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Telling the Untold:

Representations of Ethnic and Regional Identities in Ukrainian Women’s Autobiographies*
Abstract. Women's oral history is in its infancy in Ukraine. The project “20th century Ukraine in Women’s Memories” utilizes the narrative autobiographical interview for the first time in the country. The advantage of the oral autobiography over the written one lies in the range of indirect, non-verbal ways an interviewee can express (and a researcher can read) her unconscious, latent, unarticulated opinions. This is crucial for a study of post-totalitarian Ukrainian society. For decades, the soviet regime deprived people – especially women – of their individual voices and memories. As a result, women today find it difficult to state clearly and openly their sense of the past. This article is based on the case study of two in-depth autobiographical interviews of women representing two special regions of Ukraine – East and West. It reveals the ways in which women with similar life stories, but different attitudes towards the Soviet regime, construct their own and the other’s ethnicities reflect upon Ukrainian-Russian relations, interpret regional differences of Ukraine’s population, and make sense of their individual experiences of Ukrainian history.
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Pre(her)story

I was eleven when my grandmother Oryna died. Actually I knew not much about her life. She was born in 1899 in the Poltava region in Central Ukraine. She came to Western Ukraine immediately after World War II and was among thousands of ordinary communists sent by the Communist Party to establish the Soviet regime there. At that time she married a widower named Mykhajlo from Western Ukraine. Shortly thereafter, in 1946, his daughter from his first marriage gave birth to my mother Nina. When she was a baby, her parents perished tragically – they were found shot at night – so Oryna adopted my mother at a very young age and raised her even after Mykhajlo’s death a few years later. Nina was the only child she had. Oryna never comprehensively recounted her life story to either her stepdaughter or to me, her granddaughter. However, I was able to collect some basic facts about her life from a short newspaper obituary, which suggested that her life was extremely rich and very special. Indeed, she survived two World Wars, the October Socialist Revolution of 1917, the Civil War, the famine of 1932-33 in Ukraine, and periods of collectivization, industrialization and mass political repressions in the USSR. She witnessed the birth, development, and stagnation of the soviet regime. She was decorated with several government awards including one “For Heroic Work on the Home Front”. She obviously experienced a lot, but she never spoke about these experiences. Consequently, today I have to avow that I don’t know my grand mother’s life at all: the details of her childhood and adolescence, her education and professional work, private life and public activities, even her views and opinions remain obscure to me. Like many others soviets, she left no written documents, dairies or memoirs casting light on her life story. The line of succession between our generations has been broken because of the silence she kept. Yet nobody was seriously interested in listening to her recollections at that time. As Luisa Passerini correctly noticed, “There is nothing left to transmit if nobody is there to receive the message”
. For me this situation meant the real loss of the foremothers’ heritage, namely the continuity of memory of women’s historical experience which virtually binds the generations together. I believe I could be stronger knowing whose grand-daughter I am.

Academic context

Since the first passionate appeals of feminist historians between 1970 and 80 to make women visible in history, a number of considerable changes have occurred in history as a science studying the past
. Indeed, “The story of the development of human society has been told largely through male agency; and the identification of men with ‘humanity’ has resulted for the most part in the disappearance of women from the record of the past… Women were… forgotten or ignored, hidden from history…”
 as Joan Scott has stated. At the time of institutionalization of women’s studies in history and anthropology in the 1970s scholars first called for the reinterpretation of classical historical records in order to reveal the real roles women have played in history. But as soon as they realized the inherent androcentrism of the majority of available materials, the absolute necessity for elaboration of new empirical sources reflecting views and historical experiences of ordinary women became the main task of feminist scholarship. Thus various written ego-documents (personal diaries, memoirs, letters, etc.) that were considered irrelevant for historical research before, became valuable objects for empirical study. Shortly thereafter, scholars interested in reestablishment of women’s well-deserved place in world history and in the creation of a history of their own, started hearkening to women’s historical voices not only in a figurative, but also in a literal sense. Oral history proved to be the most appropriate research method for accomplishing the foregoing tasks. 
Meanwhile, over last few decades History as a discipline has changed substantially as its anthropological dimension has expanded. Recognition of the uniqueness and indisputable value of individual experience for historical reconstructions (and, consequently, the necessity of interviewing the immediate participants of historical events) gave a stimulus for a rapid development of a new field – the oral history. This trend allows the study of the past on the grass-roots level. The approach has demonstrated the subjectivity of historical interpretations and the multiplicity of historical truth. It has introduced the possibility of alternative versions of historical events derived from the perspectives of diverse individuals or social groups. The basic thesis of oral history is the assertion that history is not “past-in-itself”; on the contrary, it is a product of the interpretation of other people’s historical experience by the historical consciousness of contemporary ones. “Oral history is the history built around people… It provides a means for radical transformation of the social meaning of history”
. Therefore, its main goal is to reveal the way in which individuals’ memories are transformed into the collective one.

The autobiographical approach, which is often used in oral history research, brings an individual’s life inscribed in its immediate milieu (micro environment) into the center of the study, so the subject’s reflections upon his/her own life as well as his/her social, political, and cultural entourage are in focus simultaneously. At the same time, in-depth autobiographical interviews can shed light on the origins of some people’s latent attitudes, thoughts, and deeds, even if they are stated marginally or completely silenced. Joan Scott first stressed the necessity of simultaneous study of the past on individual and societal levels at once in order to get the most accurate historical picture: “To pursue meaning we need to deal with the individual subject as well as social organization and to articulate the nature of their relationships, for both are crucial to understanding how gender works, how change occurs”
. Joan Scott proved that the gender approach allows studying a human society from different perspectives – structural, cultural, individual. Indeed, women’s autobiography provides a multi-dimensional perspective of history.

The growing importance of qualitative research methods in social studies and humanities has met the approval of women’s studies’ scholars demanding an alternative way of doing history. Consequently, the autobiographical in-depth interview has become a very popular and efficient tool of research. Today, studying the peculiarities of the historical memory of women is one of the most topical trends in women’s studies. It is a way for scholars to understand how women make sense of the past. From its inception, oral history not only offered its methodology and tools to women’s history, but it was also in line with the theoretical goals of the field: to fill the void in historical source material with experiences and perspectives of the marginalized people by means of the interview. 
 
Feminist scholarship has proved time and again that a thorough study of women’s particular experiences, visions, and opinions enriches historical records, making them much more accurate and comprehensive. Over last three decades the androcentric bias was principally restrained. But it does not apply to so-called “historical sciences” in Ukraine. It’s well known that the official history of Ukraine for a long time has focused mainly on political, economic and social changes on the macro level. Such an approach, in fact, disregards the ordinary human as agents of history. The history of Ukraine in 20th century is full of events that altered the Ukrainian political, social, and economic landscape over and over again. And the gender issue is of special importance in this regard, because Ukrainian women lives changed dramatically in the 20th century: they obtained rights and opportunities for self-actualization beyond their families and homes. But women’s experiences of these historical changes have not been studied properly, inasmuch as the official version of history usually marginalized the part of social reality associated with women. Furthermore, women’s participation in and contribution to all national achievements of the 20th century have been concealed. Women have found themselves underrepresented or even completely excluded from main historical records; their life experiences and practices, views and aspirations remain unknown to scholars and to their younger counterparts. 

