turnost’ [culturedness], a notion broadly defined to combine good manners with hygiene and good housekeeping with the knowledge of Marxism, the female image re-assumed, at least partially, the traditional role of a housewife and the new responsibility of promoting kul’turnost’.
 The woman’s important social function under Stalinism consisted in creating a cultured home necessary for the recuperation of her husband the industrial worker, and this was her contribution to the task of forcing the production levels upwards. Therefore, the woman’s role in industrialization was often framed in the traditional terms of family responsibility. Additionally, as the state actively promoted the myth of emerging well-being and material abundance, women came to be not only tolerated but also encouraged in their roles as consumers.
 They were seen as leaders of modern consumer culture, who would make informed purchasing decisions and serve as models for others. Promoting women’s image as housewives, however modernized, cultured and aware of recent technological advancements, nonetheless reinforced their conventional pre-revolutionary social roles.

In the post-Stalin period, Soviet citizens, just like their counterparts in post-war Western societies, experienced major growth in living standards. Partly as a result of succession struggles, and partly as a result of legitimacy concerns, consumption gained greater weight both in ideological discourse and in policy under the premiership of Khrushchev. Initially, there was a renewed emphasis on consumption seen in gendered terms, especially with certain types of commodities, such as domestic appliances.
 But matters got more complex and even more interesting in the Brezhnev period, 1964-1985, when social and economic changes in Soviet society amounted to its own consumer revolution. Focusing on these twenty ‘revolutionary’ years, the present paper explores the peculiar features that developed in the relationship between consumption and gender in late socialist society. It concentrates on changes in gendered discourse on consumption produced by the mass media, state specialists, cinema and fiction, with special attention given to domestic appliances and fashion. It also explores some other ways in which consumption discourse was diversifying in terms of gender. It argues that this diversification of public discourse on consumption, especially in regard to such traditionally ‘female’ commodities as household appliances and fashion, as well as women’s more financially autonomous position, form part of the story of Soviet society’s modernization and urbanization in the Brezhnev era.

Shopping: A Woman’s Business?

Under Brezhnev, women retained their role as the principal shoppers in the family, especially for clothing, food, furniture, tableware, and kitchen utensils, although men occasionally concerned themselves with buying electric durables like TV and radio sets. The responsibility of providing their families with the bulk of consumer goods (even if financial burdens were shared with husbands) in the consumer-unfriendly Soviet economic system turned women into obsessive shoppers. The financial independence that many women in the 1970s and early 1980s derived from full-time jobs enhanced their ability to fulfil both consumer responsibilities and consumer ambitions. Thus, emancipation, with which professional women were associated and which was strongly advocated by the state, had a potential increase in female consumerism as its side-effect, adding to women’s image as likely consumerists. It comes as little surprise then that consumerists in cinema and literature were more often women than men. For instance, a popular film titled A Sweet Woman (1976), which tells the story of an attractive woman losing out on personal happiness because of her consumerism, was the first non-comedy film signalling, as contemporary critics reported, the arrival of a new, philistine, protagonist in cinema, and this new protagonist was female. Another example is Vladimir Bortko’s very popular consumerism-thrashing comedy The Blonde Around the Corner (1984), in which the passionate and comic, albeit somewhat exaggerated and crude, efforts to expose the spiritual hollowness of consumerist attitudes are framed in gendered terms by contrasting a materialistic female protagonist with her intelligentsia lover discomforted by obsessive acquisitiveness. 

Like cinema, contemporary literature also actively promoted a collective image of female veshchizm (obsession with things). The Brezhnev period saw a particular literary genre, the so-called bytovaia (everyday, domestic) prose, gain prominence and become a literary instrument for depicting contemporary social problems. A strand of everyday prose emphasized acquisitiveness as both a measure and a vehicle of moral corruption, and this anti-philistine literature made its contribution to the gendered stereotype by painting an entire gallery of rapacious female consumerists.

For instance, a short story The Birthday by Inna Vol’skaia (1978) gives a description of a woman’s consumerist philosophy as explicitly feminine and predatory: 

More beautiful things, the most refined of them! Theatre performances, films, happy or sad, but about the ‘dolce vita’, about the high strata of society, about elegantly and beautifully dressed women, about influential, strong, rich men. More influential friends with ‘status’! Take! Grab! Devour! Everything that is beautiful. Whatever there is to be had in the world, things that [her] parents in their impoverished semi-peasant life at the outskirts of a provincial town did not even dream of.

In anti-philistine novels, moreover, women do not stop at indulging in materialism; they spread the disease. If consumerism is a sin, then almost biblically the temptress is a woman. Wives are presented almost invariably as the driving force behind consumerism, and they are ‘the Devil’s faithful servants’ in the intelligentsia’s downfall. For example, wives of the main protagonists in the novels of the prominent Moscow novelist Iurii Trifonov The Exchange (1969) and Preliminary Stocktaking (1970), the chauffeur’s wife in Aleksandr Maisiuk’s Amidst the Sounds of the City (1980), and again the main protagonist’s wife in Iurii Dodolev’s Simply Life (1981) with varying degree of success attempt to drag their husbands into ‘the swamp of philistinism’.
 Resistance leads to conflicts, in which consumerism erodes personal relations and destroys families: parents and children, wives and husbands are driven apart.

