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Abstract. On the rise of the active revolutionary struggle for civil rights and freedoms (1905–

1907), the first suffragette organisations arose in the Russian Empire. In this study, based on 
materials from the suffragette press of the beginning of the twentieth century (the magazines Zhenskii 
Vestnik [Women’s Bulletin] and Soiuz Zhenshchin [Union of Women], the plans of the 
activists of the Russian liberal women’s movement to humanise the family and society are considered. 
The authors look at the suffragettes’ legislative projects for the humanisation of social relations and, 
above all, draft laws on social legislation widely discussed in the press, including their initiatives to 
combat sexual crimes and alcoholism, the abolition of the death penalty, and against war, militarism 
and violence.  
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Introduction 
In the Russian Empire, the history of the “women’s issue” leads from the 
experiences of the shestidesiatniki, the revolutionary-democratic intelligentsia 
of the 1860s. It was in those years of “great reforms”, along with the opening 
of girls’ gymnasiums and higher courses, that the political press began to 
actively discuss the situation of women’s status in Russia.1 The monthly St 
Petersburg magazine Zhenskii Vestnik [Women’s Bulletin], edited by Anna 
Borisovna Messarosh, which published ten issues from 1866 to 1868, was 
one of the most left-wing publications in the Russian press. In those years, 
advocates of “emancipation”, who were by no means exclusively women, 
paid special attention to the topic of female education and the professional 
status of women in Russia.  
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One active male supporter of the emancipation of women was the 
famous doctor and prominent public figure Nikolay Ivanovich Pirogov. He 
initiated widespread discussions about female education, declaring that 
“women should take a place in society that is more in line with their human 
dignity and mental abilities.”2 Nikolay Gavrilovich Chernyshevsky in the 
famous novel Chto Delat’? essentially introduces the theme of emancipation 
into the circle of the most significant social problems.  

The humanisation of relations between a man and a woman is one of 
the key aspects of the new type of society which Chernyshevsky calls for. The 
image of the “fair beauty” from Vera Pavlovna’s fourth dream is, in fact, the 
image of new relationships in a society where the most favourable conditions 
are created for the diverse development of a female personality and for the 
revelation of all her abilities. 

This new power in me serves to distinguish me from them – the equal rights 
of those who love, equality in the relations between them as men [...]. When 
a man recognises the equal rights of a woman with himself, he ceases to regard 
her as his personal property. […] From [rights], as from equality, originates 
my freedom, without which I was not.3  

In the same vein, the positions of Maria Vernadskaia, who studied women’s 
attitudes to labour, and Maria Trubnikova, with whose help the works of John 
Stuart Mill and many others were published, should be considered. The 
revolutionary events of the beginning of the twentieth century marked a new 
stage in the history of the women’s movement in Russia. From that moment 
the struggle for the political equality of women entered a new phase: the 
participation of women in public life sharply increased and the politicisation 
of the women’s movement itself became more distinct.4 It was at this time 
that a whole spectrum of women’s liberal political associations appeared – 
the Union for the Equality of Women (1905), the Women’s Progressive Party 
(1906), the Women’s Political Club (1906), the Russian League for the 
Equality of Women (1907), etc.5 The main instrument for the propagation of 
suffragette ideas was journalistic publications that paid special attention to 
humanisation projects in society in which women played a decisive role. 
Despite the overall utopian nature of political ideas and the relatively short 
historical period in which the party was active, the suffragettes of the early 
twentieth century initiated the successful implementation of several 
innovative social projects in the Russian Empire. 
 

 
2 Likhacheva 1901, p. 1–2. 
3 Chernyshevsky 1957, p. 128–129.  
4 Kradetskaia 2017, p. 47.  
5 Khasbulatova 2017, p. 8. 
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Literature Review 
The ideological precepts of the Soviet years required researchers to consider 
the solution of the women’s issue in Russia solely in the light of the numerous 
merits of the Soviet government – the history of the female movement in 
pre-revolutionary times went virtually unmentioned in Russian historical 
science from this period. It is therefore not surprising that the main 
contributions to the study of pre-Soviet Russian feminism have been made 
by Western scholars, such as Richard Stites, Linda Edmondson and Rochelle 
Ruthchild,6 whose classic works on the women’s issue in the Russian Empire 
formed the basis of Russia’s gender history. It was not until after the post-
Soviet period that Russian scholars started to create a large number of 
fundamental studies on liberal suffrage in the Russian Empire,7 including 
those devoted to suffragette periodicals.8 Nevertheless, due to the novelty of 
this topic and the wide range of issues raised by the suffragettes, many aspects 
of the female movement in Tsarist Russia remain insufficiently studied. One 
such problem in the history of Russian suffrage is the projective component 
of the activity of Russian feminists aimed at humanising society, which is 
considered in this study as a separate subject. 

