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Chapter 1. Introduction 

Preface 

This thesis is about the subjectivities of post-Soviet migrant women in Berlin. Through 

collaborative feminist ethnography, I tried to understand how their identities and agency are 

shaped in the context of their postcolonial patriarchal background.  

In Anthropology, the number of similar answers does not measure the validity of data. 

Still, I think it is emblematic that every single one of the 36 collaborators in my research 

mentioned that issues relating to exclusion that emerged before and after the immigration 

were so mild that they are not worth complaining about. 

 

Anya left her Berlin studies right before graduating. Overall, she dropped out because 

she did not like the educational approach. But what catalysed her decision was an old teacher 

who could not bear Anya’s Ukrainian accent and imperfections in German language. Every 

time she was ‘slow’ he would get furious.  

“Last month I didn't even go there. I don't want to put myself in such stress. I wanted 

to say to him: you can't even speak English. But why should he? And why should he care about 

me? Yes, I think my migration is my achievement. But I am not looking for empathy and 

understanding from other people. I am not looking for special treatment. I am fine.” 
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I carefully asked: “Shouldn't that German professor just respect you, without any 

special treatment?” 

Anya answered: 

“Well, he chose not to. It is okay. Now I can't reevaluate that experience. Now I don't 

remember that state when my hands were shaking and I couldn't order a coffee. At that 

moment I didn't realise that it was challenging. I just thought it is how it's supposed to be.” 

Anya’s parents commented on a situation with the professor: “Immigration is your 

choice. Do not complain.” 

She shrugged: “I think it's a healthy approach: why would anyone pity me? I live in my 

favourite city. C'mon. I have everything.” 

 

Another Ukrainian girl, Tanya, was locked inside a country with an expired visa. If 

she would leave to visit her family, she could not come back to her apartment, her plants and 

her boyfriend.  

 

To get a visa, she took an unpaid internship at a gallery. Tanya was overqualified, so 

she coordinated interns and managed application processes. She said her boss preferred those 

young people who may not have an art background but have EU citizenship: “It is simpler 

that way.” 
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“Employers think that hiring non-EU workers is some kind of unbearable 

responsibility. It's not, I just need one signature. I will take care of my visa myself.” 

She said with a subtle sad smile: “I cannot choose to do what I want, unlike my German 

boyfriend. My options are limited by the documents I need to collect.” 

 

For the majority of research collaborators, immigration to the EU from a non-

European country is not a mere change of scenery: you have to begin from scratch. As Anya 

put it: “All your experience is nullified.” 

Most women who participated in my research have multiple degrees; they have jobs 

and speak several foreign languages. So why would they want to begin from scratch in a 

foreign place where you constantly have to justify your worth: your language skills, your visa, 

your right to be there?  

Despite all the challenges of migration, post-Soviet women in my research were eager 

to go for it. When I would ask to compare how they feel here (in Berlin) and in the country of 

their birth, I heard the same answer repeatedly: “free”. They feel freedom to discover at their 

own pace who they are and who they want to be, freedom to act on their choices. In the 

country of their birth, they did not have this freedom.  

I would not dare to claim that these women were not free. We are all entangled in 

complex social and cultural nets. A person simply cannot exist in a vacuum from her 
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surroundings. Everyone is an actor in myriads of systems, which shape identity and are being 

shaped by this identity at the same time (Certeau et al., 1980). But when you are away from 

the eyes and ears of the society/community which helped to create you, you get a chance to 

discover yourself on your own terms, you get a chance to deconstruct unfitting labels. This 

privilege, to find and be themselves, migrant women did not have in the post-Soviet space.  

Thus, migration for these women equates with freedom. So what kept them from being 

themselves, from being free,  in post-Soviet countries?  

I am not trying to answer the question: why did they migrate? I am choosing this 

question as a starting point that manifests: women in my research did not feel like they belong 

at home; they did not feel free. While some acknowledge their unhappiness, it is hard for them 

to locate the reason for it, to identify what made them feel a lack of freedom.  

To explore gendered social inequalities, we need to pay attention to subjectivities, 

placed in a societal, political, historical context. In my research on female migrants from post-

Soviet countries in Berlin, I aim to explore how the amalgam of patriarchal power and colonial 

ghosts of the Soviet Union shapes their subjectivities and agency.  

           A passion for my research comes from my positionality: I am a Ukrainian woman and 

a migrant. Paradoxes of female experience in the Soviet Union and post-Soviet countries 

fascinate me and make me sad at the same time.  For me, both gender issues and political 

unrest in post-Soviet (including Ukraine) is something I think and worry about, without 
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exaggeration, every day. For me, analysing patriarchy, gender issues in the framework which 

examines consequences of Soviet Union's colonisation politics has a deep therapeutic 

meaning: it is about reflecting, finding roots of my frustrations and healing wounds I could 

not previously name. It is about understanding who I am. In my research, utilising feminist 

methodology, I gave migrant women the opportunity to tell their story, focusing on their 

subjectivities and unarticulated emotions (Nencel, 2005). 

 

Contextualizing  

Subjectivity is the emotional aspect of a political subject (Luhrmann, 2006, p. 346). 

Thus, subjectivity should always be placed in its global historical context (Neilson, 2012, p. 

322; Corrigan & Mills, 2012). To fully understand how subjectivity is shaped, I need to 

incorporate social imaginaries of the societies where migrant women were born and brought 

up — post-Soviet1 countries.   

Initially, I looked at how Soviet and post-Soviet imaginaries are entangled with 

patriarchal imaginaries in migrant women's subjectivities. Later in my research, I realised that 

the umbrella label of post-Soviet should be seen though a Soviet postcolonial lens. 

 
1 A term ‘post-Soviet’ in my thesis signifies a conglomerate of a georgaphical place, a 

historical era, and a social imaginary. 
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Colonialism is not merely a historical, but a lingering phenomenon. Colonial traumas of 

genocides, repressions, displacements in the Soviet Union were not processed after its collapse: 

the ones who are responsible were not punished and survivors were not rehabilitated. Today 

colonial residues evolve, it gets rebranded, and it generates new economic and social 

inequalities. The implications of the Soviet colonisations are embodied in economic, political 

and social unrest in the post-Soviet area; Russia's colonisation politics (Ukraine, Georgia, 

Armenia, Chechnya, to name a few).  A postcolonial lens contextualised for the post-Soviet 

area allowed me to see how one's subjectivity is woven in the social structures. It allowed me 

to dig deeper into the subject of othering, privilege, racism.  

After conducting a feminist theory analysis, I argue that the concept of patriarchy 

should be used as an analytical and contemporary relevant tool. The concept highlights the 

historical, political, social systems' role in creating and reproducing inequalities, which 

continue different forms of social oppression in an evident or non-evident (at least at first 

glance) way (Ahmed, S., 2014; Patil, 2013; Higgins, 2018). I suggest that we, as academics, 

should treat the concept of patriarchy (entangled with colonialism and capitalism) as one of 

the initial systems that shape the views on the individual, social systems, equality and justice. 

Yet patriarchy cannot be studied as a globally and historically homogenous phenomenon. In 

my research of post-Soviet migrant women, I aimed to trace how patriarchy shapes their life 

and how it is enacted through their subjectivities. 
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Questions? 

The goal of my research was to answer how the subjectivities of migrant women are 

shaped and performed in the context of positioning their postcolonial post-Soviet background 

combined with their migrant status in a big Western city (Berlin)? More specifically, I asked: 

1. How do migrant women's unrecognised emotions shape their subjectivities, identities, 

agency? 

2. What are their ideas of patriarchy, feminism, womanhood, equality, subordination and 

power distribution in their everyday life? 

3. How are postcolonial patriarchal imaginaries enacted or challenged through women's 

subjectivities and agency in everyday life? 

These are my guiding questions, which will be discussed throughout the thesis, and 

more specific questions will be addressed in the specific chapters. In the data chapter ‘How 

postcolonial am I?’ I am exploring how the colonial and postcolonial are embodied in 

women’s subjectivities. In the data chapter ‘I wish my name was Sveta’, I continue analysing 

post-Soviet experiences through a postcolonial lens, focusing on issues of race, gender and 

unrecognised emotions. Finally, in the chapter ‘Yes, woman, do cry’, I explore ideas about 

womanhood, patriarchy and feminism and analyse post-Soviet women’s identities across 

multiple axes of oppression.  
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My goal is to understand how migrant women's identities are shaped; and to trace their 

reflexivity vis-à-vis their gender performance, feminism and belonging to the society. I argue 

that their voice, seen in entanglement in the social and historical context, will help to reshape 

the narrative about what patriarchy is and show how different it can be. Thus, feminism as a 

tool to make women's voices heard and to subvert patriarchy should be fitted to an individual's 

experience. Reshaped with new meaning, it can be a powerful tool for personal and political 

liberation.  

Puzzles of our complex identities influence the capacity and extent to which we can be 

active and expressive about our feminist position. In a different social and political context, 

we have different capacity and freedom for choice-making (Crenshaw, 1991; Kandiyoti, 1988). 

We navigate through life in different ways, change, and discover new meanings. By tracing 

how different patriarchal imaginaries shape migrant women's subjectivities, by understanding 

the unique strategies women use to navigate in today's world, we can challenge the ubiquitous 

power of patriarchy which limits our identities. 

 

Berlin: the place to be 

Why did I choose Berlin for researching the subjectivities of post-Soviet migrants? In 

my main research question, I put emphasis on “Western city” and placed Berlin in brackets to 

highlight the contrast between ‘West’ and ‘non-West’, the latter being post-Soviet. I chose 
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Berlin because it is an extremely heterogeneous city with a diverse population (OECD, 2018), 

but it is also a city historically connected to the Soviet Union. Of course, I am not looking for 

binary juxtapositions, but if we were to draw a metaphorical line between West and East — 

this would be a Berlin Wall. It physically divided not only Germany but the whole of Europe 

into 'socialist' and 'capitalist' (“Symbol of Hope for a World without Walls,” 2019). Coupled with 

attractions like free education (OECD, 2018), this historical closeness to the Soviet Union 

makes Berlin an interesting place to migrate to particularly for post-Soviet women who must 

bridge the gaps between personal desire and social expectation and acceptability. 

Chapter 2. Theoretical framework: Conceptualizing female subjectivities in patriarchal 

postcolonial post-Soviet context.  

In the following theoretical analysis, I will place the concept of female subjectivity and 

patriarchy in the political, historical and social post-Soviet postcolonial context. I will firstly 

explain my research approach to the concept of subjectivity. Secondly, I will analyse the 

concept of patriarchy and substantiate my advocacy for using it as an analytical tool. Lastly, I 

outline the historical premises underlying contemporary post-Soviet issues and justify the 

necessity to look at post-Soviet through a post-colonial lens. 
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Female subjectivity as the emotional aspect of a political subject 

There are not many contradictions regarding the definition of subjectivity within 

Anthropology. The academics agree that the term subjectivity refers to human emotions, 

affects, thoughts, and bodily enactment (Luhrmann, 2006, p. 345). Subjectivity is the 

emotional aspect of a political subject and consists of thought, anxieties, emotions (Luhrmann, 

2006, p. 346; Ortner, 2005). Subjectivity demonstrates modes of personhood; it answers the 

question of how one performs one’s own personality (Saramifar, 2020). Subjectivity "places 

the political at the heart of the psychological, and the psychological at the heart of the 

political" (Good et al., 2008, p. 3).  

Our subjectivity does not entirely belong to us (Ortner, 2005). Subjectivity is always 

political, meaning that the emotional experience is not private or personal but tied to social 

and historical processes (Luhrmann, 2006, p. 346). Ortner argues that subjectivity is the basis 

of agency, a big part of how “people act on the world even as they are acted upon” (Ortner, 

2005, p. 41).  

 

The system is to blame 

Patriarchy is a term that is enthusiastically used in popular culture feminist discussions 

yet is criticised in academic circles (Higgins, 2018). Depending on whether we follow a 

feminist or gender studies approach, we can find different explanations and critical issues with 
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the term 'patriarchy' as a phenomenon (Patil, 2013, p. 850-853). I will outline the criticism 

towards the term patriarchy and will explain why and in what context I still choose it for my 

research.  

Acker argues that today the term 'patriarchy' can not be used as an effective analytical 

tool (Acker, 1989). Firstly, she critiques views on the concept of patriarchy as a universal 

phenomenon: women are oppressed everywhere in the same way. This version of patriarchy 

excludes minorities and the working class. The second problem with the concept of patriarchy 

is that it was analysed separately from the concepts of class, gender, capitalism (Acker, 1989, 

p. 236). The third problem is that theories of society take a seemingly gender-neutral approach, 

which then creates social theories constructed from the male perspective (Acker, 1989; Patil, 

2013).  