Ukrainian women’s and gender studies as fields of academic research and teaching are in their infancy today, and the gender approach is not widely recognized as a reliable and relevant methodology for the study of Ukrainian history. This does not mean that Ukrainian women have never been objects of historical or ethnographic study. On the contrary, a strong academic interest in women issues in Ukrainian peasant culture emerged back in the 19th century, so a number of famous Ukrainian ethnographers and folklorists
 conducted the research on the topic until 1930s. Unfortunately, in the Soviet period this field was abandoned, and only in 1990s did Ukrainian humanities and social studies experience a revival. But the main weakness of writings about women of the fin de sciècle - the male bias (androcentrism) - still remains inherent in the majority of contemporary works in Ukrainian women’s studies. Many of them represent (and often merely reproduce, justify and reinforce) the conservative idea of separate gendered spheres, studying women in their traditional roles only. Very often their authors refer to the pseudo-historical myth of the Ukrainian matriarchal past
. Asseverating an alleged Ukrainian women’s full competency, such works actually repudiate the very need of critical women’s and gender studies in history. 

For many reasons women’s and gender studies in post-soviet countries differ from western ones. First of all, in Ukraine we didn’t have the powerful women’s movement in the 1960-70s (known as the “second wave feminism”), that formed social base for feminist thought and practice and inspired feminist scholarship in the West. On the contrary, since the 1920s, Soviet women were given and took for granted most of the rights that western women struggled for and attained step by step. Over decades we have been taught that Soviet women are the freest and the most privileged women in the world, so there is nothing to discuss or fight for – neither in social studies nor in public policy. Feminism was (and often still is) regarded as a foreign (western) invention, which is quite irrelevant to the Ukrainian case. And this is notwithstanding the fact that at the beginning of 20th century an extensive women’s movement took place in Ukraine along with fully-articulated and original feminist thought
. Virtually, Ukrainian women were deprived of this heritage in the Soviet time because of the official categorization of feminism as a “detrimental bourgeois idea”. The line of succession between generations of women-feminists has been violently broken
. But today we believe that the knowledge about our fore-mothers could make us stronger. This is why one of the most urgent tasks of feminist scholarship in Ukraine is to face the Ukrainian women’s history, to develop a profound understanding of who we come from in order to elaborate and state clearly our present-day goals. In short, we have to find the coherence between our own past and future, on the one hand, and between our local needs and global priorities, on the other. 

A feminist critique of Ukrainian history and anthropology obtained a new urgency after the “the iron curtain” was raised. Since the 1990s, Ukrainian scholars have acquired some familiarity with current theoretical approaches to women’s and gender studies, something that was almost unknown in the USSR
. It resulted in the publication of a number of works on the history of the Ukrainian women’s movement of early 20th century
. Several pieces of popular scientific literature and reference books providing short biographical sketches on women who played important roles in politics, arts, literature, charity, social movements, etc have come out as well
. However, only one book has attempted to represent the entire history of women in Ukraine from Middle Age up to present day
. It should also be mentioned that all of the foregoing publications focus on famous persons, thus leaving in shadow the everyday lives of the absolute majority – ordinary Ukrainian women. 

The collapse of USSR and the disintegration of the socialist bloc in Central-East Europe also caused a burst of interest in research on post-soviet countries. Thus, women’s and gender issues, poorly studied in that region before, drew the attention of western historians, anthropologists, sociologists etc. A number of scholars came to Eastern Europe with the intention of examining the real lives, views and aspirations of post-soviet women. Most of them were doctoral students looking for materials for their theses. Usually, they spent a few months doing field work and then drawing general conclusions based on limited empirical data (often only a couple of interviews with women-activists). Despite the fact that in some of those projects, a number of valuable ideas were elaborated, most of them only scratched the surface of the subject and have never been published. Moreover, the questions the western scholars have asked and issues they have taken up were often disconnected from the local historical and cultural contexts, so a number of misunderstandings and collisions between Western feminists and local scholars emerged
. One of these is the problem of western feminists’ misinterpreting East-European women’s historical experiences. This situation compelled Ukrainian scholars to develop the field of women’s and gender studies in Ukraine despite tough opposition from both the androcentric academic milieu and the patriarchal public discourse. First Solomea Pavlychko broke the ice: in the 1990s she published several works representing the topical problems of post-soviet Ukrainian women from the insider’s point of view
. But even today one should admit that Ukrainian women’s issues are still a marginal subject of academic interest beyond Ukraine: over last decade most of the publications on post-socialism have been dedicated to the analysis of Russia’s cases, whereas articles about Ukraine appear in academic collections and journals only occasionally
.

During 1990s, as it was mentioned before, Ukrainian historical science in general - and Ukrainian women’s history in particular – have changed considerably. Although the oral history approach is being used increasingly in Ukraine and several research projects have been conducted during last decade
, this field is not avowed in the Ukrainian scholarship yet. So it’s not surprising that, despite of the obvious urgency of research in women’s oral history
, only one project directly related to women’s oral history has taken place in Ukraine so far
. That pioneering project is of indisputable public importance, but its academic value should not be overestimated. Indeed, every study of women’s retrospections certainly helps to re-establish partially the gender balance and to fill a huge gap in the historical knowledge. However, many problems and limitations arise from the methodological vagueness of this particular study. Taken together, they make any further use and analysis of the collected materials rather problematic
. 

Beginning
Considering the acute shortage of works in Ukrainian women’s history, the need for a serious research project on the topic remains evident and urgent. We have found that participating in the international research project “Women’s Memory: Searching for Lives and Identities of Women under Socialism” is the best way to fulfill our academic needs through. This project was conceived in1996 in Prague by a group of women from Central-European countries (the Check Republic, Slovak Republic, former East Germany, Poland, Serbia, Montenegro, and Croatia)
. Its initial goal was to document women’s life experiences under socialism mainly by recording, archiving, and analyzing women’s autobiographies. This was regarded as the most effective way to collect source information on the everyday lives, views, social identities and practices of women living in the former “soviet bloc”. Utilizing a common set of interviewing techniques across different countries has facilitated the cross-cultural examination of the materials. In the course of completing the project, hundreds of interviews have been conducted, and are now represented in the impressive international women’s oral history archive in Prague used for research, teaching and publications. From the beginning, the project has enjoyed a great deal of academic interest and public support.