The main sources of this study are the materials from the leading 
suffragette magazines of the Russian Empire, the aforementioned Zhenskii 
Vestnik (1904–1917) and Soiuz Zhenshchin [Union of Women] (1907–1909). 
These publications had a significant impact on the formation of public 
opinion about both the women’s issue and other issues relating to social 
development in the Russian Empire. The socio-projective nature of almost 
all suffragette journalism led us to adopt the method of continuous research 
of materials from these sources. Particular attention was paid to articles 
written by the founders and leaders of the feminist movement of Russia Maria 
Ivanovna Pokrovskaia, Anna Andreevna Kalmanovich and Ariadna 
Tyrkova.9 The ideological positions these articles expressed reflected the main 
program bases of liberal suffragette organisations. The analysis of foreign 
chronicles presented in the suffragette magazines examines the influence of 
international feminism on the activities of Russian suffragettes, who paid 
particular attention to the socially useful results of political work carried out 
by women in other countries.10 To compare the positions of social democratic 
and liberal reformist feminism during the First World War, we also drew on 

 
6 Stites 1991; Ruthchild 2010; Edmondson 1984. 
7 Iukina 2007; Kradetskaia 2012a; Pushkareva 2002, p. 52–66. 
8 Kradetskaia 2013; Kradetskaia 2012b. 
9 Pokrovskaia 1912, p. 34; Tyrkova 1909, p. 2; Kalmanovich 1908, p. 2. 
10 Zhenskii Vestnik 1914; Mizhuev 1909; Soiuz Zhenshchin 1907; E. D. 1909. 
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articles in the leading publication of social-democratic feminism, the journal 
Rabotnitsa (The Woman Worker).11 
 
Results 
Although, by the beginning of the twentieth century, Russian women who 
belonged to high society were among the most educated and active women 
in the world, the laws of the Russian Empire were generally discriminatory 
against women. Placing the achievement of political gender equality as their 
main strategic aim, the suffragettes criticised the very possibility of the 
imminent emancipation of women in the Russian Empire. In this regard, 
huge attention was paid to preparatory work to change public consciousness12 
and the creation of plans for the future reconstruction of society on a humane 
and democratic basis. One of the most promising tasks of the suffrage 
movement was the education of a new socially active and responsible woman, 
able to inspire others to transform society. Considering the woman to be the 
main moral support of the family and society, suffragettes noted that in the 
twentieth century, the circle of womens’ maternal and social responsibilities 
expanded significantly. 

Suffragettes associated the inevitability of the transition to equality with 
the economic transformations that the twentieth century brought. The 
comprehensive influence of industrialisation and urbanisation, the growth of 
social mobility – all this inevitably undermined the foundations of the 
traditional family, led to an increase in the number of divorces and, most 
importantly, required women to be employed and able to provide for their 
children on their own. The most important way to increase the authority of 
women in the family and society was to reject educational discrimination. The 
immediate task was to organise a universal state system of gymnasiums, 
technical craft and art-industrial schools for girls. But the best option for 
equalising women’s professional opportunities was the plan to implement the 
form of co-education that was later to become widespread in Europe.13 

Traditionally, the private sphere of life, associated primarily with the 
spread of moral enlightenment and humanity, was considered the sphere in 
which the transformative humanistic potential of women would be realised. 
In the rapidly changing realities of the new century, Russian suffragettes 
referred to the social functions of the new responsible mother to raise 
children who were ready for the challenges of the twentieth century. 
Challenging the traditional stereotypes of public consciousness regarding 
women being naturally born ready for motherhood, the suffragettes raised 

