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1. The Period of Experimentation and Defamilization:  1917-1926


The years 1917-1927 in Russia were the decade of Bolshevik experimentation in the sphere of sexuality and family relations.  Bolshevik policies on marriage and family found ideological support in the tenets of classical Marxism that understood perfectly well,  why marriage in the new society “should not” be considered a private matter, and presumed that the government can and should influence marital relations through its laws.  People’s Commissar A.B. Lunacharsky, who was responsible for questions of culture in the Bolshevik government, held that such a “Soviet monogamy” would be a transitional form of marriage during the building of communist society.

The Law and Divorce Decrees 1918 and 1926 significantly simplified divorce proceedings:  a marriage could now be dissolved in a local court of law.  Divorce was made extremely simple under the conditions of these times.  On the basis of a petition by one of the spouses, a judge (individually) dissolved the marriage.  No evidence of marital disintegration was required; after all, the code did not mandate that a couple live together or monogamously.  The question of alimony was now the purview of the Department of Social Welfare under the People’s Commissariat, which determined the degree of need and income-potential of the applicant (usually the wife).  At the same time, the law rendered equal the status of legitimate and illegitimate children. Having separated church from state and deprived the church wedding of validity (as was legislated by the Soviet Republic), the new structures of power established their own control over martial status and began to dictate new regulations of private life.  With each passing year the family sphere became more and more politicized and a “statist (or: etacratic)  marital order” was becoming firmly established. The 1926 Code of Laws on Marriage, Family and Guardianship had to give legal meaning to marriages of fact.  If a person, without dissolving an officially registered marriage, considered him- or herself free to enter into a new, this time unofficial marriage with a third party, then precedence was given to… the unofficial marriage (since, after all, registration was a mere formality!).  In this legal environment, realization of the principle of monogamy became extremely difficult, even prompting talk of the possibility of parallel marriages.  The right of an abandoned spouse to receive alimony was limited to one year, and for child support to each child’s 18th birthday.  As might appear paradoxical under the circumstances, in spite of the reduction in government control over marriage and divorce after the introduction of the 1926 code, the number of divorces rose only slightly, as compared with the “years of the great experiment” (1918-1926).

2. The Birth and Victory of the Statist Marital Order:  1927-1968


The 1926 code came into effect on January 1, 1927, representing the beginning of a period of stability in Soviet marital law.  With several additions and revisions (some of which, admittedly,  were quite significant), the code was in force in the USSR  until 1968.  Furthermore, as soon as it was passed, the code began to be viewed as obligatory and coercive in nature.  The efforts by the Soviet authorities to erase all forms of social differentiation naturally led to a cultivation of genderlessness, which found expression in the cliché of the “Soviet Man”—a symbol of totalitarian androgyny.  Rather quickly—literally over the course of a few years—norms of sexual and marital behavior favorable to Soviet ideology came to be viewed as “indisputable”:  the real Soviet Man should practice monogamy (preferably with only one marriage in a lifetime; now divorce became a blemish on an employment history and could hinder a career), a premarital sex life and cohabitation began to be viewed as amoral, deviating from the norms of sexual and marital behavior, harshly condemned and punished, in as much as sexual laxity was treated as “counterrevolutionary” behavior.  Discussions of marriage from ten years before were now presented in the youth press of the 1930s as “bourgeois machinations.”  A return to the patriarchal norms of Orthodox morality was evident, creating a sort of doublethink and double standard in behavior.
In particular, the totalitarian authorities found it easy to arm themselves with the asceticism envisioned in Orthodox doctrine, which they began to put to skillful use.  In Stalin’s Russia, the right to marry gradually evolved into a societal obligation, placed by the state upon the individual.  In this context, a number of rather disheartening decrees of the Central Committee of the Communist Party and the Council of People’s Commissars (the government of the USSR)—issued in the 1930s and 1940s —can only be viewed as a result of the desire to “ensure that all obligations toward the collective are fulfilled.”  The most well-known of them was the decree of July 27, 1936, On the Prohibition of Abortion… and Several Changes to the Laws on Divorce, heralding not only the defeat of women and their reproductive rights, but the beginning of a new period of difficulty in obtaining divorces. After the decree of 1936, divorce ceased to be viewed as a personal matter, and discussions of the question of whether or not to preserve a marriage began to be heard with increasing frequency in open forums such as professional collectives and party and Komsomol cells.  
Propaganda promoting large families and the struggle for “Soviet monogamy” was driven by the enormous demographic losses caused by repression, collectivization and “building the foundations of socialism.”  The next blow to the size of the population of the USSR was the Great Patriotic War of 1941-1945.  In order to mitigate its consequences, the Soviet government undertook a series of actions designed to artificially strengthen the bonds of marriage (for example: July 8, 1944).   Spouses in unofficial marriages from the period 1926-1944 were required to immediately register their familial status at ZAGS.  The law demanded that the facts of a divorce be published in a local newspaper. One or both of the divorcers (depending on whether only one or both parties agreed to dissolve the marriage) were fined anywhere from 500 to 2000 rubles (which was a significant sum at a time when the monthly salary of a junior scientific researcher, for instance, was 150 rubles).