In 2002, the Ukrainian team joined the “Women’s Memory” project. Because each national research team retains relative autonomy, we have been able to shape the priorities of our project to fit Ukraine’s particular needs. In addition to covering a number of so-called proper women’s issues (the transformation of traditional gender roles and stereotypes, women’s gender identity construction, the notion of motherhood, woman’s sexuality, etc.), this project is also designed to study women’s views upon more general social, economic, and political changes they experienced in Ukrainian socialist and post-socialist society. Comprehensive analyses of the women's life stories will shed light on a number of issues, including: the transformations in women’s national/regional/ethnic identities in multinational and multicultural urban environments; the impact of the Soviet regime on women's lives (political repressions, the national liberation movement, struggles for civic and political rights); the personal, social and cultural consequences of forced migration (including deportations of national minorities in the 1940s, the post-war political emigration, repatriation, the contemporary labor immigration); strategies devised by women to survive the effects of their historical traumas (especially during World War II living in occupied territory, being evacuated, enduring forced labor in Germany, surviving the battle-front). Women's views and (re)evaluations of the different political regimes under which they found themselves - Soviet, Nazi, the fledgling Ukrainian nation-state democracy - are of special interest to us. Our initial hypothesis was based on the assumption that the women from different regions have rather different impressions and images of the experienced past. We considered this a given in light of the fact that the respective regions were so diverse in their history, cultural heritage, ethnic composition, and actual political and economical situation.

Project Structure

Three regions of Ukraine – Western, Eastern and Southern (represented by three cities respectively - Lviv, Kharkiv and Simferopol) were chosen for the field work because of significant historical, cultural, social, political, and economical differences they have. The primary task was to interview the oldest generation of women – women born between 1920 and 30, regardless of their education, occupation, ethnic origin, or religious persuasion. Since age and gender are the only criteria of a respondent’s eligibility, all possible channels are to be used for recruitment of potential storytellers. They have been identified through a variety of contacts, including personal relations, NGOs, social services for senior citizens, parish communities. University undergraduate students and women-activists, deliberately instructed and trained for this particular project, became the interviewers.
In 2003-2004, we recorded and transcribed over twenty autobiographical narrative interviews revealing the life experiences of elderly women. Each transcript is accompanied by two compulsory documents. A “bio-gram” includes the respondent’s principle biographical data (date and place of birth of herself and her relatives – parents, grandparents, children, sisters/brothers; dates of marriage/divorce and birth/death of husband; dates and places of relocations; education; professional experience). This information is extremely useful for the reconstruction and further analysis of each woman’s life chain. Such records help to reveal and interpret the events, people, and places that impacted the woman’s life, especially if these items are described in detail in the narrative, or, on the contrary, excluded from it. Basic social characteristics like the respondent’s church affiliation and ethnic identity are also indicated in bio-gram in order to make some further comparisons and generalizations possible. The second document – the “protocol of interview” - is actually a short report written by the interviewer describing the situation of the particular interview (where and how the respondent has been recruited, her reactions and behavior before and during the interview, the setting in which the conversation took place, the interviewer’s observations of the interviewee’s actual living conditions, and any encountered difficulties). This information might be extremely helpful for researchers who didn’t attend the interview because it may cast light on the respondent’s latent motives for selecting, sequencing, , emphasizing or ignoring topics while constructing her story. It may also help to identify the topics the most important for the respondent herself.

Method 

During a decade I’ve been studying Ukrainian peasant women from both historical and anthropological perspectives. I have interviewed dozens of women all over Ukraine, asking them the questions I considered important for my research. And every time I tried to arrange the interview according to my questionnaire, I realized that some questions are irrelevant to the particular woman’s life, while others can not be merely answered in a few words… Finally I understood that a woman’s life is a very complicate thing, and one part of it cannot be understood without the knowledge of the other parts. Often, what seem like minor details turn out to be the essential ones. In short, if one wants to understand what a woman’s life is about, he/she should not document or describe it in separate fragments, but rather the whole life story needs to be documented from beginning to end. Within women’s studies in oral history one can find a number of special rules and restrictions regarding the interview process.
 The method of autobiographical narrative interview is practiced in oral history research all over the world, with particular variations designed for particular sub-disciplines or research tasks. Thus, the research on post-soviet women in Russia has demonstrated the so called “life history approach” to be an appropriate tool for such a study
. “The life history approach encourages the narrator to shape her own story as well as to tell it in her own words, and thus puts her at the forefront of the historical stage” 
, editors wrote in the introduction to the collection in justification of their method.. In that way an interviewee is given maximum freedom to control the flow of the narration.

Oral history helped debunk the myth that history is objective and raised questions about the validity of historical records. The notion of inter-subjectivity has replaced the older ideas
. Indeed, “over recent years many historians have become acutely aware that any writing about the past is a subsequent reconstruction, and that no history reaches us unmediated”
. Leaving aside the long discussion about reliability of a personal interview as a research source
, I agree with Bertaux’s statement that the social world is constructed and transformed every minute by actions of ordinary people, who are both observers and agents of reality
, and that reality itself consists of individual experiences of particular participants of social, economic, political and cultural processes. Reading autobiography as a social and cultural construct, the researcher is not interested in how true or correct the descriptions of events are. Rather, the meanings attributed to them by the narrator are of primary importance. The person constructs his/her past using a set of cultural patterns, discourses, and values which may be identified and extracted from an autobiography and analyzed further.

Oral history is not only about the reconstruction of events or the documentation of facts by means of individual testimonies. “The first thing that makes oral history different is that it tells us less about events than about their meaning… Oral sources tell us not just what people did, but what they wanted to do, what they believed they were doing, and what they now think they did”
 [italic in original], as Alessandro Portelli correctly argued. Therefore, an oral history research is not for the sake of any ‘historical truth’, which is incognizable by definition. Done in the form of the in-depth autobiographical interview, oral history allows us to reveal people’s hidden attitudes, to understand the origins of their thinking, and the motives of their deeds, especially those which are not directly articulated or silenced. Indeed, in narrating a life story, one is talking not much about events he/she witnessed but rather about meanings those events have produced in the context of one’s individual life experiences. By this means, the personal sense of experienced history is produced. 

There are a number of principal distinguishing features of the oral autobiography as compared to the written one. The latter, once created, may be reread and reinterpreted endlessly, but it can not be changed. As any written text, its form is static and remains invariable forever no matter who the reader is. The oral autobiography, on the contrary, is always flexible and changeable; it takes a great many forms and can be told in different ways depending upon the audience listening. Another distinction lies in the origin of the impulse to narrate the autobiography. The written autobiography is usually a result of an individual’s inner wish and conscious decision to tell his/her life story to other people. Such a narrator regards his/her life experience as belonging to public or as deserving of publication. This fact definitely affects the narrative, determining its form and the repertoire of chosen topics in accordance with the dominant public discourses. Some of the individual’s personal attitudes and opinions may thereby be shaded or distorted throughout the written text. The oral presentation of one’s autobiography is often called into being from an outside impulse – either by his/her relatives or an interviewer – and the story is not necessarily produced for public presentation. Therefore, the narrator is not so much focused on its adherence to dominant discourses. He/she narrates a private life story rather than a part of History. Another difference between these two ways of creating autobiography concerns the time it takes. The writing of one’s comprehensive autobiography usually lasts for days, months, or even years; thus it is exposed to author’s ongoing reflections upon what is written (changes in structure, selection of words, polishing of style, etc.). The relation of one’s autobiography rarely takes more than few hours. Thus, it represents a more spontaneous inspection of the individual’s whole life. While, written autobiographies are usually presented in a linear chronological form, oral ones are often cyclic and branchy in nature.