Trying to find an alternative solution in theorising patriarchy, Kandiyoti suggests 

concepts of 'classic patriarchy' and 'patriarchal bargain'. The concept of a patriarchal bargain 

identifies women's strategies to deal with concrete limitations in any society. The concept 

solves the problem of genderless perceptions of social structures and allows looking at 

patriarchy from a woman's perspective to analyse her experience within the oppressive 

structure (Kandiyoti, 1988).  

'Classic patriarchy' signifies the patrilocal household where the older male dominates 

(Kandiyoti, 1988, p. 284). Under classic patriarchy after marriage at a young age, a woman is 
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transferred directly to the husband's family, where she is subordinated to her mother in law, 

her husband and older men in the family. Classic patriarchy implies the economic and 

physical protection of women in exchange for their submissiveness and high fertility 

(Kandiyoti, 1988). After the 'classic patriarchy' started to collapse, women resisted the process 

of transition from classic patriarchy because the new order does not offer any empowering or 

economic safety.  

According to Deniz Kandiyoti, 'classic patriarchy' may be observed mainly in North 

Africa, the Muslim Middle East, and South and East Asia (specifically, India and China) 

(Kandiyoti, 1988, p. 258). I suggest that 'classic patriarchy' can be applied to post-Soviet 

countries. 

 I argue that the concept of patriarchy can be used as a critical tool for the analysis of 

subjectivity. To politicise personal navigation strategies in the patriarchal world, we need to 

analyse those strategies in the local context and how they cover multiple layers of oppression 

(Crenshaw, 1991). Patriarchy should always be viewed through the lens of intersectionality: 

"learning how to reflectively reveal intersectionality in our own lives and places of work can 

be one of the essential keys to …  shed the various blinkers of privilege which block critical 

consciousness, and to unlock the dark patriarchal prisons within which we otherwise blindly 

struggle to 'get ahead', or simply stay afloat" (Edström et al., 2016, p. 1).  
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Patriarchy is a primal hierarchy which is erected on a binary that produces the 

imagined 'norm' and opposed 'others', ascribing the latter labels of deviation from the norm. 

In a gender context, a leading norm is a man, and the submissive other is a woman (de 

Beauvoir, 1972, p. 483; Butler, 1988). Patriarchy as a primary societal structure created binaries 

and hierarchies which construct the modern hierarchies and rule our world today (Gard & 

Gruen, 1993, p. 3; Butler, 1988, p. 524). These binaries produce power imbalances and 

discriminatory practices to support them (Butler, 1988). In my research, I am using patriarchy 

beyond the gendered understanding and explore how hierarchal othering is employed in 

colonial, racial, class and power imbalances.  

Along with the concept of patriarchy (or perhaps against it), I am using a concept of 

feminism. A concept of feminism in my research is not only a social or/and political movement 

for achieving gender equality within patriarchy. Feminism in my research is a lens that aims 

to subvert patriarchal hierarchies and social and political systems rooted in the exclusion and 

negligence of a human (Plahotnik & Mayerchyk, 2019; Nkealah, 2006). 

 

Let’s contextualise: Female subjectivity in post-Soviet  

Below I will explore the features of patriarchy and feminism in the Soviet Union and 

the post-Soviet environment. I am using the term post-Soviet because this is the term used 

both in academic and public environments in the countries of the former Soviet Union. 



 17 

Post-Soviet is an umbrella term that relates as much to a historical era as it does to an 

imagined community, to a certain feeling of belonging to a relic of 20th-century totalitarian 

socialist experiment (Anderson, 2016). 

When I am using the phrase 'women from post-Soviet', I do not imply that the 

experiences of migrant women from all the post-Soviet countries are the same. Women from 

Armenia, Russia, Ukraine were parts of different ethnic, linguistic, religious, social realms, 

which were erased in the Soviet Union (LaFont, 2001; Molyneux et al., 1995). Although similar 

patriarchal patterns can be found in all the post-Soviet countries, their stories cannot be 

generalised and homogenised.  

Under the Bolsheviks, Russia (and countries colonised by Russia) became one of the 

first countries to achieve the goals of the first wave of feminism: women were given equal 

suffrage and access to education. During the 1905 revolution, several women's organisations 

which can be called feminist, emerged. The most successful of these was the Russian Women's 

Equality League. After the February Revolution in 1917, the league organised a 40,000 people 

strong demonstration in Petrograd demanding full rights for women to vote in the 

Constituent Assembly (which was to determine Russia's political future) (Efimov, 2020). 

These radical emancipatory movements are the distinctive feature of Soviet politics 

before the 1920s. Very soon, the policy of women's emancipation conflicted with the 

demographic policy of the state, which needed labour and military power, and therefore a 
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high birth rate. In 1926 abortions were prohibited during the first pregnancy (Russia was the 

first state which legalised abortions), from the 1930s onwards, they needed to be paid for, and 

in 1936 they were prohibited entirely, except for medical reasons. In the same year 1936, the 

divorce procedure was complicated: firstly, it became more expensive, and secondly, now the 

personal presence of both spouses was required during registration of the divorce 

(Shimanskaya, 2018; Efimov, 2020). 

An economically autonomous family that takes care of its members (primarily 

children) turned out to be more viable than a gigantic redistributive commune. Thus, in the 

1930s the Soviet government began to strengthen the institution of the family with the same 

enthusiasm it had destroyed it in the 1920s. The image of a virtuous wife and mother returned 

to propaganda. 

Neither the state nor the dissident movement (60s), by and large, acknowledged that 

there was some kind of special ‘women's issue’ in the USSR: everyday sexism, unreported 

sexual assaults, ‘punitive gynecology’ and stereotyping were rarely seen as significant 

sociopolitical problems.  

The Bolsheviks recognised only the class division of society as essential, whereas 

belonging to gender, as well as to any national or, say, age group, is a random individual trait 

that is not worth paying attention to. For Bolshevik, the women's issues were as much a relic 
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of the past as the nationality and ethnicity issues: it had to be solved once and for all, and then 

forgotten (Efimov, 2020). 

For the Soviet regime, the emancipation of women was primarily an element of 

economic policy: it was supposed to double the country's labour force, which according to 

Soviet propaganda, was gender-neutral (Gapova, 2007, p.148).  Furthermore, the Soviet 

totalitarian machine cultivated a role of worker-mother: women, while remaining in the 

workforce, were obliged to reproduce, to create a new workforce (Racioppi, 1995, p.823).  

While new responsibilities were added,  patriarchal labels of inferior, irrational, weaker 

were not detached from a woman. This irreconcilable contradiction happened under the 

circumstances where the ruling party sayd that female issues do not exist and women have no 

right to claim otherwise or to be dissatisfied with their position (Racioppi, 1995, p.821).  

This worker-mother double role is vividly embodied in the Soviet humorous folk song 

"Я и лошадь, я и бык, я и баба, и мужик (I am a mare, I am a bull, I am a woman [rude slang 

version], I am dude) (Забужко, 2009).  

The main social processes of post-communism were class formation and the 

redistribution of property, thus, the formation of new forms of domination and exclusion 

(Gapova, 2007, p.148). After the Soviet regime collapsed, post-Soviet countries were highly 

connected with 'the return to natural gender roles': toxic masculinity for men and femininity 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Folklore
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embodied in motherhood and being 'the man's (accessory)' for women (Gapova& Heinrich 

Boll Stiftung Warsaw, n.d.).  

Masked under Soviet propaganda of equality, patriarchy transformed to some extent 

into Kandiyoti’s (1988) 'classic patriarchy'. For instance, male dominance and 'traditional' 

gender performance was a new norm, and gender issues were mostly neglected (Plahotnic, 

2008, p. 195).  

In the context of post-socialist economic struggle, feminised poverty, demand for 

weakness and submissiveness juxtaposes with the necessity to work, maintain a household, 

raise children (Plahotnic, 2008; LaFont, 2001). The paradox of post-communist patriarchy is 

that due to lack of economic and political stability, women cannot afford themselves to 

perform the 'classic patriarchy' and be protected by it. They too must work. However, while 

providing for their families and performing the ‘male’ role, they also have to perform the 

submissive role of the weaker other.  

 

‘Post’ in post-Soviet and postcolonial 

It is well established, at least in the field of Anthropology, that global power imbalances 

cannot be discussed without a postcolonial lens. Yet the postcolonial scholarship is usually 

associated with Western imperialist politics. But where are post-Soviet people positioned in 

postcolonial hierarchies?  
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I argue that postcolonial scholarship can be contextualised and applied to the post-

Soviet area to analyse social and political interactions (Annus, 2012; Spivak et al., 2006; Moore, 

2001; Engelhardt, 2020). The reasoning for this is eloquently and coherently outlined by a 

feminist and postcolonial scholar Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak: "When an alien nation-state 

establishes itself as ruler, impressing its own laws and systems of education and rearranging 

the mode of production for its own economic benefit, "coloniser" and "colonised" can be 

used" (Spivak et al., 2006, p. 828).  

Communist Soviet Union advertised itself as anti-capitalist, thus, anti-imperialist, thus 

anti-colonial (Ferreira, 2020; Law & Zakharov, 2019). Consequently, in contemporary Russian 

academia (which, as coloniser-successor of the USSR, has a dominant knowledge-producing 

resource) the postcolonial approach is neglected and overlooked (Chernetsky, 2003, p.34; 

Ferreira, 2020). The space where postcolonial post-Soviet studies have an opportunity to be 

explored is Western academia (Engelhardt, 2020). Yet the coloniser-successor, the one, who 

has been steering a wheel in colonisation politics, rejects even the mere idea of the presence 

of a colonial hierarchy in the Soviet Union (Moore, 2001; Ferreira, 2020; Law & Zakharov, 

2019).  

Much of the literature on the relationship between post-Soviet and postcolonial is 

aimed to answer the question of whether it is rightful to use postcolonial studies to analyse 

the former USSR, and or whether it is rightful to claim that countries and cultures were 
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colonised by Russia (Забужко, 2009). Thus, a post-Soviet postcolonial discourse is stagnating 

on an entry yes/no level. That is to say, postcolonial studies are not being actively involved in 

the analysis of the post-Soviet political and social landscape (Забужко, 2009; Chernetsky, 2003; 

Рябчук, 2021). 

I argue that colonialism is a missing key element of understanding the social and 

political issues in the enormous heterogeneous area of the former Soviet Union: Eastern 

Europe, Caucasus, Baltic region, Balkans and Central Asia (Engelhardt, 2020; Chernetsky, 

2003; Рябчук, 2021; Spivak et al., 2006). I emphasise the importance of not falling into 

homogenisation and being critical of the academic postcolonial Western gaze while analysing 

the post-Soviet political and social landscape (Engelhardt, 2020). To process Soviet colonial 

violence, it is paramount to understand that each region/country has its own complex 

relationship with a coloniser.  

I aim to trace the subjectivitis of those who are inferior and othered in the context of 

patriarchal postcolonial (post-Soviet) structures. I find the amalgam of the gender lens of 

postcolonial scholarship or (postcolonial lens in gender scholarship) not only fruitful but 

necessary for the comprehensive analysis of subjectivities of female post-Soviet migrants.  
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Chapter 3. Methodology 

In this chapter, I will discuss data-collecting technicalities: gaining access to 

collaborators, methods, my positionality and ethics. 

 

Stepping into the field 

I arrived in my fieldsite — Berlin — during the second lockdown in Germany. The 

freezing wind was sharping my face and grey streets were veiled by a thin layer of snow.  

In early January 2021, lockdown measures allowed meeting only one person from 

another household. This was enough for my fieldwork: doing interviews in a collaborator's 

house would be corona-safe. I was relieved: given that interviews in the winter parks would be 

impossible, my research still had all the potential to go beyond the digital screen.  

However, since I moved to the big city where I knew no one during the strict lockdown. 

I had to turn to the only accessible meeting place — social media. 

I went on Bumble in search of women from post-Soviet countries. Endless swiping 

rewarded me with only one collaborator, willing to do an online interview.  

To the majority of collaborators, I gained access through Facebook groups. Initially, I 

hoped that I would find women willing to do interviews in specific Facebook groups like 

"Ukrainians in Berlin", "Russian-speaking Berlin" or "Female club in Berlin"(in Russian). But 

in Russian-speaking groups, my posts were left mostly unnoticed.  
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I began posting in international English-speaking Facebook groups (for migrants and 

expats in Berlin). I got truly excited when I received more than fifty replies for my post in a 

Facebook group, "International Women in Berlin". It is a private group with more than 20,000 

members. Only those who identify as women are  accepted into the group.  