By choosing women as central characters for their anti-philistine works Soviet art under Brezhnev aimed to prevent its female audiences from succumbing to petty-bourgeois materialism, but at the same time it helped reinforce their image as the group most disposed to consumerism.

Soviet shopping, however, was not fun at all. It inevitably involved considerable physical and mental effort and sometimes even the risk of punishment if it involved a black-market transaction. For women it was part of the heavy ‘double burden’ – the exhausting combination of full-time job and housework, as they were expected to contribute to the construction of communism at work and to take care of the household, while expecting little help from their men.
 Interestingly, some women grew so accustomed to their role of unmatched shoppers that they did not trust their husbands to contribute to planning family consumption. For instance, a young woman in Moscow said in 1978: ‘He [the husband] really should do the shopping, since it’s hard and a heavy job. Planning the shopping, though, is entirely the woman’s job, even if the husband is capable of buying a litre of milk or a kilo of meat. But since men hate to stand in line, shopping often gets delegated to women as well.’

When demographic research began to show difference in life expectancy between men and women, with women outliving men by up to ten years, this provided material for popular wit. One joke tried to explain this ‘durability’ of Soviet women (compared to men). The secret lay in the fact that shopping was terrific physical exercise – if one could endure the regular strain of standing in hours-long queues and then fight for room in a packed bus in order to stand there, squeezed between other people, for 40 minutes on the way home with heavy bags in hands, then one got physically fit in no time at all.
 The popular stand-up comedian Mikhail Zhvanetskii also noted the ‘joys’ of shopping in his 1970s ode to the Soviet femme: ‘She procures her own food. … And what about shopping bags weighing five hundred kilos each plus a pram with a child in it – pushing it at full speed! And all that after she has chopped a clearance in the taiga. Put her in a queue – she holds her place! … She will wrestle off five men, make it to the counter, tackle the salesman, and will still snatch the correct weight.’
 

Despite the physical challenges involved and the enormously time-consuming nature of Soviet shopping, the supposedly emancipated women of socialist society continued to be designated as primary consumers, making Soviet emancipation look rather skewed. Seen as part of the woman’s ‘double burden’, consumption could hardly be viewed as an indulgence; yet, women continued to be labeled as consumerist. However, the discourse on female consumption in the Brezhnev era grew more diverse and complex than ever before when demographic problems forced specialists and ideologues to pay more attention to the problem of the ‘double burden’, when economic difficulties forced the state to row back on its advertisement of domestic appliances, and when a new and far more worrying group, youth, entered the consumption stage. 

Domestic Appliances: Great Helpers to Women! But Are They Worth Having?

As we have seen, the image of women as primary consumers had a long tradition even before the Brezhnev era. Most recently, under Khrushchev this image was consolidated and given a new twist by identifying women as the main users of the category of consumer goods that took an especially prominent role in official discourse at the time – household appliances. Parallels were drawn between the consumption of household goods (for example, electric durables and furniture) and the introduction into homes of the benefits of scientific and technical revolution, the celebrated main component in Khrushchev’s vision of modernity. Women, in their capacity as primary consumers and users of modern technology in the home, were appointed as domestic agents of modernisation.
 

Public statements coated the benefits of modern household appliances in the rhetoric of emancipation, which, ironically, served to strengthen gender differences: women could expect household help from their gadgets, but not from their husbands.
 At the same time, the desire for, and acquisition of, such commodities could not be seen as consumerist because domestic machines were hailed as properly ‘revolutionary’: they would bring both the emancipation and modernity to women. Buying and using household devices was one of the few types of consumption that the Khrushchev-era propaganda supported and encouraged without reservations. 

In the Brezhnev era an important function of domestic appliances was, just as it had been under Khrushchev, to allow Soviet women to cope with housework faster and with less effort. Right up to the late 1970s, they were required to divert attention from the problems of existing gender stereotypes and of women’s ‘double burden’. Despite some attempts to point out these problems and suggest redefining gender roles, women were still advised to look to technology rather than their husbands for help. One (male) engineer argued in the major national newspaper Literaturnaia gazeta in 1979 that the solution that would enable women to gain time away from household chores lay not in the participation of men and the sharing of duties, but in using more technology. ‘There is only one way – that is to involve domestic appliances and machines in housework,’ the author concluded.
 