 However the most important advantage of the oral autobiography lies in its orality. It provides a range of indirect, non-verbal ways for an interviewee to express (and a researcher to read) her unconscious, latent, or unarticulated thoughts. Discussing the peculiarities of the oral sources as compared to the written ones, Alessandro Portelli has rightly emphasized that “the tone and volume range and the rhythm of popular speech carry implicit meaning and social connotations which are not reproducible in writing (…) the exact length and position of the pause has an important function in the understanding of the meaning of speech”
. Indeed, the speed of speech, the expression of the face, the body posture, and gesticulation may tell us much about one’s attitudes and opinions, especially if for some reasons it’s hard for a respondent to put ideas into words. In post-socialist countries where one ought not to trust to written sources in full measure, the oral history proves to be an indispensable research tool.

The technique of interviewing used in our project was based on the work of a German scholar Dr. Gabriele Rosenthal
 with minor modifications to fulfill the goal of this particular study. The logic of the autobiographical narrative interview aims to sustain a natural continuous narration and to minimize the interviewer’s influence on it. Each interview consists of several consecutive phases, so the general structure is predictable. The interview process begins with an open-ended introductory question, so the respondent can arrange the narration in her own way. The uninterrupted narrative flow is maintained through a technique of active listening that permits interviewer to ask only so-called neutral questions to stimulate a narrator’s talk
. After the story telling is over, the next extremely important phase of the interview begins. During this stage, so-called internal questions are asked: they may concern only subjects (persons, events, facts) cursorily mentioned (or on the contrary – silenced) in the story. At this time, the narrator has an opportunity to immerse deeper into memories, so many details that were previously omitted emerge at this time. Some of them may be extremely painful, so a maximum of the interviewee’s sensitivity and tactfulness is required. After all clarifications are completed and the respondent has nothing to add, the interviewer can proceed to the next phase, which consists of so-called external questions. Since it is important to reveal women’s attitudes towards different events and political regimes, the series of special focused questions are to be asked at the end of each interview
. They are formulated according to particular academic interests of the researchers involved in this project. Therefore, these questions are not necessary related to one’s life story; instead they require a respondent to express her opinions, views, and reflections upon certain general topics. 

The two pivotal parts of an oral history research are interviewing and interpretation. The first part involves creating a narrative to be the source material for the subsequent (interdisciplinary) analysis and interpretation. The autobiographical narrative is not a mirror of real life, as the narrator is both the subject and the object of the narration. She offers only one of many possible versions of her life story, interactively created in the course of the interview.
. The general success of the project as a whole depends on the quality of the interviewer’s work. This method makes additional demands to the interviewer personality, behavior, and skills. The interviewer’s gender, age and ethnicity/language are of special importance to the success of the interview. The difference between interviewer and interviewee (gender, age, class, language, education, etc.) determine the personal distance between them, and finally governs the psychological comfort during the interview. This is essential for creation of a trustful, open, and frank atmosphere during the interview. So it is advisable for the interviewer to share as much of the interviewee’s cultural background as possible in order to be able to immerse deeply into and navigate easily in the interviewee’s world/story, that is - to understand her verbal and non-verbal messages without difficulty. At the same time, it’s better to avoid any close personal relations between the interviewer and the interviewee (family members, neighbors, or friends) for ethical reasons. 

Historical context


In what follows, two women’s autobiographies are used as case studies – one from Kharkiv, another from Lviv. On the one hand, these women appear to be quite representative of the average city-dwellers. On the other hand, their lives bear several similar features making them comparable. Both women are presently in their eighties, in retirement; each woman was married only once and is a widow now. Each has children and grand-children. But what is more significant is that both were experienced school teachers . That means that they were taking an active part in social life, but at the same time, none of them was engaged in politics (as a party leader or even a member) or in military service. I tried to analyze the reflections of two women about inter-ethnic relations in general and about two concrete nations in particular. The point is that the women have a shared common historical experience. They lived in the same region (nearby Lviv) at the same time (right after World War II), but they represented two confronting sides - local Ukrainians/nationalists on the one hand, and Russian/soviet newcomers on the other. 

The peculiarities and complexities of doing oral history and gender studies in totalitarian and post-totalitarian societies have been discussed among western scholars in 1990s
. One of the peculiarities is that people are deprived of their individual memories by the state, so “People’s silence gave an illusory unity to collective memory: everyone’s experience was made to seem the same”
. Similarly, soviet people over decades were trained to accept only the official version of history, one for all. 

It should be remembered that in the 1930-40s even a joke about the communist party’s leaders was considered to be a crime that could lead to years of imprisonment. People were watched by each other in search of so called “nation’s enemies”, and nobody trusted anyone – neither neighbors, colleagues, nor even relatives. The indiscreetly uttered word became the worst enemy of people. “A chatterer is a boon for a spy!” a popular poster said. In this respect, children posed a special hazard to their parents since they could blurt out – purposely or not – something they heard at home. Thus, experiencing enormous pressure from the ubiquitous brain-washing soviet propaganda and living in the atmosphere of overall terror, ordinary people learned to hold their critical opinions inside
. Later, the narrow circle of trusted friends and intimate family members became, perhaps, the only way to discuss public issues in periods of “the thaw” in the 1960s and “the stagnation” in 1970-80s. As Nanette Funk correctly remarked, “The fundamental dichotomy in state socialism was, in fact, between the family and the state. The family thus had a very special and powerful status as the primary institution that stood in opposition to the state… Rather than being the antithesis to the public sphere, the family became an ersatz public sphere”
. So called “kitchen discussions”
 were a distinct feature of the dissident movement in soviet public discourse. Therefore, as scholars have correctly asserted, even when glasnost “allowed people to speak publicly and for the first time of the unspeakable, legitimized some people’s memories and made it possible for them to tell their stories relatively openly (…) it became hard for people to make sense of the past”
. Taking into consideration the aforesaid, a scholar intending to do an oral history research in Ukraine has to be aware of the extraordinary complexity involved in motivating people to discuss their personal historical experiences openly and comprehensively. It’s especially difficult to get individuals to reflect upon topics that were taboo in the USSR, e.g. political repressions, ethnocide, deportations, public policy, gender inequality, etc. 
The problem of interrelations between Ukrainians and other ethnic groups (Russians above all) who have populated Ukraine for centuries is an important issue in post-socialist Ukrainian society. The recent public debates about Russian as possible second state language has exacerbated problems in Ukrainian-Russian relations in Ukraine. The language and cultural distinctions between East and West have been exploited by some politicians playing in dirty games. For example, in the last presidential election in the autumn of 2004, a number of governors supporting the pro-Russian candidate have called for the federalization or even separation of eastern regions (namely Kharkiv, Donetsk, Luhansk, and Crimea) from Ukraine. Some general historical background of the present-day situation might be helpful for understanding the main points of tension between people of different nationalities living in Ukraine.