I began posting in groups for international migrants in Berlin. Some collaborators I 

found in  groups “Berlin Creative Network” and “English Speaking Jobs in Berlin”. Four of 

my collaborators I met through the snowball sampling.  

In total, I conducted 44 interviews with 34 collaborators. Almost all (all but one) have 

a higher education (some have multiple degrees: one from their home country and a German 

diploma). Most have working knowledge of English or/and German or speak the language(s) 

fluently. They also use English/German when speaking with their partners (most of whom are 

not from post-Soviet countries). Moreover, many of my collaborators have an 

English/German-speaking job. 

 The languages I used with collaborators were English, Ukrainian and Russian. Each 

collaborator could choose the language of our interview. My native language is Ukrainian, so 

some collaborators (from Ukraine and Belarus) were excited about the opportunity to practice 

their Ukrainian with me. Nevertheless, I asked collaborators to use in the interview the most 

convenient language for them. For some Ukrainians and Belarussians it is Russian, but some 
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Russian and Ukrainian-speaking women preferred to do an interview in English. Interviews 

with Latvian, Georgian, Romanian, Kyrgyz women were conducted in English. 

 

Methods 

In-depth semi-structured interviews 

The interview within the feminist ethnography approach is shaped both by the 

researcher and interlocutor (DeVault & Gross, 2012). It is sculpted by the relations between 

personal histories, social and historical context, and the process of the interview itself. Semi-

structured interviews, compared to structured and unstructured interview forms, are the most 

suitable for exploring and evoking reflexivity, which is the main condition for registering a 

collaborator's subjectivity.  

With the majority of collaborators, we had one interview. Each interview I began with 

oral history. Oral history was followed by semi-structured questions adjusted to their personal 

stories (O'Reilly, 2012, pp. 117–119). In case directly answering questions was hard for 

collaborators, I gave them space to talk about subjects they wanted to talk about for how ever 

long they wanted to.  While some information seemed irrelevant for my research, the 'safe 

space' we created allowed women to self-reflect and share intimate personal stories. Interviews 

lasted approximately 1.30-2.30 hours. With most women we had an arrangement for 1 hour, 

but they often agreed to continue even after one hour had passed.  
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Here I present a list of sample semi-structured questions (which were changed 

according to the collaborator's life story/adjusted using collaborator's own phrasing): 

• What are your ideas about feminism? How would you define feminism?  

• Do you see/feel the difference between feminism in 

Europe/Germany/Berlin/your in which they were born? 

• What are your ideas about womanhood, femininity? Is it important to you? 

• What are your ideas about patriarchy? How would you define patriarchy? How 

is patriarchy embodied in your life? 

• Do you feel in any way different after migration, and if yes, how? Do you feel 

different when you come back home for temporary visits and if yes, how? 

• Do you feel discriminated, excluded in your home country/in Berlin?  

• Do you compare yourself to German/European women/people?  

• Does the fact that you are a woman defines your life, if yes, how? 

An important tool of feminist interviewing is registering not only what is being said 

but how it is being said. I registered and reacted to emotions, for instance, laughing. I clarified 

what does their laugh mean in different situations, for instance, when they would smile while 

talking about traumatic situations.  

While arranging interviews, I gave women the opportunity to choose whether they 

prefer to have online or offline interview. 11 of 34 women chose to meet in person. Seven of 
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them kindly invited me to their house and with four of them we met in parks when the 

weather permitted. 

With some collaborators, we conducted several interviews. With five women, we did 

'photo elicitation' method and the second interview was a combination of an interview and 

their comments on pictures they took.  

With some women, I spent a little bit of 'informal time' as friends, when we were not 

conducting an interview. Sometimes it was hard to keep boundaries between research and 

personal communication, as things they were telling me as friends often seemed valuable for 

the research. I tried to set boundaries, and whenever they would start talking about relevant 

for my research topics, I asked them if we could talk about it during the interview. I did not 

use data from personal communication in the research. 

 

Oral history  

Oral history places the experience of the individual in the centre of the narrative 

(Sunstein & Chiseri-Strater, 2011, pp. 255–257). Oral history is a method that enables the 

opportunity for migrant women to express their personal voice. Within a feminist 

ethnography approach, oral history seeks to reduce the hierarchical dynamics in the research, 

thereby establishing a collaborative relationship between researcher and interlocutor 
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(O'Reilly, 2009). Oral history “is a tool for accessing silenced or excluded knowledge, for 

unearthing and preserving this “missing” knowledge” (Leavy, 2007, p. 6). 

The oral history method can span the entire life course of migrant women as well as 

their memories and narratives from past generations. Each interview I began with oral history, 

asking women to tell their story of migration. At first, I did not give my interlocutors any 

direction or limitations about what they should tell me about themselves. I encouraged them 

to begin their story of migration from a point that they thought was important. Also, I asked 

them not to worry if their story gets confusing; or when they are getting distracted by telling 

things that seem to them unrelated to the interview topic.  

The choice of what kind of information women would share during the oral history 

part depended on the personal preferences of women: their privacy and comfort during the 

process took a centre stage.  

 

Photo elicitation 

A photo elicitation method allowed to emerge deeper unconscious layers of migrant 

women's subjectivities, which were left untouched during the first interview. Moreover, the 

creative method of photo elicitation allowed to embody feminist thinking by subverting 

positivist, presumably 'objective and neutral' approaches to fieldwork (O'Reilly, 2009) 
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To five collaborators who agreed to do a photo elicitation method, I gave a disposable 

film camera with 24 pictures. I ask them to try to show their identity using these 24 pictures; 

to ‘show a world through their eyes’. I asked collaborators to be creative and intuitive, not to 

think much about what they need to capture. I think setting a limit to the number of pictures 

taken added more significance and value to each picture, taken by the collaborator. I assume 

that taking pictures with a camera instead of phone ties a different (more intimate and 

significant) meaning to the photography process and its results.   

Keeping in mind the necessity to give the collaborator the ability to own her narrative, 

at the next interview, I showed them their pictures and ask them to reflect. I asked to elaborate 

and explain a picture: how accurately the picture illustrates them, their routines? what 

surprises them in these pictures? which pictures would they choose as the most important 

(Bunster B., 1978, p. 45)? 

 

Methodology, reflection on research position, self-imposed restrictions and ethics 

In my fieldwork, I applied the feminist ethnography approach. Feminist ethnography 

aims to build a non-hierarchal relationship between the researcher and rejects a positivist 

detached approach to collaborators (O'Reilly, 2009).  
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Following a feminist ethnography approach (O'Reilly, 2012; Leavy, 2007; Nencel, 

2005) I find it essential to acknowledge and make present a researcher’s positionality and 

reflections.  

I shared a similar status with some interlocutors: a migrant from a post-Soviet country 

who speaks Ukrainian and Russian. As I did research with a heterogeneous group of women 

(different age, nationality, religion, education, social status), the dynamic of our positionalities 

varied.  

Taking into account my positionality and the fact that that I seek to discover intangible, 

subtle emotions, I find it important to highlight that I was already familiar with some 

imaginaries that could shape the experience of migrant women. Yet this interconnectedness 

between my collaborators and me does not presume the sameness of our experience. Overall, 

the commonalities of gender, language, country of origin will not necessarily withdraw (or 

compensate for) other differences (Nencel, 2005). Overall, I adopted a covert-overt continuum 

approach: I openly talked about my research question (avoiding academic terminology if 

necessary) but did not disclose my ideas about feminism, equality, womanhood (O’Reilly, 

2012, p. 65).  

Regarding the ethical dilemmas of collecting and using data, I ensured anonymity for 

each woman. Before the interview, I asked about their consent to do an audio recording, 

informed them about how I will protect their anonymity by changing their names and what I 
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and that I would be using the data to write a Master thesis and potentially publish parts of it. 

I notified them that in case they feel uncomfortable, they are free not to answer a question or 

stop the interview. I also asked them to let me know if they change their mind by the end of 

an interview about the data they already shared. If a collaborator would share an intimate story 

by accident (or simply change their mind by the end of an interview), they were free to ask me 

not to include this particular story in the thesis. Considering that different women may have 

different concerns and boundaries regarding recording or photography, each ethical dilemma 

was resolved case-by-case (O'Reilly, 2012, p. 72). 

Chapter 4. How postcolonial am I?  

In this chapter I will explore the question ‘How are postcolonial patriarchal imaginaries 

enacted or challenged through women's subjectivities and agency?’. I will do this by analysing 

women’s ideas about the Soviet Union, ‘the West’, privilege, otherness, and postcolonial 

theory. 

Soviet colonialism…? 

I was slightly ashamed for how happy I was about the fact that Ana is Georgian. I felt a 

little bit like a desperate university that tries to imitate diversity by advertising itself with 

pictures of smiling non-white students. My demographic was primarily Russian, Ukrainian or 
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Baltiks. So, although Ana was not ‘non-white’, I got excited about hearing a not Slavic, but a 

Caucasus perspective.  

In my field work I wanted to showcase that post-Soviet countries, in spite of decades of 

the Soviet totalitarian identity erasure politics, are incredibly heterogenous. Post-Soviet in my 

thesis refers to the enormous geopolitical area (where people, their cultures and resource were 

colonized by the Russia), rather than shared culture by which post-Soviet people should be 

defined now. 

For the first interview with Ana we met at an old park in Pankow. The park looked 

naked in February, but it was easy to imagine how beautiful it can be in the spring. It was 

freezing so we had to walk, which made typing notes genuinely challenging.  

Ana had short black hair and was wearing a red bandana.  

Ana was a student at, as she advertised it, ‘left-oriented university’:  

“I totally align with the left. My Uni has a lot of Americans who take pride in the Soviet 

Sign, they are praising Stalin and Lenin. We can talk about Marx, but praising Stalin it's like 

praising Hitler. I try to educate them about this. In my opinion, the USSR is not as stigmatised 

as it should be. This sign is associated with so many suffering from the past. And suffering 

today: we haven't escaped the legacies of Soviet Union, how it has damaged us culturally, 

democratically, identity-wise and so on.” 
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Pic.1. Ana: “Fuck Nazis” 

When we moved to discussing feminism, Ana had a lot to say. She was a fan of bell 

hooks and transnational feminism.  

She compared feminism in Georgia and in Berlin: “Here is more social pressure to 

change. In Georgia there is no pressure. But the West had so much resource, they acquired 

wealth over generations. They have so many opportunities to develop. And Georgia was just 

another colonised country, so we just didn't have time to open our minds. Russia has been 

evil, history has disfavored us. As times go on, we will open our minds.” 

We were walking for more than an hour. I could not wear gloves because of typing on 

the phone, so my fingers became stiff and hard to operate.  



 34 

I asked her if she would be willing to do a photo elicitation technique for the next 

interview. Ana said that she truly enjoyed our meeting and agreed to take pictures for our next 

conversation. 

Our last meeting was at the end of March. It was hard to say that it is already springtime 

judging by the park looks, but the sound it certainly sounded like it. The birds chirping was 

so loud and myriad it felt like someone turned on one of those recordings (to meditate or fall 

asleep) of signing birds. 

I presented Ana printed pictures (which were supposed to show her personality) she 

previously took with a camera I gave her. I asked her to choose the most important one: 

“I received a lot of prejudice because of this picture. Some people think that I am anti-

socialist because of this sign. But this sticker embodies so many differences between me and 

Western people. It is important to make them aware, to spread that Russia is an occupier. But 

they perceive it as an attack, they really question me: what do you have against him? Because 

they don't know the story. Especially, because of the soviet sign. Which in Georgia and 

Armenia and Ukraine equal to USSR, it wouldn't equal socialism and like access to health 

care. It would be a sign that no one wants in their country.” 



 35 

 

Pic. 2. Ana: “Russia is an occupier.” 

Once her professor confronted Ana about the sticker “Russia is an occupier” on her 

laptop. He inquired why would a student choose such a ‘disrespectful’ image.  

“Because Russia still occupies half of my country. And many other countries too”. 

This explanation did not satisfy professor: 

“But he is a human, and you are dehumanising him. And the Soviet sign. It stands for 

so much more!” 

Ana was telling me this story with a bitter disappointment. Yet she was patient towards 

professor’s and her friends’ opinions: “Such comments demonstrate a huge gap in 

understanding and how much we need to work to close that gap.” 