 
11 Kollontai 1917, p. 8. 
12 Pokrovskaia 1906, p. 66–69. 
13 M-vich 1909, p. 11. 
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the question whether mothers needed support from special women’s 
organisations to prepare them for childrearing. As a result, courses for 
mother-educators were started, including free classes for the poor.14 At the 
same time, suffragettes advocated the public education of children in so-
called “centres” – kindergartens and nurseries. The socialisation of the 
younger generation on a democratic basis was considered the main advantage 
of public education organised in this way. The practice of socialising children 
in conditions of equal opportunity, regardless of class differences – an 
innovative idea in the Russian Empire – was noted as a special advantage of 
collective education, thereby formenting new mental attitudes devoid of class 
stereotypes in the new generation.15 It should be noted that, unlike 
internationalist feminists, liberal suffragettes clearly showed their 
commitment to the traditional cultural paradigm and did not share the social-
democratic concept of a purely public education of children adhered to by 
Alexandra Kollontai, the leader of the social feminists, and V. I. Lenin’s 
comrade-in-arms. Among the new and especially important tasks of maternal 
education, understood primarily as creating the moral image of a new 
generation, suffragettes included the education of men with responsible 
sexual morality. The formation of the concept of gender equality, the essence 
of which was to oppose double moral standards in the field of sexual 
behaviour, began as part of the first American Convention on the Rights of 
Women in 1848.16 The Russian suffragettes, as expressed on the pages of 
Zhenskii Vestnik, also began to tackle the problems of gender inequality which 
were considered taboo in traditional society. In contrast to the social-
democratic movement in feminism (Alexandra Kollontai, Inessa Armand), 
which advocated sexual revolution and the liberation of sexual life from 
traditional moral norms, supporters of liberal suffrage sought to spread 
traditional societal norms of female sexual morality to the male population. 
According to a 1912 article in Zhenskii Vestnik, the average man from the 
nobility, starting from 15–16 years old, had numerous sexual encounters with 
dependent girls from the lower classes and “women of easy virtue”.17 The 
social consequences of male sexual freedom, according to the suffragettes, 
included a statistical increase in incidences of specific sexually transmitted 
diseases, as well as an increasing number of illegitimate and abandoned 
children, abortions and brothels, all resulting in the inevitable nervous 
disorders among women and the deep moral degradation of men. 

 
14 Ibid., p. 18. 
15 Vakhtina 1911, p. 199, 201. 
16 www.nps.gov/wori/learn/historyculture/report-of-the-womans-rights convention.htm, 
accessed 30 March 2020. 
17 Student-medik 1912, p. 37–38. 
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In the framework of their theoretical views, the suffragettes believed 
that the masculine attitude towards women as “instruments of enjoyment” 
was culturally conditioned by a “patriarchal” upbringing which approved of 
a free morality for men. In the context of the reformist ideology of suffrage, 
they made plans for the evolution of men’s sexual behaviour through the 
establishment of an equal education system.18 In the article Chego hotyat 
zhenshchiny? the unnamed author transfers the meaning of the Russian proverb 
“A child does not cry, a mother does not understand” to the relationship 
between men and women. “An appropriate upbringing, including educating 
men on issues about which they ‘did not suspect’, quickly stimulates them to 
responsible behaviour,” the author believes. With no less optimism, the 
suffragettes believed that the solidarity of women in creating an atmosphere 
of intolerance towards male “debauchery” would inevitably create a new type 
of responsible and conscious man.19 In their ideal form, the suffragettes saw 
the family as an alliance of “comrades and workers.” It is interesting to note 
that they supported the State Duma’s initiative to introduce a tax on single 
men, believing that bachelors do not make a suitable contribution to social 
development.20 According to the suffragettes’ plans, the beneficial influence 
of women as they gained political rights would spread not only to the family, 
but also to society as a whole. It is no coincidence that the humanisation of 
public life through legislation was considered one of the main goals of the 
liberal-reformist wing of the world suffragette movement. 