The state was responsive to such calls, and the declaration of the Central Committee on the eve of the XXVI Party Congress spoke of the necessity to expand the production and increase the variety of electrical domestic appliances and to make them more efficient and comfortable.
 However, an important shift in emphasis now occurred when talking about electrical household durables. Saturating homes with domestic appliances was no longer just a question of a comfortable life or even international prestige. The reasoning became more pragmatic: domestic appliances were expected to help citizens have extra energy and time to work for the state. In the Stalin period, it had been men who needed such recuperation, and women were to facilitate it. The Khrushchev decade was concerned with women having free time for social duties. But in the Brezhnev era, women themselves were a major part of the paid workforce, and they too needed rest to improve their production efforts, and in the reality of the ‘double burden’ they perhaps needed it more than men did. Pravda blamed the failure to equip apartments with modern machinery for women’s fatigue, but this fatigue was presented not only as a moral but also as an economic problem: ‘The level of “mechanisation” of housework is still very low. Much work in the house continues to be done manually. And this does not only mean tiredness; there is also a time factor whose cost is felt increasingly acutely every year.’
 Such arguments could be seen as attempts to put the problem of women’s ‘double burden’ on an economic footing in a bid to attract attention and stimulate solutions. Literaturnaia gazeta was even more straightforward and expressed the unsatisfactory levels of mechanisation of housework in terms of financial losses: ‘At the level of the state, … household work becomes hundreds of millions of lost hours per year. … To cut time losses resulting from household chores means to raise the work efficiency of the population, [and] to boost the productivity of work for society.’
 This particularly concerned women. 

But, as these reports indicate, the production of household appliances failed the state in these expectations: it had been anticipated that the devices would help free up approximately 1,000 hours per year per family; instead, the time spent on domestic chores remained the same. Alluding to the role of home gadgets as indicators of the supremacy of socialism, Literaturnaia gazeta saw Soviet underachievement in the transition to comprehensively mechanised housework as a cause for embarrassment, claiming that it was ‘paradoxical … [that] today, in the age of the atom, computers, and universal electrification, our domestic life is extremely conservative.’
 

Given the pledged enthusiasm, what was the problem? As with other sectors of consumer goods production, there were difficulties with turning out sufficient output, and many appliances remained chronically hard to obtain. While a detailed analysis of the production aspects is beyond the scope of this paper, it is important to note here how state propaganda dealt with the problem. One strategy the press adopted was to hold consumers themselves responsible for the shortage of electrical durables. According to this view, the demand for domestic appliances had climbed so fast in recent years that output simply could not keep up. For instance, in 1981 the popular monthly women’s magazine Rabotnitsa (Female Worker) noted that consumers had become ‘unusually’ interested in kitchen appliances, such as coffee-makers and blenders. This development had been so rapid that specialists did not see it coming, and consequently, production lagged behind demand. ‘Who would have thought it five or even three years ago!’ marvelled the magazine. Yet, it claimed that such peaks in demand were normal: ‘A certain period of time must pass for people to gain faith in the advantages of one or another kind of domestic equipment. … This is what happened with washing machines. It is not easy to get used to the idea that work that had been done manually for centuries – can you imagine: centuries! – can now be automated.’
 The example of washing machines was a poor choice because the state had only just launched the mass production of fully automated washing machines, whereas the majority of Moscow residents, in fact, had been asking for these since 1968.
 Consumers in the other regions of the country had more modest ambitions, of course; yet, the example shows that few would waste time ‘getting used’ to the idea of an affordable domestic appliance if given an opportunity to obtain it. Rabotnitsa preferred to disregard this fact. Several years later, it persisted in eloquently blaming the short supply of small appliances on the surge of demand rather than on underproduction: ‘This is not the first time that the tide of consumer demand, sweeping the industry and overtaking all possible production growth rates, has washed us up on the empty shop shelves.’
  

The implications of this rhetoric were helpful to the government on two levels. First, it took some responsibility off state industry. Second, with these arguments Rabotnitsa and others tried to turn failure into achievement: the publicised high popular demand for kitchen gear meant that the state had at least accomplished its aim of instilling the desire for appliances in consumers; in other words, it had succeeded in making consumers – especially females as they were the main beneficiaries of domestic gadgets – modern, even if it had not yet provided them with the actual machines. In fact, Soviet consumers were so modern that the level of their demands had overtaken the rates of production – too many of them wanted blenders! 


Consequently, official discourse on domestic appliances in the Brezhnev period had two thrusts that seemed to be at odds with each other. Women were simultaneously teased with the enticing possibilities that technology offered and at the same time advised not to rush into the shops. On the one hand, as we have seen, the insufficient saturation of homes with electrical labour-saving devices was a source of frustration. This meant that consumers were still encouraged to take an interest in and familiarise themselves with new models of equipment and to obtain gadgets.
 Industry was called upon to speed up the introduction of new models and devices. On the other hand, the second type of official discourse on household appliances sought to mitigate this sort of excitement, which threatened once again to lay bare production lapses. In contrast to the unconditionally enthusiastic Khrushchevist propaganda on electrical goods, now some caution and restrain was advised. A pamphlet on family budgeting promised consumers that industry would soon deliver ‘a considerable increase in output of sets of household appliances’ but qualified this promise by saying that it would produce such a range of goods ‘that afford[s] normal (reasonable) comfort in life.’
 In other words, spending on domestic appliances was approved and encouraged, but preferably within the limits of reasonable consumption. 