“The USSR is talked about like it's a good thing. Now there is a big emphasis on giving 

back the voice to people who were colonised, letting them speak their story. But for some 
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reason, that does not apply to the Soviet Union. My American friends think that they can have 

an opinion about the USSR and their opinion is correct despite the fact they didn't experience 

it. For some reason, Russia and the USSR do not count as colonizers. And there is no emphasis 

on giving the narrative to the Soviet people.” 

Ana was truly passionate about postcolonial studies so I suggested applying a 

postcolonial lens to her experience as a Georgian. I asked her to look at Russia and Georgia 

through the lens of coloniser and colonised. 

“Russian privilege is that everyone knows where Moscow is. One privilege that Russian 

have is visibility. If they learn about other post-Soviet countries, they learn it only in this 

context. So those countries are always defined in relation to the Soviet Union. They never 

escape the label of post-Soviet. But Russia is its own entity. If people in the West hear that 

Russia is occupying a territory, they think that “oh, they are already post-Soviet so Russia is 

their motherland”. If I tell people I am from Georgia, they are like “do you speak Russian?”. 

We always hope these people from the West will help somehow with Russian occupation. But 

people who are in the West don't care and don't know.” 

 

In this chapter I will explore the question ‘How are postcolonial patriarchal imaginaries 

enacted or challenged through women's subjectivities and agency?’. I will do this by analysing 
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women’s ideas about the Soviet Union, ‘the West’, privilege, otherness and postcolonial 

theory. 

Initially I did not think that the concept of ‘colonial’ would steer the wheel in my 

research on the subjectivities of post-Soviet migrants. I ignorantly imagined that interviews 

would be centered around the authentic shape of patriarchy in the Soviet Union and post-

Soviet area; how it is embodied in a migrant woman's life.  

While trying to focus on the female experience and embodiment of patriarchy in one's 

life, I always encouraged research collaborators to tell their entire life story. In the spirit of 

'giving back the narrative', women themselves identified the most crucial points in their 

migration, even though these crucial points did not intersect with my research questions. Our 

conversations were sometimes entangled and long (often lasted for two or three hours). 

Nevertheless, it allowed us to build rapport and identify what is truly important for them.  

Frustrations of these women did not come from solely from being female or being a 

migrant. Ethnicity, language, religion, politics, wars, economy were subjects that shaped their 

life stories. Thus, to understand subjectivities and unrecognised emotions I needed to expand 

my feminist lens. I needed to include a scholarship that would explain the issues of the Soviet 

Union; why these social and political injustices emerged in post-Soviet countries.  

The decision to include postcolonial lens to my research felt as if previously 

disconnected pieces began forming a picture. Given my positionality of being a Ukrainian 
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woman, I reached some kind of internal peaceful solace. It was almost a therapeutic moment, 

when you begin to see clearly what made you unhappy, when you can identify and name your 

trauma of being othered because of your ethnicity. The postcolonial lens allows seeing how 

migrant women's subjectivities are woven in the social structures, allowing digging deeper 

into the subject of inequality, gendered otherness, whiteness, privilege, and racism.  

 

The first interview that got me thinking about including a postcolonial scholarship to 

my research was an interview with Mary. Mary is from Belarus but has lived in Germany for 

more than ten years. She lives in a small, but incredibly central studio apartment.  

"I am so sorry, it looks so tiny" - apologised Mary, while taking out brownies she backed 

specifically for my visit.  

It was late evening, and Mary lived alone, so we had no time restrictions.  

The interview was in Russian, yet she suggested we can do it in Ukrainian (as it is my mother 

tongue) or English. I said that Russian is fine because we should choose the language which is 

most comfortable for her. Mary’s way of talking resembled a radio host: she spoke passionately, 

yet clearly and coherently, like her answers were staged. It did not feel insincere but rather 

fascinating to listen to and watch. I had an impression that she has already given a lot of 

thoughts and analysis to the issues we were talking about. 
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Mary always had a goal to escape Belarus. She felt like she was pushed in a box: get a 

job, get married, get kids, and everything should be done before 25. Belarus was an 

“unbearable place” till 2020. Till 2020, she did not care about Belarus, she did not need to 

share her Belarusian background with friends or boyfriend. She did not like to introduce 

herself as a Belarusian. 

“Being a Slavic woman is being someone's fetish. When I finally would say that I am 

from Belarus, men would always change their behaviour and be like, “Russian ladies are so 

beautiful”. I have no insights about Russian ladies!!” 

But after the Belarus revolution in 2020 she felt a ‘turnaround’ in her identity. Mary 

was no longer ashamed of being Belarusian. When earlier she would avoid the question: 

"where are you from?" at all costs, now she felt the need to spread awareness about what is 

happening in Belarus to her European friends. Belarus, from “something Russian with 

beautiful women” turned into “wow, there is a revolution”. 

“I am not doing anything special: just coming to protest and donating money. Navalny 

[Russian opposition politician, imprisoned in Russia] protests too, solidarity is important. 

While we have an opportunity to help and we won't be punished for it, we should do it.” 

Like many women I had already talked to, Mary said that she could only have a true 

friendly connection with Russian-speaking women despite her social circle being 

international. She clarified: “Russian-speaking but not Russian.” 
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I asked one of my pre-prepared questions: does she notice any difference between post-

Soviet women from different countries? 

“I always heard from Russians that I have an accent, I always felt a condescending look: 

“oh, some kind of gubernia [province]”. Like “we are Russians, you speak our language”. Well, 

what else should I speak with you?” 

 

The binary of superior, normative Russian and inferior, marginal non-Russian is the 

embodiment of colonizer/colonized dynamic in post-Soviet. In postcolonial discusion a 

question of privilege and historical responsibility is paramount (Parashar & Schulz, 2021). Yet 

both in contemporary post-Soviet academic and public arena there are little to no awareness 

about Soviet colonization politics (Annus, 2012, p.24; Гриневич, 2019. p. 192).  Coupled with 

the Soviet politics of national, ethic, racial, gender erasure, the ideas about social injustice  and 

its reasons exists in the form of unrecognized collective traumas and unvoiced frustrations.  

 

It is complicated: the fraught relationships between colonizer and colonizer 

 

I introduced Mary to the ‘Russian colonisation’ idea: Soviet Union was a colonial 

Empire, masked under anti-imperialist slogans. Thus, Belarus is a former colony of Russia. I 

asked her what she thinks about it. She really liked what I told her: 
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“Wow, I am amazed! But in Eastern Europe, it's complicated: colonizators (Russians) 

are also in deep shit. It is hard to find those who are guilty. I do not like to victimise myself. I 

like to be active.” 

We returned to the subject of protests and activism. She was actively visiting protests 

and supporting causes important for her international friends. But she felt a "bit unpleasant" 

when all of her friends were eager to go to BLM protests online and offline but ignored Mary’s 

suggestion to support Belarus.  

“Those people are such protest junkies. But when I asked them to join me at the Belarus 

protest, they were busy. It is hypocritical. It's like we are equal, but some are more equal.” 

After this small speech, Mary felt uncomfortable. She clarified that she did not want to 

underestimate BLM importance, but she felt truly disappointed about how her 'woke' friends 

ignored severe police brutality in Belarus: “We are not a hype culture.” 

 

Ana has given even more insights into how it feels not to belong to the “hype culture”: 

not belong to a culture that is ‘worth saving’ in the Western eye. 

Last week she heard someone in her class say: “Wars don't happen anymore. What? 

Non-European countries are always on the periphery of the Western mind.” 

“We always hope that people from the West will help somehow with Russian 

occupation. But people who are in the West don't care and don't know.” 
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“I am white, I have a white privilege that my arab or black friends don't have. However, 

even as a white person, just because you are not European, you experience so much 

discrimination. You are somehow less than them. Somehow less than European and Western.”  

“And with US elections and their new president [Joe Biden] … It is interesting how 

these two global powers, Russia and the US, how they will work together or not work together. 

How it will affect Georgia or Ukraine. It just shows how US elections can be so hopeful for 

people outside of the US. Maybe our struggles will be recognised.” 

 

While talking about Soviet colonisation both Mary and Ana were not focused on the 

relationship between coloniser and colonised. Primary they did not think about feeling less 

than a coloniser (Russia), but she felt less than a European person. They were comparing the 

disbalance of colonial legacies with European people, not with Russian people.  

Post-Soviet migrant women will be othered and limited by externally ascribed labels 

both in the country of their birth and a country they chose as their new home. Yet the ‘West’, 

in this case Germany, can offer security, education, job, healthcare and basic human rights. 

Regarding country of their birth, the unseen legacies of Soviet colonialism still resonate in the 

contemporary political landscape, stagnating the generation of human rights (Law & 

Zakharov, 2019).  
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Access to education and knowledge is a great privilege. Both for Georgian Ana and 

Belarusian Mary, immigration opened opportunities for knowledge that was inaccessible at 

their home. It would seem natural that the best opportunity to analyse your history and your 

positionality  will be in your home country. Often, however it is distance which allows us to 

reflect on different angles of a phenomenon. The absence of critical independent discussion 

about colonial and postcolonial, lack of awareness about how Russian colonial politics are 

weaved in the contemporary life of colonised countries and its citizens  (Annus, 2012, p.24; 

Гриневич, 2019. p. 192). The lack of postcolonial scholarship generates a gap in 

understanding of political and social processes. Hence, this gap deprives colonized and 

othered of a mechanism to explain, firstly, to yourself, why you are feeling 'less' (Гриневич, 

2019. p. 192).   

If the “liberation from the coloniser demands a denial of the coloniser's value system” 

(Annus, 2012, p. 25), liberation is impossible under the circumstances where colonisation and 

its outcome are unacknowledged by the colonised and denied by the coloniser. 

Mary, as many women in my research, is refuting categorization of colonial 

oppressor/oppressed dynamic by a phrase I heard repeatedly during my field work: “I am not 

a victim”. Yet she, as well as Ana, accepts the presence of social injustice in her life. Mary, as 

well as Ana, think that the eradication social injustice in post-Soviet area is impossible without 

an outside, Western, help.  
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The peculiarity of post-Soviet postcolonial is that both coloniser and colonised are seen 

as 'suffering': those women, who talk about Russian occupation of their countries, feel 

empathetic and connected to Russian citizens, locked in Putin's regime. Is this the case where 

a ‘victim’ identifies herself with her aggressor, unable to focus her/his anger towards him?  

A distinctive feature of Soviet colonisation is that, firstly, any hierarchy was denied: 

you simply had no right to feel less. Secondly, in a Soviet mind always existed an idea of an 

outside, behind the Berlin Wall, Western world (Annus, 2012, p. 39). For the coloniser, the 

West was an antagonist, a threat to the ‘socialist heaven’. For the colonised, it was unreachable 

utopian happiness that would liberate them from the forced ‘socialist heaven’. Thus, for 

postcolonial post-Soviet, the colonised not only seeks happiness (which is seems slightly more 

reachable compared to the isolated Soviet time) in the ‘West’ but also seeks protection from 

the colonizer. While colonizer (Russia) still holds colonial legacies, those who are colonised 

turn for help with what can be called decolonialization (liberation from colonial rule) not to 

the other, but to the ‘West’. 

 Thus, perhaps, we should explore post-Soviet postcolonial beyond the binary of 

coloniser and colonised? While acknowledging the Soviet Union was built out of the 

relationship between oppressor and oppressed, perhaps its postcolonial analysis can only be 

fruitful after accepting it takes more than oppressor and oppressed. If the coloniser will not 
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accept its colonial legacy and will not hold itself accountable,  what does it then leave to the 

colonized? 

Applying a postcolonial lens with careful contextualisation will allow, firstly, to 

systematically and deductively analyse complex social and political injustice in post-Soviet. 

Secondly, acknowledging the fact of colonisation is an essential point in becoming aware of 

people's struggles in post-Soviet. Using postcolonial discourse has a high potential to create a 

bridge of understanding post-Soviet social and political issues for the West and those in power. 

The analysis of migrant woman’s subjectivities through the postcolonial lens allows to 

unravel the complicity of post-Soviet postcolonial. In the imaginary of post-Soviet colonized 

present the third – the West, who exist beyond the binary of oppressor/oppressed and is seen 

as a protector from the invisible unrecognized colonizer. 

Chapter 5. I wish my name was Sveta 

In this chapter I will further explore the complexity of the relationship between the 

post-Soviet colonizer and those who were colonized. I will be using the example of 

postcolonial racialization in Russia.  

Unclaimed racialisation  
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I met Nurishat through snowball sampling. The trajectory of this snowball was wiggly. 