Since 1654, a large part of Ukraine to the East from Dnepr river – the so-called Left Bank, including Kyiv, the capital of Ukraine - was under Russian governance. Over centuries, the predominantly Ukrainian population of this territory has been exposed to an intensive policy of Russian cultural invasion (known as “russification”), especially in big cities. After the October socialist revolution in 1917, this part of Ukraine underwent mass forced collectivization, and tens of thousands of wealthy farmers were murdered or banished to Siberia. This region suffered most in the famine of 1932-33 ; the majority of churches were destroyed there as well. Indeed, the Ukrainian population of Eastern Ukraine endured the politic of ethnocide in full measure.

Western territories of Ukraine (called Galicia, where the city of Lviv is situated) belonged to Poland (excepting 1772-1919 when it was a part of Austro-Hungarian Empire) until 1939, when Galicia was incorporated to the Ukrainian SSR. After World War II the governments of Poland and the USSR undertook the exchange of population. Poles were forced to leave Western Ukraine and move to Poland, and Ukrainians were resettled from Poland to Ukraine. Before, during, and after World War II, an underground armed national liberation movement fought against Soviets in this area. In the post-war period, masses of locals in the Western part of the Ukraine were accused of nationalism and collaboration with the Nazis, and a great number of people were imprisoned or banished to Siberia. The local Greek-Catholic Church was banned completely, and even one’s religiosity became a sufficient reason for discrimination and persecution. At the same time, Russians and eastern Ukrainians working for the soviet authorities settled throughout Galicia. 

A great deal of Jews lived for centuries in cities and towns all over Ukraine. Although they constituted a large part of the urban population before World War II
, they were largely exterminated by the Nazis. Living side by side, Ukrainians and Jews never wielded authority over one another. Despite many historically formed prejudices and distrust regarding Jews
, militant anti-Semitism was never a problem among Ukrainians; generally ordinary people of both ethnicities lived peacefully as neighbors. Jews always tried to maintain good relations with the predominant residential population and usually spoke the local languages. 

Obviously, all dramatic historical and political changes that occurred in the three regions of Ukraine not only considerably altered the ethnic composition of the population, but also stimulated a number of inter-ethnic tensions there. Even though women were active agents of the national liberation movements before and during the Soviet time and played an active role in the process of nation-state building in post-soviet Ukraine
, women’s experiences of and opinions about inter-ethnic relations has not yet been studied in depth. It’s remarkable that most writings examining the intersection of gender and ethnic identity in the history of Ukrainian women has never been studied from below, through analysis of the attitudes and views of ordinary women
. In this article, I will use two women’s autobiographies to examine how women develop attitudes towards and construct images of other nations. The problem of inter-ethnic relations was touched upon repeatedly in each story, but its representation varied according to the narrator’s location and historical experience. 

West-Ukrainian view: Liuba
. 

The case of Liuba is an appropriate story to begin with. She is Ukrainian and lives in a town in the Lviv region. It is notable that she first discusses a national issue and mentions Jews while speaking about her child impressions of World War II:

“There was a terrible scream. They were taken out of Sokal and forced to dig a hole, a ditch. Then they were stripped naked and thrown down to the ditches. They were covered by carbide to avoid <the odor> of decay and covered with earth, and evened out. Later, when nobody was there, we children came there to see what happened: the earth was moving and moaning there” (Liuba: 58-63). 

Here she describes the massacre of Jews as an observer; her narration is almost barren of any expression of sentiments towards them. She turned to this topic after a remark that “a bomb fell on our house and everything burned <…> and we were given a Jews’ house”. As if justifying why, she began to recall how the Nazis hunted for Jews, then and describes Jews fate in the Sokal’ ghetto. Then she immediately returns to her recollection of World War II; this time she says nothing about her attitudes towards Jews and keeps emotional distance from them. She didn’t discuss Jews again until the question “What do you think about people of various ethnicities living next to you?” was asked at the end of interview. After a preamble moralizing that “people should be respected regardless of their nationalities”, she recalls horrors of Holocaust again:

“Formerly we despised Germans because of their brutality towards Jews. It was a terrible cruelty… They could… A Jewish child could possibly go, and he <Nazi> could blow out his brains, and there was an end to it. And he stepped over that child, over a human, and went further. We could not comprehend that cruelty…” (Liuba: 1286-1291) Then she continues reasoning about how every nation has good and bad representatives, and suggests keeping better distance from the latter ones. Suddenly enough she recalls her childhood again, arguing for friendly relations among children of different nations: 
“When we were children, we were friends with Poles and with Jews. We played in one yard; Jewish children played, and Polish children played. We played all together, until Russians came. All nations played and there was no difference. All of them tried to speak the Ukrainian language. They adapted themselves to ours. And a Pole – a boy or a girl – tried speaking our language, even next nearest Ukrainian and Polish words. And Jews always spoke Ukrainian to us, although among themselves they babbled in Jewish, so we didn’t understand what they said” (Liuba: 1309-1318) (emphasis by author).

She confirms the veracity of this statement and of her sincere good-will towards Jews in the following story: 
“Even during German occupation when all Jewish children were put behind barbed wire, and nobody was allowed to approach, we children took bread and came up to the wires and fed the Jewish children. When a German security guard saw that, he threatened us away and forbade giving them bread. But we threw it to children anyway; I and my brothers, and neighbor’s children, Poles and Ukrainians, went to give <bread> to Jewish children” (Liuba: 1322-1329). This episode is followed by another one reinforcing its effect and showing her mother’s empathy towards persecuted Jews. It’s about a Jew, who concealed himself in a barn on their court. Her mother risked her life, but she did not give him away when a German soldier came hunting for Jews; she didn’t even betray him after her barking dog was shot. To convince us that positive attitudes towards other nations are inherent in her family, she adds later:

“My parents never made a distinction between them - is that child a Jewish or Polish child. Mother let us, so we played with them like friends, and understood each other <…> They always came because we had a spacious yard” (Liuba: 1347-1352). 

Talking about Jews this way, Liuba actually tries to tell us something more. Depicting Jews (and Poles
) as cordial friends (a questionable assertion, considering the historical context of their interrelations), she informs us that xenophobia is not part of the Ukrainian mentality. Why does she do this? She probably wants to justify her own (latent) negative attitudes toward another nationality, which played a more important role in her life, namely Russians. 

Liuba’s perception of the Russian’s is rather ambivalent. On the one hand, she associates them with the soviet regime, because Russian speaking people were the soviet authorities (on all levels – from the military to school administration) that suspected Ukrainians to be nationalists and Nazi collaborators and oppressed them
. She dissociates herself from the soviet regime, which always confronted and dominated her. While she admits that the Soviets offered some concrete benefits (education, apartment, workplace etc.), she does not express positive sentiments toward them.
In addition, Russians remain colonialists for in her mind: in her recollections they never respected Ukrainians as equals. To the contrary, they were arrogant towards the west-Ukrainian population. The national humiliations she experienced from them in adolescence and at a mature age is still traumatic for her: 

“They paid very little attention to us in school, and it hurt me a lot. It was painful, when I was going to recite a lesson they always said: “Banderivka
 Tomchuk is reciting now”. It hurt my child soul very much…” (Liuba: 1424-1427). “I was, say, persecuted a lot. Some teachers called me banderivka at every step <…> It’s a kind of humiliation, it was hard for me…” (Liuba: 436-438, 209, 215); “They conferred <the rank of> Honored Teacher to teachers <coming> from eastern regions. And there was almost nobody <in this rank> from Western Ukraine. <They> didn’t award us because they perceived us as a kind of dull mass, so-called banderivka” (Liuba: 1072-1074).