Similar tasks were set by Russian suffragettes aligned with the liberal 
direction. An important aspect of the propaganda supporting the idea of 
political equality was the appeal to the positive experience of female law-
making in several progressive countries (New Zealand, Australia, Norway, 
some US states, Finland). Given the conservatism of Russians, the primary 
goal of suffragette propaganda was to refute the negative predictions of its 
opponents regarding the dangers of female political participation to men. 
Taking New Zealand as an example, activists of the women’s movement in 
Russia dispelled conservative myths about the catastrophic consequences of 
equality, such as the onset of political chaos, women’s loss of beauty and 
abandoned households.21 A large portion of Russian suffragette magazines 
was given over to regular coverage of the positive impact of women’s laws 
on the emergence of social legislation to protect the interests of children, 
women and workers in Australia.22 It was assumed that, having gained 

 
18 Shabanova 2008, p. 22. 
19 Zhenskii Vestnik 1912, p. 99. 
20 M. B. 1912, p. 58; Kholmogorova 1912, p. 205. 
21 Mizhuev 1909, p. 23–24. 
22 Zhenskii Vestnik 1914, p. 91. 
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political rights, Russian women, realising the ideas of sisterhood, would play 
a decisive role in creating social legislation for the protection of motherhood 
and childhood. As Maria Ivanovna Pokrovskaia, the editor and founder of 
Zhenskii Vestnik, wrote, “then female labour and creativity will regenerate our 
miserable and unhappy life so that it ceases to be so sad and difficult for 
people.”23 

Although the majority of suffragettes belonged to the middle class, the 
problem of the plight of women workers in industrial enterprises of the 
Russian Empire occupied a key place in the programs of all congresses of 
suffragette parties and the suffragette movement as a whole. Attracting public 
attention to this problem was one of the movement’s main priorities. In 
suffragette periodicals, facts regarding the monstrous exploitation of female 
and child labour in Russian enterprises were regularly cited. Egregious cases 
where women were forced to give birth in factory shops were examined and 
the neglect of children of low-income female workers was condemned. 
Accordingly, the suffragettes’ requirements for the protection of women’s 
labour, motherhood and childhood included the introduction of compulsory 
insurance for workers and female employees during pregnancy and childbirth, 
the establishment of paid maternity leave (at least four weeks before and six 
weeks after childbirth) and the adoption of measures to protect children of 
“women workers” – and in particular, the organisation of nurseries in 
workplaces and breaks for nursing mothers. There was also a plan to 
introduce a special female inspection for enterprises where female labour was 
used. 

An important aspect of the activities of suffragettes in the general 
context of the concept of female sisterhood was assistance to women 
doomed to an asocial lifestyle who found themselves in difficult social 
situations. This, in particular, concerned organizing assistance to prisoners 
and the struggle to abolish the state regulation of prostitution in the Russian 
Empire. All this inevitably resulted in the struggle for women’s legal practice, 
providing women with the opportunity to receive qualified legal assistance 
from female lawyers, who would have had a far deeper understanding of the 
specifics of women’s social status in the Russian Empire than their male 
counterparts. It was assumed that, having gained full rights, women would 
begin a decisive struggle against such social vices as alcoholism and physical 
violence in all its manifestations. According to the suffragettes’ plans, it was 
women, as the main victims of these predominantly male vices, who would 
be able to permanently eradicate them. 

Particular attention was paid to the extremely urgent problem of male 
alcoholism in the Russian Empire. It is indicative that a separate section on 

 
23 Pokrovskaia 1912, p. 102. 
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the fight against alcoholism was created in the Russian League for the 
Equality of Women.24 Subsequently, this issue was included in the State 
Duma’s agenda.25 Reports from women’s meetings were regularly devoted to 
it.26 As a positive example, Soiuz Zhenshchin cited the experience of female law-
making in Australia, where legislation on the sale of alcohol was tightened 
under the influence of women. The author notes that it worth introducing 
women’s suffrage if only for the sake of restricting the sale of alcohol.27 It is 
worth noting that Russian suffragettes were ready for even more radical 
measures to combat this “terrible evil that slows the progress of society.”28 
Therefore, during the temporary ban on the sale of alcohol during the First 
World War, they turned to the State Duma with a request to make the ban 
permanent for the benefit of society.29 