But what exactly was meant by ‘reasonable comfort’? What considerations were consumers advised to take into account in order to remain within these ‘normal’ frameworks? Space and budget constraints, family size, dietary needs, and even the approach to cooking were all said to play a role in purchasing decisions. In one instance, Rabotnitsa attempted to dissuade women from buying a food processor on the grounds that it was … too time-consuming to use! ‘Imagine’, it wrote. ‘Every blade or nozzle has to be taken out [of the box], assembled, fixed to the base or the motor, then taken off, disassembled, washed, dried with a towel, and put back.’
 Astonishingly, this contradicted the ultimate proclaimed virtue of all domestic appliances, that is, their efficiency. It made it sound like food processors were more work than help, and the magazine soberly stated that in some cases it was easier to do a task manually or use simpler, non-electrical tools like graters. Literaturnaia gazeta also mused on the disadvantages of owning domestic electrical devices: ‘In practice while electrical appliances liberate us from one kind of servitude, … they immediately plunge us into another one: servicing them takes too much time, and it is not always straightforward… Many devices require assembly, dismantling, cleaning, and with every new “electro-assistant” one gets more and more trouble.’
 Rabotnitsa’s verdict on food processors was shattering: ‘A food processor is particularly complicated to use. … Is it really worth it? (a stoit li ovchinka vydelki?).’ 

These recommendations, it must be stressed, were not guided by the desire to promote redistribution of domestic roles. In the above article, for instance, the author did not mention the possibility of the husband getting involved with cooking and instead drew up a limited list of cases where a family reasonably needed a food processor, and the way in which it conjured up the traditional vision of a woman as a cook, housewife, domestic carer and hostess was astonishing. A food processor was good to have when the housewife enjoyed cooking and saw it as something more than a necessity: ‘If kitchen work lets you relax after a hard workday, if you like to be creative with a recipe, master a new dish, or invent something – the food processor will come in very handy’. In this vision the food processor was shown not as a helping device to free up some of the housewife’s time for productive labour or cultural development, but instead it was presented as encouraging her to spend more time in the kitchen. Furthermore, it would contribute to the visual delight of cooking: ‘Add to this the aesthetic pleasure: everything is pretty and clean’. There were other cases where a food processor would prove useful: in a large family, or in families with elderly people or babies, and for people on special diets. Hosting frequent guest parties also served as a justification for buying a food mixer. The device was expected to prove especially helpful in the conditions of constant food shortages: ‘The fewer groceries there are in the house, the more inventive the housewife has to be. A food processor is an assistant to inventiveness.’ This was certainly very likely to strike a chord with Soviet housewives who regularly had to make do with whatever they managed to obtain in crowded food shops, but the wording suggested that it was still very much a woman’s obligation to do so. 

Other arguments were pushed forward in the press to dissuade female consumers, such as high costs of appliances and their large size, which, indeed, were often a reality. For instance, microwave ovens were discouragingly bulky and expensive. ‘The housewife will think: “Is it worthwhile to squeeze in yet another cupboard that costs 300 roubles into the house just for the sake of having hot meatballs on a cold plate?” and she will decline to buy.’
 Even smaller appliances like food processors and juicers occupied too much space in tiny Soviet kitchens and could not be left standing permanently on a kitchen table, but had to be completely disassembled and put away after every use. There were other inconveniences. Even in large kitchens several appliances could not be used simultaneously because there were only one or two plugs in the kitchen, and the voltage in the electrical circuit was too low to sustain all of the machines working together. Besides, various devices had different types of switches that reportedly made the housewife irritated and eventually turned her into a nervous wreck: ‘Special research shows that it leads to considerable psychological overloads.’
 

In these pronouncements, the woman was represented, for the first time, both as being overwhelmed by domestic appliances and as being in charge of the decisions to buy them. In 1979, Rabotnitsa put it quite bluntly: ‘Whose opinion in the family has the greatest weight when deciding whether to buy a washing machine or a fridge, how to furnish the kitchen in the new apartment, or which tableware to buy? But, of course, the housewife’s opinion. “You, mother, have the last word in this matter,” the man will say in such cases.’
 

 
Eventually, however, the state’s inability to produce enough of quality domestic appliances led specialists to seek solutions to the problem of female emancipation, and especially her ‘double burden’, elsewhere. They began to suggest more elaborate tactics than simply increasing output, which included attempts to address the issue of gender in domestic work. For instance, Literaturnaia gazeta argued that better results could be attained if a compound approach to equipping apartments was adopted.
 This method would bring together the efforts of designers, engineers, architects, and even psychologists, ecologists, and cultural specialists. Teachers would be involved in conducting special courses for young families in order to teach them how to use household devices and instruct them in prioritising their purchases. Importantly, they would also help them decide how to divide responsibility for different domestic appliances between the husband and the wife. Although the article did not make any specific suggestions on distributing these roles, the idea implied a greater involvement of the husband in housework. Even Rabotnitsa in 1976 printed a letter from a male reader who lamented that all manuals for domestic equipment, such as vacuum cleaners and washing machines, were addressed exclusively to women and that they endorsed the ‘outdated traditions’ of stereotyping women as domestic workers.
 Yet, on the next page of the same issue the magazine placed an advertisement that named women as the strictest critics of refrigerators.