While these factors naturally resulted in Liuba’s negative attitudes towards Russians, this attitude was not directly articulated. Here feelings about Russians did not originate solely from the direct offences she suffered long ago. This made clear through an anecdote she tells about a misunderstanding that took place just after World War II when the Russians came to Western Ukraine. Then neither Ukrainians, nor Russians spoke the other’s language (“But we didn’t know Russian right away…”), so a play on words sometimes caused a mess. A description of quite a comic situation that took place between her and a neighboring Russian woman is preceded by a passing remark that this woman presently “is about 80 years old now and still only speaks Russian, she does not say a word in Ukrainian” [emphasis by author] (Liuba: 493-495). 

At the end of this story Liuba says: “We lived in friendship. They even helped us when we children were left alone; she was coming, she was speaking Russian, and probably from her I learned to speak Russian well <…> She can not say a word in Ukrainian, but I have learned speaking Russian from her” [emphasis by author] (Liuba: 509-515). 
This statement may be a key to understanding her attitudes towards Russians. Her negative feelings are rooted in the deep offence to her national dignity that she felt and still feels because of the Russians’ disdain of her native language. Russians represented power, so their language was prestigious, used as the official language and compulsory to study in schools. But Liuba first learned it voluntarily in order to ease daily communication. Unlike the Poles and Jews, who Liuba considered friends for the efforts they made to speak Ukrainian, the Russians, did not volunteer to do the same. Instead, they ignored her native language and didn’t consider it necessary to learn and/or speak it even after six decades of living here. But elsewhere Liuba sadly states: 

“There was contempt for us; they were saying “you’re banderivka, you’re zapadenka
. Poles didn’t respect us, and Russians didn’t respect us. Poles called us louts, and Russians called us banderivtsi, and today they still call <me> zapadenka, banderivka <…> They felt scorn towards people from Western regions of Ukraine. There is nothing more to say” (Liuba: 1202-1215; 1081-1082)

This fragment testifies to Liuba’s awareness that during the interwar period (as well as centuries ago) when Galicia was a part of Poland, Ukrainians suffered discrimination from the Poles, but because such discrimination was not part of her own life experience, she does not develop this theme any further. For her, the period of Russian/soviet regime and the Ukrainian-Russian relationship is much more personal, so they are reflected largely in her life story. The “Russian” issue comes to the fore throughout her story, although it’s silenced in her reflections upon different nations. It’s important to take into account that after World War II the majority of Jews were murdered and the majority of Poles were resettled to Poland, so Ukrainians were left face to face with Russians only (as Liuba herself put it: “When Russians came, <the situation was> like this: Jews were shot outside Sokal, and all Poles moved to Poland <…> Only Ukrainians and Russians were left in Sokal’”, 1344-1346). In the light of painful experience of Russian dominance she has re-evaluated the attitudes towards and images of other neighboring nations. This may explain why Poles and Jews have been transformed into friends in her memories - in retrospect, they seem like great friends compared to the Russians she lived with in the following years. Throughout her life she had to deal with Russians who asserted their superiority through minute actions in everyday life. The Russians represented a regime that oppressed west-Ukrainians in general and her family in particular. How could she possibly keep goodwill or even neutrality towards them? She could at least pretend to be loyal toward the authorities who had power over her, just like many other survivors of socialism. After years of Soviet oppression, she is well-trained to keep her pain hidden, and even today she avoids expressing her feelings openly
. 

Speaking of nationalities she has never had contact with (Americans, Frenchmen) as well as Russians, Poles and Jews, Liuba expresses her overall attitudes towards any foreigners:
”People of different nationalities are first of all humans, so we should treat them equally, regardless is he black or white, is he Jew, is he Ukrainian or Pole <…> Equal attitude towards all of them, because I guess he is not at fault to be Russian or Pole, or, say, Negro, or American, or Frenchman [emphasis by author]. What’s essential is to be a Person” (Liuba: 1260-1265).
Through this statement, Liuba expresses her opinion that any particular person is not responsible for the faults of his/her nation, so she does not accuse individual Poles or Russians of oppression. As a Christian
, she wants to maintain impartiality, or at least to convince us (and herself as well) of her unconditional tolerance.

In this interview’s protocol the interviewer mentioned that “she took the interview very seriously <…> she was speaking slowly and selecting appropriate words carefully <…> she has never forgotten about the tape recorder and tried to speak ‘polite-correctly’…”
 This suggests that some passing remarks and indirect hints made while speaking may reveal more about her attitudes towards the ethnic/regional Other than her literal statements.

East-Ukrainian view: Valentina
.

The second case study is the story of Valentiva from Kharkiv. She defined her ethnicity as Russian, and she is older than Liuba. Her story is of special interest for our study because she has a unique experience – she was a teacher in a rural school near Lviv just after World War II. Her recollections provide us with a view of Russian-Ukrainian relations from another perspective. 

Her narration has one distinctive feature: she automatically switches from her native Russian language to Ukrainian and back while speaking, even in the middle of a sentence. It happens every time when she remembers her life in a west-Ukrainian village. Sometimes she switches languages while describing situations that took place in Ukrainian language (university exams, conversation with Ukrainian speaking people, etc.)

For Valentina (just like for Liuba) the national question is closely tied to language. She first addresses this issue while talking about her childhood and the advantages of the soviet educational system over the contemporary one. She returns to this topic time and again in the context of good/soviet and bad/contemporary education. Being an experienced teacher, she expresses her thoughts as expert opinion:

“They know neither
 Ukrainian, nor Russian, although they speak Russian but they don’t know this language, they make so many mistakes, just like in Ukrainian, shame on us! (Valentina: 201-209); “Then we were given a very good knowledge. Presently we talk a lot about the Ukrainian language, but children don’t know it…” (Valentina: 216-219)
; “There is no knowledge of Ukrainian language… It vexes me: you live in Ukraine, you should devise something <to know it>” (Valentina: 1993-1998). Immediately she underlines her own knowledge of Ukrainian language to confirm her authority:

“Many parliamentarians from Western Ukraine say that Ukrainian was not taught before, but Russian. No, I’ve studied in a Russian school, and I can write a dictation together with any zapadnik
 to show him what I was taught in a soviet school. I know this <Ukrainian> language until now <…> I remember it” (Valentina: 201-209); “Me too, it’s easier for me to speak Russian, but Ukrainian language I know perfectly, that is” (Valentina: 216-219); “I know Ukrainian language very well (Valentina: 2017-2021; 1986-1989). 