After seeing a Facebook post about my research, Alba, a social science student, approached me 

and asked for help with her own research. We had a short talk and I shared with Alba some 

articles about feminist ethnography and subjectivity. Alba was Spanish, so she could not help 

me by participating in my research. She decided to return the favour by sharing her classmate's 

contacts — a Chechen woman named Nurishat. The exchange was more than beneficial. 

Interviews with Nurishat enabled the emergence of new, more complex layers of othering, 

which I so ignorantly overlooked during the research proposal writing: how gender exclusion 

intersects with racial and ethnic discrimination in post-Soviet countries.  

For the interview with Nurishat, I had to go to the suburb of Berlin. The way to the 

meeting place passed through the forest, so Nurishat insisted that her brother would meet and 

escort me. She could not meet me herself: Nurishat was backing a cake for me. Tom, her 

cousin with long fair hair and tranquil almond-shaped eyes, met me near a train station. While 

we were walking deeper into the grim winter forest, Tom told me all about our destination — 

the Jugendzentrum, which he and their other counsin were renovating as volunteers.  
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Pic. 1. A road to the the Jugendzentrum (mine) 

I was grateful for the hospitality and the fact I don't have to wander through the cold 

forest alone. Nevertheless, I really hoped that I could talk to Nurishat in a private setting 

without the company of her long-haired brother with almond-shaped eyes. I have noticed 

throughout my fieldwork that the women I did research with spoke much more freely and 

openly if nobody eaves dropped on our conversations. 
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The smell of cocoa and dark chocolate teased my nose when we entered the house. 

“Nice, it is a chocolate cake”, I thought.  

Nurishat was just taking a cake out of the oven. Like her brother, she had fair hair and 

big almond-like eyes. Also, she had incredibly defined cheekbones. 

Luckily, Tom did not stay long: after finishing a piece of a warm chocolate cake, he left 

to do some work outside. Finally, that intimate atmosphere for Nurishat to be vulnerable and 

self-reflective was achieved: steaming cups of tea, rich chocolate smell and tranquil winter 

forest outside the window. We are ready to talk about patriarchy!  

Nurishat moved from Chechnya to Moscow at 13, after the Second Chechen War 

began. Her village was rounded up by blue mountains. Now, after travelling the world, she 

calls Chechnya a “small Switzerland”. It is a place of childhood and carelessness.  

Although Nuri loved Chechnya, she has been dreaming about moving away since she 

was a child: she did not like what was expected from her older counsin and all the women 

around her.  

When Nuri was five, her grandma told her: 

 “Man's position is higher. A wife needs to serve him. His needs are a priority, he should 

get better things.” 

Nuri looked at her brother and thought:  

“We are the same, why should he get better things?”  
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“Maybe I was an egoist child, but I didn’t like what my grandmother said.” 

 At home in Chechnya, Chechen was taught only as a ‘foreign language’. All the 

schoolbooks, history and literature were written in Russian. Nevertheless, Nuri's family never 

actually used Russian in their daily life.  

Nuri’s family moved to Moscow during the war. She did not want her imperfect 

Russian to indicate her otherness, to remind people that Nuri is ‘not from around here’. She 

was studying till 1 am with a short break for night sleep. Then, she would wake up at 5 am 

and study more till the actual school day begins.  

In the new school, each break Nuri was locked in a tight circle of kids and teachers, 

who were bombarding her with questions: how is it possible that you speak Russian? Why 

doesn't a Muslim girl wear a hijab? How on earth a Muslim Chechen girl can have blond hair? 

The blond girl, surrounded by peeping classmates, did not fit the familiar for 

Muscovites, created by the Russian propaganda imaginary of Chechen people.  

 

Although Nuri does not look 'different' or 'Chechen', she never forgets that she is 

different: “There are 'them', and there is 'me'.” 

Unlike her other relatives,  she wouldn't be racially profiled. Still, Nuri always tries not 

to 'advertise' her nationality. The same non-discretionary approach to her nationality she 

picked up in Moscow, Nuri successfully continued to apply after moving to Europe. 
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A decade later, Nuri was coordinating social projects in Berlin. Older Chechen women 

were complaining in Chechen about the unacceptable behaviour of German youth. They were 

worried that young Chechen girls could ‘catch’ the immoral German behaviour (for instance, 

wearing jeans or dating). 

  “We should send them [young girls] back, so they won't become like those two” — 

older women noted in the direction of Nuri and her counsin, without realising 'those two' 

spoke Chechen.  

In fact, I would be as clueless about Nuri's nationality as old Chechen women who 

were gossiping about her in her presence if Gemma (remember the Spanish social science 

student from Facebook?) did not label Nuri as a “woman from Chechnya”. We talked for 20 

minutes, and Nuri managed to tell her entire life story without mentioning that she is 

Chechen. All this time, Nuri has been using the euphemism 'my nationality' to describe where 

she is from. I decided to reveal I knew her 'secret' and asked why it was needed to hide her 

Chechen roots. 

 Nuri exhaled: 

“How would I phrase it? It leads to  problems both with Chechens and other people: 

you know the Chechen image: Chechens are terrorists, Muslims are terrorists.” 

Nuri continued calmly and prudently, without any sadness or rage: 
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“When our neighbour in Moscow found out that we are Chechen, he tried to break 

into our apartment. He was shouting: I killed people like you! People from some unknown 

Republic!” 

She sipped her cold by now coffee.  

“It is hard to be a muslin, a Chechen and also a woman. So if I can omit something, I will”. — 

she grinned.  

Pic. 2. Nurishat’s comment: 

“Candles help me to relax. I 

light candles to remind myself 

that I should devote time for 

learning to love myself. I do 

things to survive but rarely do 

things to be happy. Before I 

moved to Germany I didn’t have time to step back and think about my life, about what I want and 

what I don’t want.” 

 

The allocation of the classic coloniser and colonised framework in the Soviet Union 

requires some contextualisation. Fanon's definition of colonial world — divided into the 

colonizer as a white foreigners and colonized as the indigenous, dark ‘other’ — does not 
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exactly work in the post-Soviet area (Fanon et al., 2021). Firstly, in some cases of the Soviet's 

and Russian Empire's colonisation, both the colonisers and colonised were ‘white’ (Law & 

Zakharov, 2019; Chernetsky, 2003; Рябчук, 2021). Secondly, what makes the relationship of 

the coloniser and colonised in the Soviet Union unique is the indisputable totalitarian notion 

of communist equality. Soviet's government asseverated that it succeeded to create a society 

where there are no wars, no classes, no exploitation, no poverty, no social inequality (Law & 

Zakharov, 2019; Annus, 2012).  

Owing to an elaborate Soviet propaganda that was thought out down to the last detail, 

the notion of any individual difference was erased: not only social class but also race, gender 

and ethnicity 'did not exist' (Law & Zakharov, 2019; Annus, 2012). Thus, under the red flag 

with hammer and sickle, 'the others' did not exist. Not only issues of race and gender 

inequality were not seen, but they were claimed to be solved. Soviet government's obsession 

with the erasure of identity is bearing fruit even today.  

This total equality rested on a normative assumption of mankind, however, which is 

the Russian male. Throughout this thesis, I will show wow deeply enshrined this notion is and 

how much it clashes with everyday lived realities of women from Post-Soviet countries, who 

are confronted with constant frictions between this assumption and their everyday lives that 

are fraught with conflicts, contrasting demands and a history of suffering. 
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During my fieldwork, I have met women from Georgia, Belarus, Ukraine, who you 

would describe themselves as ‘woke’: they were attending protests offline and online, we had 

conversations about intersectional feminism and bell hooks, they were educated and spoke 

several languages. What puzzled me is that while we were comparing social justice movements 

and protest culture in the West and post-Soviet area, they found that racism is not an important 

issue ‘at home’. They were talking about confronting patriarchal mentality, gender-based 

violence, corrupt politicians, and navigating a constant threat from Russia, but they did not 

mention racism.  

Post-Soviet society has a hard time acknowledging the marginalisation and limitations 

it brings. Post-Soviet society is not equipped with their own, locally created social justice 

discourse (Law & Zakharov, 2019). Consequently, without acknowledging it, my 

collaborators tried to apply Western models of social injustice to the post-Soviet power 

imbalance. For instance, they saw race issues through the binarity black or brown vs white. If 

we roll back to the Soviet Union’s notion about the absence of difference, it becomes more 

clear why the women I spoke to did not consider racism an issue: there is no black or white in 

the post-Soviet countries, there are no others, there are no marginalised. Even those, who are 

racialised and othered, cannot claim their othering because this othering happens under the 

mantle of apparent sameness. It is because, again, systematic oppression ‘does not exist’ in the 

communist state. Why would it appear in the post-communist state?  
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Without seeing social injustice, and without the ability to claim it, you cannot fight 

against it: something you want to confront just does not exist. Without a proper understanding 

of your past, it is impossible to build your present. While the Soviet Union vanished, the 

traumas from its terrors therefore remained unprocessed until today.  

Using an example of Roma people, Law and Zakharov demonstrate how racism in post-

Soviet is connected to the attempt to restore ‘whiteness’ lost in allegedly race-gender-class-

neutral Soviet society. Forced displacement, segregation suppression of Roma people was not 

associated with racism because ‘race in Soviet did not exist’ (p.120-122). Law and Zakharov 

use the concept of polyracism to emphasize that racism is not a product of Western capitalist 

postcolonial reality. However, it is “also pre-modern (proto-racism), non-Western, non-

capitalist (Communist) and the product of other varieties of modernity” (p. 134). 

Meeting with Nurishat helped me to unveil this post-Soviet unclaimed and unseen 

othering. 

Not fully Russian yet not fully Chechen 

 

Just when Nuri began to feel more at ease with me, we were interrupted by a young 

woman. Her face flared from the outside cold.  

“Must be their counsin” — I smiled at the woman, but I did not want to interrupt the 

interview. She had long pitch-black dense hair and did not look anything like her light-haired 
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siblings. While Nuri was telling me why she had to hide her Chechen nationality, noirette 

whispered to me: “I am Madina.”  

As we continued the interview, Madina started to unpack a new cage she had bought 

for the pair of yellow parrots, who were quietly sitting in the corner of the room. I could tell 

that Madina is listening to our conversation vigilantly as she was actively commenting on her 

counsin's answers. Unlike Tom, Madina had no intention to leave the room so that her 

counsin and I could preserve the intimate atmosphere so necessary for the type of conversation 

I was seeking. Madina continued to sort out a new cage, alternating talking to parrots and 

interfering with Nurishat’s interview. 

Nuri said with a melancholic smile: “those two birds in a cage… this is how I felt in 

Moscow.” 

 

Pic. 3. Madina’s birds 
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Pretty soon, our interview was interrupted again by Nuri's online class. As good hosts, 

cousins did not want to leave me, their guest, unattended. Before running to class (well, 

relocating to the bed with her phone and headphones) Nuri poured me a tea refill, put more 

cake on my plate and suggested I interview Madina while Nuri is busy.  

Madina did not mind at all. Madina talked much faster than her counsin. This fast 

paced manner graced her with the ability to narrate with exceptional detail, including all the 

back-stories and side-stories, without her listener losing interest or getting lost.  

Madina had dark deep piercing eyes. While talking, she would fix that deep sight in 

her interlocutor's eyes. It felt like she is looking for something in your pupils.  

Madina was much more straightforward than her counsin from the very beginning of 

our first interview: “I moved because of traditional reasons and because of an incredibly 

despotic father.” Madina, Nuri and Tom were raised together, lived in Moscow under one 

roof, and were really close. 

Madina hated the fact she looked like it was obvious that she is ‘from the Caucasus’. If 

her name were Luba or Sveta, life would be so much easier.  

Madina moved to Moscow when she was 11. In the first week of school, kids, following 

advice from their parents to stay away from Chechens, proclaimed her a boycott. Clueless, 

Madina asked her mother what boycott means, and her mom started to cry. Wiping her mom's 
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salty cheeks, Madina realised that it is better to keep school stuff and the new racial slurs she 

discovered to herself.  

Her dad would demand to bring home exclusively a ‘five’2. Some teachers did not think 

that 5 was a realistic goal for a Chechen girl: “a Chechen girl cannot know this good, a 

Chechen cannot draw this well.”  

Madina called the situation at home “stressful” but never got into much detail. Only 

later, combining Nuri's stories about how her uncle did not let her move to study on a 

scholarship in the US and the domestic violence in Moscow, I began to understand what 

Madina meant by “despotic” father. 

Torn between two fires, Madina decided to take matters into her own hands. To get 

back at her father, Madina would make a mark 3 her personal goal. She said to herself: “you 

(father) treat us badly, why should I give you what you want?” 