As demographic concerns grew, the need for a more balanced redistribution of domestic roles came to be more urgently emphasized as an important solution to the problem of disintegration of families. A 1981 article in the sociological journal Sotsiologicheskie issledovaniia reported results of a study of sustainability of marriage and showed that the amount of time women spent on housework was one of the key factors in family stability. Domestic appliances, the author noted, had no impact on this and therefore did not help to consolidate the family. A far more influential factor was the involvement of the husband in domestic work, and the more help the wife received from her partner, the stronger it made their relationship. Admittedly, the author recommended that the state took lead in offering women assistance in childcare and household work through the relevant public services (and this only concerned women in employment), but she also advocated such measures as educating young couples in matters of family living and offering family consultations, which implied the promotion of a more equal distribution of domestic roles.

Fashion: Female or Young?

As elsewhere, in the Soviet Union fashion was traditionally associated with women. Concerns about clothing had been stereotypically viewed as a predominately female domain. Women were often seen as being most susceptible to the dictates of fashion, and fashion itself was often described in feminine terms: its capricious character, its ‘infidelity’ and ‘fickleness’ were clichés, and feminine connotations were reinforced even grammatically: the Russian word for fashion, moda, has feminine gender (similarly to the French ,).


From the early years of the Soviet Union onwards, fashion as a concept had various negative connotations: it could be a bourgeois preoccupation, a capitalist trick to enslave the masses (especially women), and a manifestation of consumerism with its spiritual shallowness. In official discourse the notion of fashion was often substituted with the notion of taste. Discourse on taste became especially rigorous under Khrushchev, when state specialists actively sought to regulate taste in clothing, bringing sartorial matters to the top of the ideological agenda. The state took it upon itself to define what was tasteful and contemporary. The concept of taste was an ideological tool deployed with the help of professional designers and the mass media to assist the state in its efforts to modernise and control society and to re-enforce desirable social roles, such as motherhood.
 Particular attention was paid to women.

At the same time, fashion was becoming a problem for Soviet ideologues for the first time under Khrushchev, after his new policy of ‘openness’ brought about such events as the International Youth Festival in 1957 and the American National Exhibition in Moscow in 1959 and made a growing number of Soviet people ‘vulnerable’ to contact with foreign styles.
 The 1957 Youth Festival was a particular turning point for many Soviet youngsters. Its impact was greatest among the impressionable youth, among whom it caused a stir like a stone dropped into water, sending ripples across a previously still surface. Young socialists who had never before had either the opportunity or the sanction to follow fashion or to dress particularly well saw thousands of their peers from abroad wearing colourful and handsome garments. Their parents might have had a chance to see some Western styles amidst the rubble of Europe during the war, but for their kids it was an entirely new experience. To their utter surprise, foreign guests did not look like the old fat capitalists from the caricatures in the popular satirical magazine Krokodil. They just looked really good.
 

The festival not only disseminated an awareness of foreign fashions but also triggered a desire to copy them – especially among young people. But if during the late 1950s and early 1960s these aspirations were still at a nascent stage, in the era of ‘developed socialism’ they came to spread and flourish. Thanks to the greater prosperity enjoyed by their parents and the much greater availability of fashionable clothes (either through the thriving black market, or even through state stores and tailor’s shops), the acquisition of smart garments and shoes was much more of an issue for the young generation than ever before. Unlike the Khrushchev decade, when stiliagi and shtatniki were a minority
, in the 1970s and 1980s the proportion of youngsters keen on owning some latest fad was much larger. As anywhere in the modern world, they came to be the group most sensitive to fashion. Of all age groups, fashion played the greatest role for people aged between 18 and 29: a substantial majority of them were likely to buy new coats, dresses, shoes, and so on because of changes in fashion. The twenty-year-olds were closely followed by teenagers in being fashion-conscious. A state statistical survey on attitudes to fashion showed in 1977 that, for instance, 75 per cent of women aged between 18 and 29 would buy a new coat once a new fashion had firmly set in; under six per cent would rush to get a new one at the first signs of a new trend, and only 19.3 were totally indifferent to such factors. But among women aged between 30 and 55 years old, more than half were indifferent to fashion. Interestingly, the numbers were closely comparable for men in all categories of clothing. For instance, over 70 per cent of men between 18 and 29 would also buy new coats after a new style had firmly set in, while 64 per cent of men between 30 and 55 claimed indifference to changes in fashion.
 Overall, gender differences seem to play almost no role, while age made a huge difference to attitudes. In other words, by the time party ideology finally ‘turned its face’ to fashion in the mid-1970s and began to search for more efficient ways of dealing with international influences in fashion, clothes in the Soviet Union had become predominantly and emphatically a youth problem.