The Ukrainian language is a dilemma for her. She is proud that she has learned Ukrainian and still knows it well. At the same time she understands that she studied Ukrainian not quite voluntarily, but rather was forced to do so:

“I remember the vice-dean teaching us history
, and all <of the students> started complaining that it’s in Ukrainian. And he answered: “We are preparing teachers for Ukrainian villages, so you have to know everything in Ukrainian. Who does not agree – good bye! <…> He said: “I will mark you down r one gradepoint to those reciting exams in Russian” (Valentina: 1109-1112; 1122-1123; 216-219). “We found ourselves <…> in Western Ukraine <…> First time I went <to school>, it was my first class. They are speaking, but I understand absolutely nothing. First, they have a wrong pronunciation, their articulation is something <strange> <…> The Director told me: ‘Don’t worry! You’ll speak like the others in a month!’ Precisely so! When we met <…> in Lvov our girls from this Ukraine, all of us were jabbering like them. All of us!” (Valentina:1151-1188)

Valentina also tries to justify why she doesn’t speak Ukrainian today, referring to external factors:

“I speak Russian presently, because Russians are everywhere I go, nowhere can I hear the <Ukrainian> speech, nowhere” (Valentina: 2017-2021); “Ukrainians… How can they know it, if there is no Ukrainian speech in Kharkiv - all <people> are speaking Russian here, all. Therefore this is a very complicated question, very complicated, that’s it” (Valentina: 1186-1188). 

Evidently, Valentina’s perception of the Ukrainian language is rather ambivalent. But she repeatedly stresses her tolerance of the language; moreover she represents herself as its advocate. Does it apply to Ukrainians as a people? At the end of the interview Valentina articulated her general notion of Ukraine: 

“Civil war may happen. Probably it would be better to divide it into three parts: Western Ukraine, Eastern and Crimea, that's all. God grant us saving the peace, so everything will go right” (Valentina: 2372-2382).

Thus she articulated her understanding of a deep cultural distance and political difference between three regions. She leads us to that conclusion through her retrospection of her life in Western Ukraine. Valentina begins her ‘western story’ with an abrupt negative evaluation of west-Ukrainians, comparing them to Nazis: 

“I’m considering, who were better – fascist Germans or the west-Ukrainians? [emphasis by author] Honestly, it was very hard” (Valentina: 1083-1090).

This is not a single casual comparison. The slip of the tongue and another little remark about language indicate rather firm association between west-Ukrainians and Germans in her mind: “There was a normal school in Germany - ups! - not Germany – in Western Ukraine. Nobody wanted to go <there>” (Valentina: 1354-1355); “There they were far from literary Ukrainian language, very far. In their language there are Romanian words, and Hungarian, and Polish, something else, and some German words <…> something related to German pronouncement…”(Valentina: 1170-1175). Elsewhere she adds: “Face to face they addressed to us ‘dear lady’, but it’s <dangerous> if you don’t know your enemy face [emphasis by author], if he is nice with you, but in reality he’s not such a person. That’s why sometimes a situation was, say, even worse than under occupation, because <then> you knew that <Nazis> were enemy, unlike them” (Valentina: 1509-1514). Thus in course of her narration it becomes clear that her answer of the question “who were better – fascist Germans or those west-Ukrainians” [emphasis by author] would be: “former ones”.
Valentina’s attitudes towards Germans are formed to a great extent by her experience of war time. During the war, she lived on occupied territory, and the front line ran over several times. Her narrative makes clear her emotional ambivalence toward the Germans. On the one hand, the Nazis brought along all of the horrors of war she experienced. On the other hand, she has also experienced positive interactions with Germans. “Sometimes Germans were different – good and evil <…> probably there were good people among them as well…” Valentina concludes after telling the story about a German physician who saved the life of a little boy who was choking (Valentina: 619-633). Another episode is about a German officer who prevented her from being taken to Germany as a forced laborer just before Red Army returned (Valentina: 706-720). She told also the story about two Ukrainian girls who were brought to Germany as forced laborers and died by accident there. The Germans gave them a proper burial and took care of their graves (Valentina: 964-988). She perceives War as a kind of severe, sudden, unplanned force that caused the hardships and sufferings she described in detail in her autobiography and does not hold individual Germans responsible for what happened to her.

Valentina describes extensively the horrors she experienced in Western Ukraine, expressing her opinions of west-Ukrainians: “How we lived in Western Ukraine and what they did there. <…> I lived bestead by criminals <…> They came at night to see their people, they offended even them <…> They called us ragamuffins, moskali and whatever… <…> It was terrible and horrible. Teachers disappeared…<…> I was afraid to say an extra word out of place. There were cases: our teacher with some military men went to the district <town> to receive <a salary> for teachers <…> Bandery fired at them. I don’t remember, I guess all of them were murdered (Valentina: 1385-1412); “We were afraid of them, so afraid because there was a banderivtsi’s hiding-place nearby our village <…> I know that they <killed> also their own local <people> once they see their sympathy towards the soviet regime. If someone get to bandery, regardless who, he didn’t return, that’s true – I lived there, I know, nobody returned back. <We> found his dead body, it was disfigured beyond recognition: eyes prickled, nose and lips torn, no tong, hears cut out, outrage upon genitals – that’s a horror what they did… Set on the fire, tied to trees… Horror, it was terrible! After sunset all doors and windows are locked, lights are turned off, and that’s all! <…> Once you say a word – you wont be there tomorrow! (Valentina: 1454-1439; 1505)

As a matter of fact, both women, Liuba and Valentina, mentioned that ordinary people were terrified from both sides - underground nationalists and soviet authorities. Russian newcomers as well as the local population found themselves under cross-fire: anyone could be accused of relations to either the NKVD or banderivtsi, so they tried to avoid any contacts to either in order to avoid punishment.

“It was very frightful when our military men, chekists
, came there – we avoid them. God save us from talking to them, <otherwise banderivtsi> will think that you have reported something to them (1533-1536); “It was terrible, horrible… We learned to pray God, and we all prayed. Where should we go? The landlord says: “You better pray, otherwise <banderivtsi> will come at night and take you away, and we <will be banished> to Siberia for 10 years’ she says, since <NKVD> will think that she is related to <banderivtsi> (1544-1547; also 1515-1533)
All of the horrors she depicted occurred in the countryside, whereas the city of Lviv represents quite a different, more civilized milieu
. As Valentina puts it: “In Lvov the life flowed absolutely otherwise <…> because there were more Russians. <…> It was calmer here, and girls from our Ukraine, from Eastern <Ukraine>, from our Kharkiv studied in the institute (Valentina: 1541-1550). It’s quite remarkable that Valentina described her life in the west-Ukrainian village in Ukrainian, but she started speaking Russian when speaking of Lviv.