Of course, under Stalin open debate, no less criticism of marital law, was inconceivable.  Only in 1965 were the cumbersome, two-stage divorce proceeding and the open interference in the private lives of citizens through the announcement of divorce in the press proclaimed things of the past.  The state was forced to acknowledge that repressive measures would not succeed in promoting a sense of responsibility in those undertaking marriage, and through it, the establishment of a family.  The first signs of erosion in the statist marital order were becoming apparent.  

3. Crisis and an End to the Statist Marital Order:  1968-1991


The end of the 1960s saw the passage of a number of laws on marriage and the family.  Throughout 1967 and 1968 the individual Soviet republics issued decrees revising their codes of laws on marriage and the family.  In Russia such a decree was issued in February 1968.  On June 27, 1968 the Supreme Court of the USSR approved the Legislative Foundations of the USSR and the Union Republics on Marriage and the Family.  This document regulated family relations until October 1979, when it was revised.  On the basis of the Legislative Foundations a new Code of Laws of the RSFSR on Marriage and Family was issued (and remained in force until 1996, with a few additions and changes).  The Legislative Foundations took a new approach to many issues associated with the regulation of family relations, somewhat weakening the marital order that had held sway during the previous decades.  It also postulated certain ethical desirables in marriage, such as “marriage for love”—something that in reality was beyond the ken of law.

There still exists the traditional model of marriage corresponding to historically established roles:  the man as breadwinner, the wife as “keeper of the family hearth.” (During the Soviet period a gender order based on the concept of the “working mother” held precedence, one in which women, the equals of men in the workplace, performed all the traditional functions of the “good wife” in the home—maintaining an environment of coziness, taking care of all housework and raising the children.)  Over recent years, a modernized model has become more widespread, one in which both spouses carry equal, or nearly equal, responsibility both for providing family income and for running the household and raising the children.  Such marriages turn out to be less durable, as the family roles of the husband and wife are interchangeable and each spouse understands that he or she is able to live without his or her partner.  These marriages, therefore, are held together only as long as mutual respect, love, sexual and emotional-psychological attachment between the couple endure.  


 New varieties of gender contracts have appeared in Russian families.  Since 1991 exists the successful husband-breadwinner, able to free his non-working wife from the cares of running a household (with housework being taken care of by servants and childrearing mostly handled by a nanny or governess).  Under such circumstances, some wives have become business partners and colleagues to their husbands—others fall into complete material and psychological dependence on them.  The durability of such marriages (in both scenarios) again turn out to rely on factors that are difficult to measure statistically—on the strength of feelings between the couple.  Finally, it is now not uncommon to find marriages in which the main breadwinner is the woman, with the household run by both spouses.  The stability of such marriages rests again on emotional-psychological factors—the tolerance of the wife and husband toward such a non-traditional arrangement.

In summary, it can be established that, despite all the experiments in the sphere of marital and family relations throughout the Soviet period and the efforts of the Soviet government to tightly control the marital behavior of its citizens, after government interference in the private lives of people ended, the marital and family situation in Russia evolved into something very much like that in the countries of Western Europe.
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