Unlike Western societies where producers had begun tapping into the commercial advantages of a separate youth market in the mid-1940s, with youth fashion really taking off in the 1950s and 1960s, in the Soviet Union a clothing industry that would cater to the needs of teenagers did not exist until the 1980s. There was still talk of it as a work in progress as late as the mid-1980s, when not every capital and major city had a specialised clothing shop for young people.
 This might not have been a problem before, but in the 1970s and 1980s it was. One youngster complained at an exhibition of a new youth clothing collection in Moscow in 1983 that ‘the choice of goods is limited and better suited for people over 40.’
 Young people wanted something different – something contemporary. They associated fashion with progress and with being modern, and some even identified hip outfits with the future. As one observer noticed, covers of science fiction books often featured young lads wearing jeans that had become ‘a certain symbol of the 1970s’.
 Jeans were presented as a garment not only of today but also of tomorrow. Denim clothes, of course, were worn predominantly by young people. And so for them a suggestion made by Rabotnitsa that it was not necessary to ‘export fashion from abroad’ and that instead one could ‘look for beauty at home, in a museum’ was at best hilarious and at worst frustrating, laying bare precisely the difference in approach between them and the much-older policy-makers.

In the Brezhnev era Soviet youth made stunning progress in defining and defending its right to be fashionable. By actively emulating foreign models that were slipping into Soviet society through the holes in the Iron Curtain (such as trips abroad, foreign films and magazines, visitors and imported goods), young people were the occasion for the ideologues’ concerns. Just in Moscow the numbers of Komsomol members who travelled abroad grew tenfold between 1960 and 1970, from 800 to 8,000 people.
 In 1973, the Moscow Komsomol Section sent close to 10,000 people.
 It might not seem like a lot in absolute terms, but the very specialness of such trips meant that the word spread – 80 per cent of schoolchildren polled in Moscow said their sources on fashion were mostly foreign, and of these 70 per cent knew someone who had travelled abroad.
 Significantly, these respondents did not come from specialised language or otherwise privileged schools, where this rate was likely to be even higher. Although information was less available in other cities, it reached even the most remote corners.

Young people’s interest in fashion was also due to the fact that clothes were one of the more affordable categories of consumer goods. For a group that had the lowest level of earnings and often still had to rely on their parents financially, as greater numbers went on to universities instead of jobs after school, it was easier for them to express themselves through garments. Also, the near impossibility of getting separate accommodation and moving out of their parents’ house meant that items like furniture and electric durables (with the exception of tape recorders and later video players) had less urgency for unmarried young consumers than clothes, shoes, and trendy shoulder bags.

There was an element of adventure in pursuing fashion, especially the foreign variety. Since many garments were obtained on the black market, the process added to the thrill and created a sense of exclusiveness. 

These peculiarities of clothes consumption in the Soviet Union and the overall shortage of stylish clothes furnished them with other similar social meanings to which young people were highly receptive. For instance, echoing analogous adult cultural patterns, many youngsters considered dressing with style to be a vital prerequisite for social belonging. Over the years, Rabotnitsa published a variety of articles claiming to represent letters from young people who raised the issue of the relationship between socialisation and clothes. Expressing at the very least the magazine’s view of the social situation, but also likely to draw on real letters to the editor, these articles are impressive for the variety of views and anxieties they contain.
 According to them, for some young people fashionable clothes became a way to express their identity and emphasise their difference. In one letter to this effect, a schoolgirl from Moscow felt that wearing a uniform was an anachronism (perezhitok) and preferred to sport fashionable and stylish things, but had difficulties being accepted by her female classmates who, in her view, were plain jealous. The girl hinted that she had other friends who shared her attachment to fashion, a more exclusive bunch: ‘Should I … become like everyone else but lose the friends I have now?’
 

Others felt they needed fashionable outfits to help them fit in with everyone else. In another letter a ninth-grader complained that she stopped going out with her classmates because ‘wherever I go I become awkward and taciturn and can feel someone’s gnawing look [as if saying]: she thinks too much of herself but she is not even dressed up to the fashion’.
 According to such letters, a lack of fashionable clothes obstructed socialisation and resulted in isolation for some teenagers. 

Many published letters revealed that a few, quite naturally at their age, began to expect fashion to make them feel appreciated by the opposite sex and expedite their entry into adulthood. Mixing social emulation with these new emotions, a girl wrote: ‘I am almost seventeen. My friends are wearing decent 70-rouble boots, fashionable coats with big fur collars, while [my parents] dress me like a teenager. … But I want to get attention in the streets, in the cinema, just like the others. I want boys to like me. What’s wrong with that?’
 