One important direction of the liberal suffrage movement around the 
world was opposition to the death penalty, war and any manifestations of 
militarism. Pacificism was treated by the suffragettes as an innate quality of 
women, inherently related to their special, existential understanding of the 
value of life, found in suffering at the birth of children. It was therefore felt 
that representatives of the women’s movement had a special right to protest 
against the death penalty and any manifestations of violence. The death 
penalty, understood by suffragettes as a disgusting remnant of undivided and 
brutal patriarchal power, was widely used in the Russian Empire during the 
suppression of the revolution of 1905–1907. Therefore, Russian suffragettes 
warmly supported the bill introduced in 1906 by deputies of the Second State 
Duma to the State Council on the abolition of the death penalty. Although 
the bill was rejected by the State Council, the suffragettes persisted in the 
struggle and submitted a second petition with a protest against the death 
penalty in the Third State Duma.30 

Of particular relevance on the eve of the First World War was the 
struggle against militarism, which forced women’s unions around the world 
to intensify their pacifism.31 Suffragette periodicals began to fill with anti-war 
content. It is interesting to note that in the long run, suffragettes dreamed of 
eliminating all forms of violence against people.32 M. I. Pokrovskaia, in the 
article “Budushchaya Zhenshchina”, wrote that not only “wars and killings, 

 
24 Chekhov 1909, p. 19. 
25 Pokrovskaia 1913, p. 2. 
26 Soiuz Zhenshchin 1908, p. 15. 
27 Soiuz Zhenshchin 1907, p. 12. 
28 Pokrovskaia 1912, p. 34. 
29 Ivanova 1914, p. 215. 
30 Weissbein 1909, p. 3–5. 
31 Tyrkova 1909, p. 2.  
32 Kalmanovich 1908, p. 2. 
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but also fights should be destroyed. Pacifism will be even more developed in 
the woman of the future, and she will diligently promote its wide distribution 
among the broad masses of people.”33 

The outbreak of the First World War revealed sharp contradictions 
between the pacifist projects of the suffragettes of the liberal reformist trend 
and reality itself. Speaking for the evolutionary, progressive path of 
development of public consciousness and recognising that society is not yet 
ready to accept the ideas of a universal world, most Russian liberal 
suffragettes, like their foreign comrades-in-arms, took up a defensive 
position, focusing on charity projects to help military families and opening 
kindergartens to promote women’s employment. In their opinion, the World 
War, which created a need for women to take men’s positions, would emerge 
as a decisive period of female emancipation, inevitably affecting the post-war 
period. In contrast to anti-war and revolutionary agitation, the suffragettes 
categorically denied any form of violent demolition of the existing social 
system and advocated constitutional methods of political struggle. It should 
be noted that their adherence to legal methods of political struggle allowed 
them, after the overthrow of the monarchy in February 1917, to organise 
thousands of women’s demonstrations for electoral rights, which could not 
but affect the position of the Russian Provisional Government.34 

The moderate position of the liberal suffragettes triggered a stream of 
criticism from the internationalists – the socialist wing of the feminist 
movement, led by Alexandra Kollontai. On the pages of the social-feminist 
journal Rabotnitsa, Kollontai, criticizing the defensive position of the 
suffragists, angrily condemned the “lying morality” of the representatives of 
the “hostile female world”, the daughters of capitalism, who defended the 
class interests of the bourgeoisie and supported the World War that was 
beneficial to world capitalism.35 

Soon after the Bolsheviks came to power, the activities of the suffrage 
parties, as well as other non-Bolshevik organisations, were banned. The 
names and deeds of many worthy representatives of the female liberal 
movement were forgotten and undeservedly erased from history. 
 
Conclusions 
Summing up the above, it should be noted that despite the utopian nature of 
their views, it was the liberal suffrage that laid the foundation for an active 
struggle for women’s rights in Russia and made the women’s issue a vital 
factor in the social life of the Russian Empire. Moreover, the draft social 

 
33 Pokrovskaia 1912, p. 34. 
34 Khasbulatova 2017, p. 5–14. 
35 Kollontai 1917, p. 8. 
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legislation they (at least in part) initiated, on the protection of motherhood 
and childhood, was implemented in the twentieth century in the USSR, as 
was similar legislation in most developed countries. Meanwhile, many of the 
issues raised by the representatives of liberal suffrage have still not been 
resolved to date. Understanding “gender” more as a cultural and 
psychological rather than an anatomical and physiological category requires 
considerable efforts to overcome the basic masculine schematisms of culture 
and the true disclosure of female spirituality. 
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