She began to beat the most violent and annoying boys. Her friends, who also suffered 

(thanks to their involvement with a Chechen), suggested: “You father can harm you because 

he is big and strong. But these boys are small and weak.” 

 
2 5 is the highest grade in the Russian educational system. 
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Pic. 4. Madina’s comment: “I feel confidence in 

sport. Kickboxing helps me to relax.” 

  

 

 

Madina, being a small girl herself, would find a way to catch boys when they were 

alone and take vengeance. No one could believe that a petite noirette could beat up boys who 

are a head taller than her. 

Madina learned how to protect herself. Moreover, it got better at the University: she 

chose Religion Studies. The faculty was already culturally diverse, so most professors were not 

bothered by her nationality. 

 The real struggle was to find a job afterwards. She had terrific interviews and landed 

job offers, but as soon as HR saw the 'nationality' (Chechen) graph in their (Russian) passport, 
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she was refused a job. No problem would occur if she would apply for a cleaning lady position, 

but this job prospect did not exactly match her University degree. 

  “When you are judged by your nationality at some point, you don't have any more 

resources to fight back. You have no motivation.”                                                                                

Madina was telling these stories without sadness, rage or dramatic undertones. Her 

tone was equally tranquil when she was telling me about how to take care of the yellow parrots 

they recently bought and the racial slurs she had to endure at school. 

Sometimes she would smirk: “I am happy it didn’t affect me.”  

Both in Moscow and Berlin, they avoided speaking Chechen at all costs. Nevertheless, 

when you look at Madina's carbon silky hair and wide black brows, it is clear that she is not 

Slavic.  

“In Moscow I always felt myself second-rate. Here (in Berlin) I only feel this way when 

I meet Russians.” 

“No. Okay, once I went to the hynecologist here in Berlin. I had a one weird black hair 

and wanted to check hormons. The gynecologist said: what do you want, you are muslim. She 

said: You, muslim women, can even have beards. She refused to check my hormons. I really 

felt awful and second-rated.” 

“I went to the other hynecologist and it turned out I really had some issues.” 

Madina was laughing like she was telling an old joke. 
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“I try to turn it to the joke. Because it is a bit traumatic. So try not to take it personally. 

I know that it is a defence mechanism.”  

Once, when Madina was working in a bike shop in Berlin, two Chechen men suspected 

that Madina might be Chechen. Madina was wearing denim shorts, which Chechen men 

found unacceptable and disreputable for a woman of their nationality and religion. Madina 

assured them that she is Turkish, so the men have no obligation to 'taking care' of her 

'vulgarity'. According to Chechen nationalists, a Chechen young woman who would not 

follow a 'modest' life (for instance, wears pants or dates) should be punished together with 

her father, who allowed such inappropriate behaviour. Cousins experienced verbal abuse with 

menaces, but they did not know what this ‘punishment’ by a Chechen nationalist can entail. 

Cousins heard that some people went missing or were beaten up, but they did not know how 

precisely the mechanism of punishment for inappropriate behaviour works.  

Two Chechen men did not believe that Madina is Turkish and thus, falls out of their 

responsibility to ensure her appropriate behaviour. They came several times to that building, 

checking on Madina and asking around where she was from. Madina had to talk to the 

neighbours so they would back up her 'Turkish girl' scenario.  

I asked her why did she not contact the police. 

Madina smirked again: 
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“What would I tell them? That I am afraid? What would they think? Oh, just let those 

Chechens deal with each other.” 

In Berlin, together with her counsin, Madina coordinates social justice projects for 

women from Chechnya and Ukraine to promote women’s rights. At these projects, Madina 

received threats from some Chechens who did not share her ideas: “someone should rip out 

their tongues and put them back in their throat for creating willful women.” 

Madina would say: "all people are different: some are good, some are bad". But when 

she first came to Berlin, she realised how it feels to be truly free: she was not Chechen anymore, 

she could say she is Russian or Spanish, Georgian, Turkish. Frankly, that did not matter: most 

people did not care who she was. And those who did, they still did not poison her life as much 

as it used to poisoned in Moscow.  

After moving, she realised how deeply she was afraid of her father. In immigration her 

life was not perfect. Yes, she would still have to hide her nationality; yes, her life would still 

depend on the visa bureaucracies; yes, she would still be occasionally asked by Russians, 

"where is your bomb?". But she was not 'the other', she was not just some 'non-Russian' 

anymore. She was simply different, not other, but different like everyone else around her.  

“I freed myself from the inside anger” — she said proudly and with a sense of relief. 

Nevertheless, a question, “where are you from?” still causes a lump in her throat: “I am 

afraid that people will treat me differently, it's like a block, I just can't say it.” 
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 “Sometimes I think about what I would do if I wouldn't be a Chechen: I would launch 

a blog about gardening and my parrot. But I am afraid that some crazy Chechens might find 

and hurt my parents in Moscow.” 

 

Pic. 5. Madina’s comment: “I am sociable and fun”. 

 

Cousins Madina and Nurishat are not fully Russian yet not fully Chechen. In order to 

protect themselves, they have to make a significant part of who they are invisible. To some 

extent, they have to erase themselves.  It is a great social gaslight: you live in a society that 

excludes you, but it excludes you without acknowledging it, without recognising a problem. 

You live in a society that denies you. Since Soviet times everyone is equal and the same: 

exclusion is not possible. That is to say, you do not have instruments, concepts or institutions 

who can help you to address your unique othering. You don't have a mechanism to position 

yourself, to identify yourself, to be yourself. 
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Cousins outsourced their trauma because they had no instruments to address it and no 

mechanisms to call out the system responsible for their othering. The only solution is to move 

away and try to reinvent yourself. To begin in a place where you are unknown, unlabeled. In 

a place where you can create a new identity and be in control, where it is okay to be different.  

To challenge the assigned label, we should understand the conditions in which why 

the label was produced (Hall, 2011; Butler, 2004). We can trace the replacement of identity by 

a fixed racial label by placing it in a historical, social, and political context (Ahmed, 2014, pp. 

1-19). But when the mere idea is of the existence of racialized labels is denied on the state level, 

deconstruction of the narrative is challenging. 

Migration did not liberate cousins from their labels: female, Chechen, Muslim. In 

Berlin they still othering and marginalization, they still in endangered by the limiting power 

of their labels. Yet migration have them a chance to take themselves out of their marginal 

position, out of the binary of colonizer and colonized. In Berlin they have a freedom to 

reinvent their identities, they have a chance to step back and think who they are.  
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Chapter 6. Yes woman, do cry.3 

In this chapter, I will explore the questions ‘How do migrant women's unrecognised 

emotions shape their subjectivities, identities and, agency?’ and ‘What are their ideas of patriarchy, 

feminism, womanhood, equality, subordination and power distribution in their everyday life?’ I will 

do so by analysing how women outsource their experience and what role the Soviet’s politics 

of illusionary gender-neutrality plays in this outsourcing. I argue that these neutrality politics 

originated in the ignorance towards those who are on the margins. Moreover, it is one of the 

reasons for the unconscious subalternity of female experiences in post-Soviet society. 

 

Nadezhda, a Russian woman in her twenties, lives almost in the suburbs (I worried that 

I must buy an additional C-zone ticket). I was surprised by the upper-middle-class feel of the 

neighbourhood: private houses with groomed gardens and nice vax polished cars.  

Nadezhda's home is also a big private house but rented out to not so upper-middle-

class students (turned into WG).  

 

3 Lyrics of Bob’s Marley song “No Woman, No cry” are sometimes falsely interpreted as "if 

there are no women, there are no reasons to cry". Actually, it means rather “woman, don’t 

cry”. In the title I played with the correct, Jamaican meaning.  
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Nadezhda is a short woman with a kind smile and sad eyes. While talking, she was 

either crossing her hands or holding her elbow with the other hand like she was trying to 

protect herself from me.  

Nadezhda invited me to the kitchen. She gave a weary look to empty pizza boxes, a 

counter surface, glazed by grease, and a sink, cluttered with dishes: 

“Never live with the boys.” 

 When we were over with the oral history part of the interview, Nadezhda said that it 

is weird to talk so much about herself. Nevertheless, it helped her to relax: 

“You can call me Nadya, actually.” 

 I asked Nadya about discrimination connected to her female or migrant experience. I 

got an answer which, after one month in the fieldwork,  already started to feel like a pattern:  

“Oh, I never experienced discrimination.”  

We sat in silence, and Nadya was waiting for the next question.  

I was not satisfied with this answer and felt like there might be more to the story, so I 

just looked at her with an awaiting smile without asking any follow-up questions. 

It worked, and Nadya decided to continue: "In math school, I used to be the only girl 

in class. I was ok, but it was challenging. From this prestigious math school transferred to the 

language school. I am not putting this on gender, but if I were a boy, I would be more 

psychologically resistant I would finish it. I was never told that I needed to do something 
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because I am a girl. But no one expected much from me, no one expected me to build a career. 

I just have low self-esteem. It is not a female problem, it is my problem.” 

We were talking for two hours and my tea, with a still unremoved teabag, got cold and 

concentrated. I asked what Nadya's thoughts about feminism are. 

She awkwardly smiled. Although Nadya admitted that she did not want to talk about 

feminism badly, she felt comfortable to talk openly: 

“While chasing rights, chasing equality, women are trying to become men. This is not 

right.”  

I asked, trying to sound neutral and genuinely curious: 

“How then one can achieve equality as a woman without trying to be a man?” 

Nadya tiredly smirked and slowly exhaled, buying herself time to think : 

“I want people to see me as a human, not as a woman. I do not like the victim's 

position.” 

 

Gender neutrality and post-Soviet woman 

Following an intersectional approach, it is important to analyse subjectivity within 

multiple axis of oppression. In post-Soviet space, binary is embodied through two layers: 

gender hierarchy and colonial hierarchy. Both someone who is woman and non-Russian, (in 
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this chapter Chechen, Romanian, Latvian and Ukrainian) is someone outside of the norm, 

someone inferior and less valued. 

A post-Soviet idea of a genderless human is rooted in Soviet gender-neutral 

propaganda. It claimes that no one can be othered, because everyone is 'the norm', because 

everyone is equal. Despite some attempts in the early Soviet years, such as the October 

Revolution this patriarchal binary of the norm and the other was not deconstructed (Efimov, 

2020; Забужко, 2009). Thus, the Bouvouarian idea of a male as "the norm" did not vanish in 

the communist republic, regardless of Soviet totalitarian propaganda-polished gender-

neutrality politics. Thus, as a colonial binary of coloniser and colonised was masked under the 

communist red flag of sameness, a gender binary was masked under the idea of gender 

neutrality.  

 

 Although I was lucky to meet some women offline, the Berlin winter and global 

pandemic dictated their own rules. Inga, a Latvian woman in her 30's, was one of my online 

collaborators.  
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Pic. 6. Location for my online meetings with a view of a street veiled by a layer of snow. 

Online meetings, no matter how essential in the isolation times they are, lack an 

important element: eye contact. You never know where the person is looking, which makes a 

non-verbal conversation stiff if not impossible. Thus, although Inga's interview was online, I 

was pleasantly surprised by the amount of “unconscious” insights our conversation revealed. 

 When Inga finished telling about her 'rebellious' childhood, I sensed a spot worth 

deeper exploration. I did not rush to ask the next question and turned on my tactic of the 

patient pause, hoping it can work online. 

Inga laughed. I asked her why she was laughing.  

“I just have this habit of filling in the silence.” 
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"Where does this habit come from?" - I asked, smiling from the inside: after one month 

of fieldwork (and, as a girl from Ukraine) I already had some suspicions about the reply.  

Inga understood a question but seemed to struggle to voice an answer:  

“Ah…mmm…Yeah… I just always felt what I have a responsibility to entertain. Even now, it 

is your responsibility to manage the interview but I am trying to be the one who entertains.” 

We continued to explore what it means to be “the one who entertains.” 

“I always tried to be a good girl. It is one of my biggest strengths but also a weakness. I 

am the best manager, the best person to hire. I had to buy a watch which tells me that I am 

stressed because all the time I tried to entertain, to be a good girl.” 

 Even through the screen I could sense how intense Inga felt while talking about ‘the 

good girl’: 

“Good girl obedience is the most Latvian characteristic I can think about. I even notice 

how women put on this “little voice intonation”.” 

“When I come back to Latvia, I am all of a sudden very aware of how unperfect my 

manicure or hair is. Latvian women always look perfect and polished. It is only one idea of 

beauty. It drives me nuts when I am there.” 