But girls were far from the only authors whose letters the magazine published. Its reports showed that boys also had stories to tell about the joys and perils of fashion. A student from Voronezh was bitter about his girlfriend, who had broken up with him at school because of his unfashionable looks, but later wanted to resume their friendship after his appearance improved: ‘I used to try to impress her, tried to become more interesting for her, read more, know more… But what won [her over] in the end was my “impressive” suit.’
 Furthermore, she was not the only one whose attitude changed after his elder brother, a sailor, had begun to supply the boy with fancy items: ‘It is amazing, but I have begun to notice quite a few respectful glances directed at me. At first I was puzzled but then realized: it was “respect” for the rags!’ 

These publications demonstrate that already in the early and mid-1970s Soviet Russia was a different social environment for fashionably-dressed people than it had been in the fifties, when a boy in stylish garments would be given nasty, not respectful, looks. 

But first and foremost, it was the young people themselves who made a difference to the social environment. Unlike their more dutiful predecessors, youth of the 1970s and 1980s were far less inclined to censure one another for their clothing choices: young people came to be more tolerant of the appearance and tastes of others.
 They took clothes seriously, but in a different way from the trouser-cutting young druzhinniki of the 1950s. Brezhnev-era youth might appreciate fashion, but in contrast to the rather uniform official norms of clothing, their ideas of what was trendy came to be more diverse. Without their help through self-policing it was more difficult for the state to enforce its standards and to fight ‘alien’ practices. 

Encouraged by changes in the official line on fashionable clothes, even more youngsters turned to fashion and became increasingly selective in their outfits. Their fascination with clothes, and especially Western fads, was not necessarily an act of political defiance – they just wanted to look good and impress their friends. Moscow schoolchildren told sociologists that it was the handsome appearance of Western fashions that attracted them.
 Western observers, however, recorded a different sort of interest – an enthralment with the mysterious world of capitalism, with another life, the dangerous and alluring forbidden fruit of which they could no more than glimpse but which could be for some the ultimate dream.
 Youngsters might have been more candid with Westerners than with Soviet researchers on this question, but even so, it was not so much the appeal of Western life that eventually undermined the authority of the Soviet regime and made young people more apathetic and cynical as the state’s inability to provide adequate equivalents to foreign clothes, its mixed propaganda signals, the hypocrisy of slogans, and the black market.

The conflict was compounded when some of the more conservative adults took the generation gap as a political one. Perhaps the most ‘political’ gesture the young generation perpetrated was its withdrawal from active politics and its lack of the kind of idealism that marked the young years of the older generation.
 Besides, older people who had lived through decades of state campaigns that patronised Soviet citizens as consumers were used to the idea that how one dressed was a matter of public concern and justified interference. As a result, harassment of those who were too fashionable for their own good occurred throughout the 1970s. 
But by the early 1980s, the dominant view on fashionably dressed people in Soviet society was dramatically different. Thanks to youth’s rebelliousness and rising consumerism and the shifts in propaganda, people were not only seeking out fashionable items in shops and from profiteers but also expressing their desires for fashion and its approval more openly. Stylishly dressed youngsters went from being treated with near hatred to being respected. From branding them as empty-headed, the more prosperous Brezhnevite society hailed them as independent, well-connected, informed, and modern. Those who knew and wore the latest trends were taken more seriously. Young people throughout the country could watch a female protagonist from the popular comedy by Geral’d Bezhanov The Most Charming and Attractive (1985) getting classed as belonging to ‘the progressive sections of humanity’ for putting on brand-name jeans. The writer Vitalii Korotich could identify a denim-clad young man as a boy from an influential and well-connected family.
 

The important thing about youth fashion was that it became increasingly not gender-specific. This too added fuel to the fire of the generational conflict. Adults, especially the older generation, reprimanded young girls for wearing trousers. A female visitor to the Institute of Culture in Leningrad was refused entry to the building by an old woman at the reception who declared: ‘We don’t allow [women] in trousers!’
 Girl’s short hair aroused controversy and debate, just as boy’s longer hairdos did. Both young men and young women chased after Western T-shirts whose insignia could have apolitical or even anti-Soviet connotations and constituted, in the eyes of vigilant ideologues, anti-Soviet propaganda (e.g., ‘Better Dead than Red’).
 Fascination with foreign goods could damage socialist values because it propagated, in the words of one Komsomol leader, ‘a standard of living that is alien to us and shapes negative attitudes towards our moral values’.
 Teenagers were targeted by numerous articles discussing in an intimate tone – always addressing their readers using the informal ty (you) – the pitfalls of veshchizm.

Rabotnitsa sermonised to youth: ‘There are several simple truths one should repeat to oneself and others. Needs must be reasonable. A commodity must know its place. Unrestrained needs are to be ashamed of and suppressed before they devour you.’
 Propaganda and state specialists made little distinction between men and women in this case.