 

If a woman chooses not to follow their established gender performance, she is 

considered less of a woman as some of my collaborators revealed to me. This notion of a ‘good 
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girl’ is employed in the gender socialisation of women in many post-Soviet countries. I 

encountered this ‘good girl’ imaginary almost in every interview: sometimes women would 

use a different name for it, but the context of a ‘good girl’ label was really similar. 

 

Oksana, Ukrainian, with whom I also had an online interview, said: 

“I felt less valued as a girl. My job was to sit in a corner and look pretty. Now it is much 

more comfortable for me to have a female boss. If it’s a man, a little girl in me thinks I have 

to prove I am enough.”  

 

These “good, soft girl” demands for women are not unique for the post-Soviet area and 

can be observed in many other parts of the world. 

According to feminist logic, there are no normative ways of being for women. But in 

order to deconstruct this “normative”  idea of woman in a particular society, you have to 

understand where the idea comes from.  

Post-Soviet, adapting to capitalism, tried to return to the "classic patriarchy" (which 

previously was ousted by communist agenda). The model could not work in the post-Soviet, 

where gender neutrality was aggressively promoted for more than 70 years. Women, who had 

already worked on par with men in Soviet time, could not simply afford to be in the 'fragile 

woman' role: during the time of severe economic distress, they had to work, still carrying out 
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the domestic and emotional care responsibilities (Racioppi, 1995, p. 823). While the 

patriarchal gender binary in the Soviet Union was masked under gender neutrality, post-Soviet 

patriarchy aimed to limit women using the inferior label explicitly.   

Thus, women in post-Soviet have to balance between patriarchal ideas of the ‘man’ and 

the ‘woman’. As long as they will perform acts of the fragile, beautiful ‘good girl’ they will 

have a position in society. If women choose not to perform their gender according to the post-

Soviet idea of a woman, they are viewed as whose, who 'act like a man'.  

 

Olya lived with her best friend Tanya. Both women are Ukrainian, so the opportunity 

to speak with me in their (our) beloved mother language already has brought us closer 

without any effort from my side. 

Olya’s and Tanya’s apartment was covered in yellow post-it notes with German nouns 

and verbs. 

I washed my hands very productively: while drying my hands I was repeating a 

German bathroom vocabulary on the mirror: “der Spiegel; die Seife; das Handtuch.” 

While I was interviewing Olya in the kitchen, Tanya made herself breakfast. When 

Tanya was done with spreading butter on the sharp toast, she decided to stay and listen. Olya 

was telling me about the pressure to be “girly” in Ukraine: 
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“When my parents found out I smoke, they made me eat cigarette buts. My dad said: 

“a girl who smokes is disgusting.” 

“When I tell this story to my German boyfriend, he is shocked. But it is not a trauma 

for me. I guess we (Ukrainians) have just a higher tolerance to pain, we are tougher (than 

Europeans).” 

Tanya, who has been only listening and emitting a quiet crunching toast 

noise,  joined a conversation to explained to me a “we are tougher” concept: 

"In post-Soviet, we did not know how to step back, take care of ourselves. We always must 

quietly suffer. Everything should be earned with ‘sweat and blood’. It is a constant fight. We 

always hear: do not complain, you will be in pain worth complaining during childbirth.” 

Olya was smirking: it is so ridiculous that it is no longer sad: it became absurdly 

funny.  

“When my parents met my German boyfriend, they stopped to see me as a person. 

They were like, oh, good, she is finally normal. In Ukraine, a man is a hunter and a woman 

is a princess. According to my mum, we can not say no to harassment because it is just “a 

compliment”.” 

Tanya added, rolling her eyes: 

“Oh, yeah, in our town you MUST have a beau, if you don’t have a boyfriend, something is 

wrong with you, it’s like: oh, petty you.” 
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Olya summed up how this post-Soviet gender binarity is embodied in female 

experience: 

“For women, there is no middle, there is always either good or bad. I always heard: 

girls don't do this and that, girls don't smoke. I was a rebel. If I were a boy, it would be 

different.” 

 

There is no place in post-Soviet for those who fail to place themselves in adherence 

with the post-Soviet notion of a woman. If the factual existence of the gender binary is not 

talked about in the post-Soviet, women cannot voice this frustration of being lost between 

‘good and bad’. If 'good' — 'the female role' — is favoured by their community but is limiting 

and oppressive for them, the only other option is to shift to the bad — 'the male role', which 

can be a temporary escape. Yet this temporary escape is not tantamount to being a free agent. 

Moreover, it puts a 'bad', marginal, ‘other’ label on the person who is dared to play with the 

binary. If you are not a ‘good girl’, you are ‘bad’! Feminist thought that would subvert the 

patriarchal binary and help to a woman to find herself outside ‘good’ or ‘bad’, does not fit the 

post-Soviet context and thus such a woman cannot find a place for herself in her own 

community. 
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Gendered + colonial othering   

Both in the Soviet and post-Soviet, a woman’s rights largely depend on her class status. 

Economic and social classes in the Soviet Union were not abolished: their existence was simply 

denied (Забужко, 2009; Chernetsky, 2003). (And, as I showed throughout my thesis, the 

absolute denial of inequalities was an ultimate and unquestionable solution for all the issues 

in the Soviet Union). Nevertheless, Soviet’s elite — nomenklatura — diplomats, scientists, 

government officials — had to some extent a privileged ‘untouched’ status in the Soviet Union. 

After the Soviet Union vanished, nomenclature’s colonial privileges were inherited in the form 

of postcolonial legacies by their children and grandchildren in post-Soviet (Kryshtanovskaya 

& White, 1996).  

Throughout my fieldwork, I noticed that this power distribution in post-Soviet 

correlates with the amount of freedom women experience. Daughters or granddaughters of 

nomenklatura had inherently more freedom, which gave them more choice. To some extent, 

this privileged freedom protected them from feeling ‘less’ in the postcolonial realm. Some of 

my collaborators are aware of their social bubble and that their experience is unique: they 

belong to the small privileged, isolated group who have access to opportunities and wealth. 

They can travel and become acquainted with other perspectives. Yet they do not connect their 

colonial privileges to gender issues: if they did not feel limited because they are women, no 

one during the Soviet and post-Soviet time was. 
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I am not implying that higher-class women did not and do not experience 

discrimination. Yet our interviews showed that those women were less receptive to gender 

discrimination. I suggest that this ‘immunity’ to their country’s totalitarian policies coupled 

with higher status, power and wealth (which remained concentrated in the same families after 

the Soviet collapse) protected them — at least to a certain extent — from gendered othering.  

In my fieldwork I noticed that those women, who were born and raised beyond the 

small circle of Soviet’s privileged, who had fewer resources and freedom, who were stuck in 

place, experienced more limitations and hardship. Their traumas made them more self-

reflective about gender discrimination (and other forms of othering) both of their experience 

and of the women around them. 

I made this clarification to showcase that Soviet’s society, as any other society, had a 

group of people immune to the system’s official and unspoken rules. I make this clarification 

to showcase how heterogenous Soviet society was. Also, again, I emphasise that is important 

to have an intersectional approach: analyse woman’s subjectivity within multiple axes of 

oppression. Following feminist standpoint scholarship, I suggest that it is fruitful to focus on 

the subjectivity of those, whose experience in the particular society was the most transgressive. 

In the following vignette, I will analyse how the axis of gender and colonial othering 

intersect in Madina’s and Nurishat’s experience (cousins from Chechnya, which I have 

introduced in the last chapter). 
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I visited a forest cottage for the last time in late March. The snow melted and revealed 

a washy amber ground. I was sad that I would not get a chance to see this forest in all its green 

glory. 

 We were chatting about their parrots, drinking tea and eating biscuits for half an hour 

before I reminded her that we should start an interview. I did not mind chatting because I 

already felt pre-nostalgic about seeing cousins for the last time and about their cottage, hidden 

in the forest cottage. 

 For the last interview, we had planned to analyse pictures I had asked Madina to take. 

Madina was going through the pile of pictures, laughing and teasing herself about her 

photography skills.  
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Pic. 7. Madina’s sleeping garden. 

Looking at the picture of her small garden, she said gardening allows her to be 

distracted from constant anxiety. 

I asked her about those worries she could not “let go”.  

Her anxiety was caused by worries about her mother who is living in Moscow with an 

abusive husband (her father). Also, she was stressed about the upcoming procedure of the visa 

renewal. She explained to me that every year she has to meet a new migration clerk 

(Sachbearbeiter) and begin the whole visa process from scratch: “It is like a 'psycho-terror'.” 

In the picture analysis interview, long pauses (so that collaborators can let their 

thoughts run chaotic but free) are particularly effective. Collaborators are not pressured to 
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disturb the silence simply because they are uncomfortable: they have a picture to look at, 

which potentially brings endless association chains.  

 Madina kept looking at the winter garden picture, taken just outside the window. Her 

memory took her back to her last year in Moscow.  

Suddenly, she began telling a story about her last job at a big aviation company: after 

discovering she earned significantly less than her lower-level colleagues, she went to her boss 

to ask for a fair raise.  

“You can quit if you want” was the answer she got from her male director.  

After thinking for a few days, Madina took a letter of resignation to her boss's office.  

“Why did I hire you, dear?” —  asked her a male director indulgently. 

“Because I am educated and competent” — Madina answered without hesitation.  

“No, because you are beautiful” — said he, quickly grabbing her and trying to stroke 

her face.  

Madina pushed him, wristed his fingers and left.  

She took sick leave for the remaining days.  

“People will treat you in the worst ways if you let them” — she commented.  

By the end of my fieldwork, I knew that my collaborators tend to underestimate their 

feelings in extreme situations like this one: “I am not a victim”; “it is not the worst thing that 

can happen”. I clarified if she considered this experience a traumatic one. 
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“Yes. yes.” — Madina interrupted me. 

“I was stunned. For real, you treat a person like an item, like an object. He actually 

treated everyone like he is a god and everyone is his slave. Everyone was nice to him, but that 

is understandable: everyone has a family.” 

On the first interview after quitting, two men, who would be her future employers, 

asked her to stand up and spin around for them. Madina felt gruesome and desperate.  

Shortly after, Madina received an invitation to coordinate a social project for Muslim 

girls in Berlin.  

“What to lose”, she thought and began her escape plan.  

Madina came up with a fictional and acceptable scenario for her father on why she is moving 

to Germany: she has a job here.  

“Because I moved, I felt free.” 

No matter how many limitations and struggles she faces here, in Berlin, Madina feels 

free now.  

 

Madina found a resource not to conform to her assigned female box and, in severe 

situations, put herself in the 'male' box. Allowing herself to not stay in her gender binary box, 

she saved herself yet deprived herself of the assigned place in the patriarchal postcolonial 

society she belonged to at that time. 
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The only way for her to escape the binarity of subject-object, abuser-victim, coloniser-

colonised was to remove herself from the hierarchy physically. Madina wants to be free to 

exercise her agency. It is hard in a system where you are forcefully placed in inferior female 

objects and inferior non-Russian racialised boxes.  

In search of this belonging, women in my research had to unconsciously ignore their 

experience and outsource themselves in the attempt to find freedom. To be valid, to find a 

position in a society, migrant women had no choice but to set aside those things that bother 

them. When this post-colonial post-socialist social gaslight (no right to be unhappy with your 

inferior position) is unchallenged, the only way to protect your sanity is to escape. 

In Berlin Madina received an opportunity to process who she was and discover who 

she is. She received an opportunity to belong. Belong not to a place, religion, nationality, or 

father — but, after slowly coming to peace with her past, belong to herself. 

It is hard for Madina to position herself within a system that, by default, does not value 

her as a human. Firstly, like many of my collaborators, she outsources her experience of 

othering, harassment, abuse, racism, exclusion by putting the blame on individual people 

rather than a patriarchal system or power structures. Rejecting the identity-reducing status of 

the victim or the wretched one, she becomes lost on in the global hierarchy of social power 

imbalance (Fanon et al., 2021). 
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Is feminism an instrument to make the unconscious conscious? 

Madina’s interpretation of her photograph series helped me to see how her migration 

was shaped by racial and gender othering in the post-Soviet society. Also, it got me thinking 

about the abyss of unconscious traumas from post-Soviet colonial, gender, and racial 

oppression in our contemporary world. 

It is intriguing how art can help one to self-reflect. While writing this chapter, I came 

across Lizzie Borden’s 1983 film “Born in Flames”. It it is a political science fiction movie set 

in the future: ten years after the “Social Democratic War of Liberation” in the US. 