In their pursuit of fashion boys were on the same footing as girls, and gender was replaced by age as a differentiating factor in attitudes to trendy clothes. After all, the first Soviet fashion designer to acquire international fame was a man, Slava Zaitsev, and his 1980s designs focused not just on women, but also on men – and these were reported in Rabotnitsa. The rise of youth as a more demanding and troublesome (from the ideological perspective) category of fashion consumers made state specialists and ideologues shift their attention from women to youngsters. Late Soviet discourse on fashion came to single out young people as the group whose fashion needs had to be primarily addressed and guided. 

By way of conclusion

Important though it were, fashion was not the only area of consumption which saw gendered discourse on consumption diversify. By way of conclusion, let me briefly describe some of the other ways in which late socialist consumption discourse went beyond the stereotyping of women as incorrigible consumerists. 


The already-mentioned bytovaia prose of the Brezhnev-era often lamented the destruction of family ties, in which consumerism played a role. Although the protagonists were not exclusively female, women definitely had a special role in portraits of consumerism. Women, however, often served as positive mediums because through their portraits shined fascination with consumer goods, which was expressed, perhaps unintentionally, in positive terms, or at least without the evident aims to debunk it. Given the gap between reality and the glossed vision of reality presented in Soviet fiction, women often posed as vehicles for images of (unattained) abundance. Here is a sumptuous passage from Vasilii Aksenov’s stylistically innovative Overstocked Packaging Barrels (1968) about a young teacher packing for a resort: ‘Foaming and swelling, things flew into the suitcase: dresses blue, pink, and black with exotic net insets, Perlon, nylon, tightly fitting numbers, elastic, corsetry, bijouterie, and on top of all this fell, like a relief map of the Gobi plains, a breathtaking flounced décolleté gown for night-time foxtrots.’
 Similar indulgence in descriptions of affluence can be found in other works, such as N. Kozhevnikova’s Helen of Troy (1982) with their detailed visualisation of lush home settings.
 Negative or moralistic connotations are not always present in such passages. And even when they are, they seem to fade against the background of these seductive fantasies of modern everyday life. 

This is even more evident in cinema where these images are visualized. Let us take, for instance, one of the most iconic cultural products of the Brezhnev era, the 1979 fairytale-type Oscar-winner by Vladimir Men’shov Moscow Doesn’t Believe in Tears. Its main protagonist, Katerina, becomes not only a high-ranking Soviet specialist but also a fashionably-dressed one with a private car and a well-appointed contemporary apartment. The essence of her success story – the film’s main plotline – of progressing from the ranks of labour migrants to the post of a factory director is illustrated in the film by her personal consumption: she starts off with a bed in a dormitory and ends up in a separate flat stocked up with the latest gadgets.

Negative or positive, it must be noted that consumption discourse was not termed in exclusively feminine terms. Another group that appeared on the state’s discursive radar was youth, and this was not only in reference to fashion. In the already-mentioned 1984 anti-consumerist comedy The Blonde Around the Corner the juxtaposition between the consumerist heroine and the intelligentsia man is drawn not only along gender lines, but also explicitly along generational lines. At an early point in the film the man, Nikolai, expresses his fascinated by this new breed of people that Nadia represents; this is why he falls in love with her: ‘There were no such girls in my time, after the war. You are a child of another time, you are too brave, too strong.’

Broadly speaking, generational conflict was often defined in terms of a clash between materialism and ‘old’ spiritual values. Special condemnation was reserved for materialistic considerations in marital decisions – the press deplored the tendency to look for ‘prestigious spouses’. ‘Prestigious spouses’ were urbanites with high-status jobs (‘that’s what I call a fiancé – a real Muscovite working in foreign trade’), with separate apartments, connections, and decent incomes (see figure 5).
 However, such marriages could never last, readers were told: ‘Real happiness won’t come to a house where materialism, acquisitiveness, and pettiness reign … and where money and commodities serve as the only measure of love and sympathy.’
 Families broke up because of one partner’s consumerism, but the official view insisted that rejecting consumerism was more important than saving the marriage.
 Women were not the only reported culprits in such failures. Leningradskaia pravda, for instance, ran an article on a grasping husband driving away his selfless and modest wife with the encouragement from his even more grasping… father.

And on the whole, it was not only women who could be portrayed as victims of consumerism in the Brezhnev era. Cartoons and articles in the press, cinema and fiction also showed men as materialistic and greedy. In such instances, the emphasis was rather on age – male perpetrators tended to be young.

The above evidence is not brought here to claim categorically that there was a sweeping gender revolution in public discourse between 1964 and 1985. As we have seen with the examples of domestic appliances and fashion, often the changes that did take place occurred for reasons other than emancipation per se, for instance due to the failures of production and new ideological challenges. Nevertheless, the picture of the relationship between gender and consumption that does emerge in late socialist public discourse is that of greater complexity and diversity than the one we are perhaps used to imagining. These important nuances should add to our understanding of gender relations in the Soviet Union, especially during a crucial period of social change under Brezhnev, when socialist society was growing more urban, better educated, more consumerist and, in general, more modern. 
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