Disappointed with gender issues in the socialist  US, women begin their own feminist 

revolution within the socialist revolution. The result of this is something that you can imagine 

to happen to the real (aspiring to be socialist) USSR: critique of the revolution is seen as an 

attack of the entire system. If revolution and ruling party claim that absolute equality is the 

status quo, pointing to social injustice would mean denying revolution, denying the state, 

denying the absolute. In the film, Honey, a member of a fictional woman army, reacts to the 

political assault of one of their leaders: “Every woman under attack has a right to defend 

herself. In a situation where we are constant victims of brutality we must take on the whole 

army and defend ourself. At this time we must fight back” (Borden, 1983, 0:56:24). 

If we were to situate Honey’s speech in the real Soviet Union (which has some parallels 

with the fictional socialist US), with its gender-neutrality and identity erasure politics, I would 
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suggest that Honey’s call to be angry would be very unlikely to be understood both in Soviet 

and post-Soviet realm.  

Women could not ‘fight back’ because, firstly, they were silence by gender-neutrality 

politics: your problems are not real. Secondly, they were burdened with a ‘double role’ of 

performing both ‘male’ and ‘female’ role, having no space to create their own idea of 

womanhood.  

Milena, a Romanian woman with a pixie haircut, kindly allowed me to conduct an 

interview in her office in the HU Berlin. I felt some kind of warmth when I saw a small sticker 

“be your own gender” on the door to her private office: this interview will be good. 

Milena, who devoted a better part of her career to the identity politics in academia and 

humanities, quickly understood what kind of insights I am looking for: 

 “When I had short hair in Bucharest, I would get strange looks. As a girl I am expected 

to always think about others. But after moving all these things crystallised. I felt restrained, 

but it didn't understand why. Now I have the vocabulary to talk about these things, but in 

Romania it was more like a gut sensation.”  

 

There is no safe place for identifying what a woman is for women itself, what is a 

woman outside of the post-Soviet colonial binaries: oppressor/oppressed, male/female. 

Women have to physically take themselves out of the system — migrate — to get a chance at 
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building their identity and womanhood at their own pace. After migration, women in my 

research felt liberated from the pressure to perform gender in a way defined by patriarchal 

postsocialist postcolonial agenda.  

 

Olya, a Ukrainian woman, whom her parent forced to eat cigarette butts because “girls 

do not smoke”, shared what was the most important about her migration:  

“Only after moving, I learned how to question things, to ask myself, “what I want”? I 

got freedom to choose who I can be.” 

 

The problem of post-Soviet gendered and colonised bodies is not an issue of a right to 

defend herself but rather an issue of the right to claim that you have been attacked.  

The post-Soviet postcolonial system tells you that you cannot be othered because not 

so long ago everyone used to be equal; everyone used to be the norm. Expressing frustration 

about your rights was considered an attack towards the party, towards the revolution.  

This issue of social discourse can be explained with the concept of subaltern, who are 

inferior groups in society, lacking power and representation (Gramsci, 2021). The realm of 

subalternity is hard to define (El Habib Louai, 2012; de Kock, 1992) and if we were to analyse 

the subjectivity of my collaborators through the concept of subalternity, a contextualization is 
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needed. I do not claim the post-Soviet women are subaltern; they are rather those who 

experience subalternity (de Kock, 1992). 

Women in post-Soviet countries do not have  space to voice their frustrations. Unvoiced 

gendered othering coupled with various forms of colonial othering is what makes these 

women experience subalternity and pushes them on the fringe. A ban on expressing 

disappointment vanished together with the Soviet Union, but in the postcolonial era’s severe 

political and economic climate, women's problems were perceived as secondary if not 

nonexistent. The absence of a gender discourse in the Soviet Union and isolation from the 

West deprived women of the possibility of gradually exploring a pattern of oppression and 

how gendered oppression intersects with other axes of systematic abuse: Soviet, colonial, 

national, racial. That is where their experience of subalternity comes from.  

According to Gayatri Spivak, a way to empower subaltern (in case of this research — 

women who experienced subalternity) is not through ‘giving’ voice but through creating a 

space to speak (de Kock, 1992). 

Under Soviet colonial politics of erasure, those who were oppressed and colonised had 

no right to be angry. When an individual has no right to express anger, she can not 

acknowledge what made her angry. Social change cannot begin if the subjectivities of othered 

are ignored and restricted. Social change cannot be launched if othered they were deprived of 

any instrument to address their frustration.  
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Iryna was the only collaborator I met on the dating app Bumble. We had a long 

dynamic Skype conversation. I could tell she enjoyed it because she did not mind going over 

the one hour we had previously agreed upon. Also, Iryna was Ukrainian and the fact she could 

speak her mother tongue with me made her very cheerful. In Ukraine, Iryna used to be an 

LGBT Pride activist, so in the feminist issues part of the interview, she was in her element. 

“It was hard to be a feminist in Ukraine. It is an insult, not a way to identify yourself. 

My Ukrainian boyfriend's idea of feminism was me working on 3 jobs. In Ukraine, I had to 

pay for nails and hair so that people would perceive me as a good woman. That is a burden. I 

feel that I was incomplete, not enough. I like that in Germany there is no pressure about that.”  

“In Ukraine, I felt grudge and anger because my rights and my status were constantly 

violated. But the patriarchal mentality is in my head. I was a feminist, but I wanted men to 

pay for me. Like, it's Ukraine and the gender pay gap is huge. When I for the first time paid 

for my boyfriend (in Berlin) I had tears in my eyes. But now I am fine with that, I earn more 

than him. Now I am a proper feminist.” 

 

To liberate feminist concepts from the Western gaze, they needto be de-globalised; 

positioned in a historical, social, political context (Thobani, 2005; Talvi & Mohanty, 2003). To 

make feminism and social justice accessible for everyone, to politicise personal strategies of 

navigation in the patriarchy-ruling postcolonial world, we need to analyse those strategies in 
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the local context and include multiple layers and complexities of oppression (Crenshaw, 

1991).  

If women in post-Soviet countries do not acknowledge their experience of otherness 

within a patriarchal postcolonial system, they will have trouble voicing their needs and 

frustrations, they cannot claim their right to be unsatisfied nor demand social justice and 

equality. This is why I called this chapter “Yes, woman, do cry”: post-Soviet women must have 

an opportunity and space to talk about their frustration. 

Thus, to date there is little to no place for creating a unique, contextualised and 

intersectional feminist thought in contemporary post-Soviet space, which would be shaped by 

women with diverse backgrounds and which would target issues of important for them.   

 

I asked Iryna what allowed her to find inner peace after migration: 

“I am either moving or jumping out of the window. I didn’t want to live there [Berlin]. 

I felt pain. I didn’t want to leave my house. I needed to start my life from scratch. It was not 

easy in Germany, but better than in Ukraine. But I don’t like to perceive my story as a 

traumatic one.”  

 

Migrant women put themselves on the periphery because they do not have instruments 

to address their otherness, exclusion and trauma. A way to make their voices heard is to situate 
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their experience within the modern postcolonial discourse and analyse colonial traumas from 

the gender aspect.  

 

Conclusion: Transformation of silence  

By analysing migrant’s women subjectivity, I have shown how postcolonial and 

patriarchal structures shape the agency of those who are othered in post-Soviet area. My 

research does not engage with bureaucracies or legal structures; my data analysis cannot be 

used to improve a specific policy. The goal of my research was to simply give women a 

platform to speak. Simply ‘talking’ for some can seem vain and futile: much ado about 

nothing. Yet those who are othered in post-Soviet were deprived of this simple ability to ‘talk’ 

(with an emphasis on talking, not speaking, which involves a speaker and a listener).  

Audre Lorde, a feminist classic, in her book ‘When I dare to be powerful’, aptly 

underlined the importance to speak up: “...transformation of silence into language and action 

is an act of self-revelation… you’re never really a whole person if you remain silent because 

there’s always one little piece inside you that wants to be spoken out… if you don’t speak it 

out one day it will just up and punch you in the mouth from the inside” (p.4) 

I hope that in my research, I fulfilled my goal of giving this opportunity to speak to 35 

unique diverse women who share the same trauma of post-Soviet postcolonial background.  
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Knowledge about how and why the label is produced is the first step to reducing its 

limiting power that lies at the core of social injustice. The analysis of Soviet’s erasure politics 

with inclusion of unique ornaments of social inequalities (produced by aforementioned 

politics), elucidates an overlooked chapters in global power imbalance. 

 Women in post-Soviet countries are imprisoned in the patriarchal submissive label of 

a ‘good girl’. If they choose to act outside of their gendered label, they face exclusion. This 

form of othering is coupled with the postcolonial exclusion of being non-Russian. Because of 

the totalitarian ghost of identity erasure politics, gendered, ethnic, national otherings are not 

being challenged. That is to say, women in post-Soviet countries are experiencing subalternity 

and are having no space and instruments to address their frustrations and rage.  

To promote change, it is important to understand how a social justice discourse is 

shaped. In my research, it is vital to be aware of how the negligence towards the aftermath of 

Soviet colonial politics shapes subjectivities and the lives of those who were othered. My 

research demonstrates how consequences of Soviet’s neutrality politics are embodied in the 

subjectivity of women. To move forward in the deconstruction of the exclusionary systems 

and ‘norms’, we have to voice the problem and identify the root of this trouble.  

Firstly, I realised that the inequalities of post-Soviet should be viewed through the 

postcolonial lens. Colonial scholarships is often associated with Western/ non-Western 

binarity of coloniser and coloniser: Soviet Union and colonialism are rarely used together  in 
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one sentence. This gap in postcolonial scholarship is also fueled by the stereotype that Soviet’s 

anti-capitalist and anti-imperial politics are immune to colonialism. Despite the debate 

towards colonial in Soviet’s history, the analysis of migrant women’s subjectivity showed that 

unrecognised colonial legacies dominate in post-Soviet area, generating racial, national, 

gender, ethnic exclusion. That is to say, some women in my research found solace in the 

colonial explanation of Soviet politics — deconstructing the past is the first step of developing 

their own local and contextualised language for social injustice. In the context of this research, 

the postcolonial lens allows us to understand what created a society where it is so unbearable 

to live.  

Secondly, I observed that Western social discourses on gender and social inequalities 

could not capture the uniqueness of the post-Soviet context. The experienced subalternity of 

women in post-Soviet is embodied in erasure politics in Soviet Union which led to the lack of 

locally developed, autonomous — both from colonizer and Western gaze — social justice 

discource. The peculiarity of questions relating to gender in the region can be partially 

explained with the history of post-Soviet countries, which is seeded in the soil of the Soviet 

Union, a 20th-century totalitarian empire that claimed to successfully erase any individual 

difference: gender, national, racial, ethnic. Yet due to a lack of locally developed social justice 

discourses, women are using the ‘unfit’ Western social injustice models. The pattern of 

oppression for women in post-Soviet countries is different from Western women’s oppression: 



 90 

social injustice in the post-Soviet comes from its own unique colonial Soviet beginnings. One 

of the key unique consequences of Soviet’s identity erasure politics is an assumption that social 

injustice in post-Soviet is not nuanced by national, racial, religious and ethnic background. 

Thus, for women in my research, an attempt to analyse their experience using 

European/Americal ideas of social justice; an attempt to explain their frustrations with 

European/Americal feminist thought leads to more confusion. When Western models — the 

only accessible for them social justice models — do not fit their experience of systematic 

othering, women put themselves out of the system that has no place for them. Coupled with 

marginalisation in the country of their birth, this lack of representation and instrument to 

address othering leads to denial of their background and rejection of their identities: “I am 

not a victim”. Why in the global neo-liberal hierarchy of social inequalities women from post-

Soviet cannot demand respect, recognition and justice without using ‘victim’ and ‘wretched’ 

labels? 

Colonial communist Soviet patriarchy created complex ornaments of oppression with 

blurry hierarchies. The totalitarian Soviet identity erasure politics deprived women of the right 

to be angry, to speak up. After the Soviet Union vanished, the brutal denial of social 

inequalities continued to breed in the post-Soviet. Coupled with postcolonial political and 

social unrest, this Soviet social gaslight hindered the development of local contextualised 

social justice discourse that could provide a platform for unheard voices of gendered and 
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racialised others. Deprived both of the right to be angry and of the instrument to address their 

anger, women had to place themselves on the fringe of society.   

Applying contextualised postcolonial studies combined with a localised feminist lens 

to the post-USSR sphere is a step of making the unconscious conscious for those who were 

colonised. It is a step for deconstructing and understanding the root of social injustice and the 

trauma it brings.  
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