Valentina is quite aware of the hostility west-Ukrainians felt towards Soviets, but she does not understand its origins. So she describes them as thankless ignoramus people time and time again: “When I was in Western Ukraine I saw their attitudes <…> They all were uneducated <…> They have not studied, they knew nothing <…> They were learning somehow, but they had no knowledge at all. <…> <We> treated them <…> like usually. But they treated us very badly, called us sovietki, moskovki, somehow else… <They> hated us so terribly” (Valentina: 2313-2321); “they didn’t want soviet regime, did not want <…> We treated them well, with understanding, but they <treated> us badly (Valentina: 2338-2341); “We had secondary education, and they learned less in secondary school than we did in a vocational school, <they were> less educated”. (Valentina: 1354-1364)

The only positive characteristic she found in west-Ukrainians is their talent to sing beautiful songs (Valentina: 1440-1447). In Valentina’s recollection west-Ukrainians look like barbarians (poor, ignorant, dirty, amoral, insidious, dangerous
), but their indigenous culture is beautiful. Is not that a typical colonizer’s attitude towards any dominated people? And does such scornful perception apply to west-Ukrainians only? In Valentina’s narrative one can find at least two indicative remarks concerning eastern Ukrainians that imply them to be less moral and intelligent than Russians
. Being a representative of the soviet regime, she was empowered - risking her life - to bring ‘enlightenment’ to Western Ukraine. And she is still proud of that mission, praising the soviet system of education and health-care (Valentina: 2120-2157; 2226-2248; 2279-2290). In fact, Valentina perceives the soviet regime as a perfect good
 in contrast to the current transitional order. 

What about Jews? Just like Liuba, Valentina starts with a short preamble stating that “all over my life, in my childhood, we never made <difference> who’s a Jew, who’s an Ukrainian, who’s an Uzbek or what, no difference, we all were of one nation”; “in school we didn’t pay any attention to one’s ethnicity, and in the institute, too” (Valentina: 2296-2298; 1113-1151). Then Valentina immediately narrated a Holocaust story mentioning how her family helped a Jew boy who escaped a massacre (Valentina: 2299-2312). It’s remarkable that this story preceded the part where west-Ukrainians are described as barbarian-like people. Thus, the Holocaust story is not an autonomous segment of her life story. It plays a supplemental role in her narration and is used to point out that she is not generally xenophobic, so she can not be biased against west-Ukrainians. 
It’s remarkable that Russians appear in Valentina’s narrative only once. It occurs when she retells an anecdote from war time describing Russians as inherently more physically vigorous than Germans
. Liuba also told us a very little about representatives of her native nation, namely Ukrainians. Strangely enough, she also uses physical strength to exemplify her national pride
. 

Conclusion

The autobiographical narrative interview is an indispensable tool if one wants to reveal women’s way of making sense of the past, especially in the post-soviet countries. After decades of forced silence and denial of historical memory, it is hard for elderly women to express their opinions openly and plainly. We will never know their real views if we only ask them direct questions (to be usually answered in a ‘polite-correct’ way only). Furthermore, without an end-to-end cross-reading of a woman’s autobiography we will never understand her notions of ethnic/regional Self and Other. This was made apparent through discourse-analysis and deconstruction of both case-study narratives. Passing remarks and seemingly minor details of the narratives turned out to be extremely important in revealing subconscious motives, unarticulated feelings, and silenced thoughts. Actually, the women’s indirect suggestions tell us much more about their hidden ethnic attitudes than their clear statements do. In both autobiographies several seemingly separate sentences constitute discursive units, so each of them is fully understood when considered in relation to the other.

The awareness of hierarchal relations between (west)Ukrainians and Russian-speaking people is visible in both stories. The so called “inferiority complex” of Ukrainians originated centuries ago, but it was sharpened in the post-war time when Russian-speaking soviet authorities pacified the Ukrainian national liberation movement. Over decades, the soviet regime subdued the liberation movement through direct political oppressions and clandestine ethnic-cultural discrimination against Ukrainians. The Russian (or Russian-speaking East-Ukrainian) newcomers regarded themselves as civilizers bringing enlightenment to ‘backward and benighted’ local Ukrainians, whereas west-Ukrainians perceived them as colonists whose dominance and arrogance deeply offended their national dignity. This resulted in mutual biases and prejudices that still remain (subconsciously) in both women’s attitudes today.

Of special interest is the way that both women, despite their different ethnic backgrounds and mutual Russian-Ukrainian biases, resorted to similar discursive strategies when narrating their life stories. They use the same trope while arguing for the ethnic tolerance. First, each of them stated her positive attitude towards other nations by means of recalling her personal childhood experiences of inter-ethnic friendship. Then both women offered Holocaust stories - narrated in a very similar way - as evidences of their inherent feeling of international solidarity (they expressed a deep empathy towards murdered Jews in general, then related a true episode about the rescue of a particular persecuted Jew). 
Jews as well as other distinct ethnic groups mentioned in both autobiographies were included in the narratives as a way to explain the women’s perceptions of Russian-Ukrainian relations. Jews are usually perceived to be the ethnic Other for Ukrainians and Russians. However, in both of the interviews herein, they do not constitute the binary opposition to either. Instead Jews appear as a kind of contrasting background for women’s reflections about problematic relations between Ukrainians and Russians. One might also assume Germans (personified as Nazis) to be key actors in the women’s memories because of their war experiences, but this is not the case. Like Jews, Germans (and Poles as well) play a secondary role in the women’s narratives, used to attest to their non-xenophobic views in general and their unbiased attitudes towards each other in particular. In short, other ethnicities are used to allude to something untold about Russian-Ukrainian relations, namely the mutual recent resentments and age-old distrust. 

It is quite remarkable that each narrator mentioned her native nation only once in her life story. Interestingly, both women make reference to the physical strength of their own people. Is this not their unconscious way of affirming the strong body-nations able to survive against all odds? Anyway, each woman indirectly tells us much more about her native nation while talking about the other one.

In their attitudes toward the Soviet regime and its ideology, both women manifested strong sentiments - either for or against. Although the personal life achievements of both women are rather equivalent (in terms of education, job, marriage, children, apartment, etc.), their losses were not equal at all. The life reference point of Liuba and Valentiva differed considerably: the former originated from a middle-class urban educated family, whereas the latter’s parents were poor illiterate peasants. Taken together, these factors could result in their divergent attitudes towards the soviet regime. Liuba’s father was repressed, her national sentiments disgraced, her religion persecuted and her native language devalued by (Russian-speaking) soviets. As a result, she expresses lifelong opposition to that regime. Valentina, to the contrary, thanks to the soviets obtained the unique chance to climb the social ladder and her ethnicity played a role in this. This may partly explain her strong attachment to the socialist system. Both women’s regional and ethnic origins have determined their different historical experiences, and, consequently, shaped their ethnic/regional identities and the respective images of the Other. 

The project “20th Century Ukraine in Women’s Memories” is still in progress now, so a number of important questions are to be revealed. What strategies have women used to survive in the most severe circumstances? How did they cope with the economic, social and political changes that occurred throughout their lives? What significance have family and professional functions had for women of different generations? How have their social roles and views changed in the post-independence years? What were the factors that determined women’s political views? What are women’s notions of post-soviet nostalgia? How does the present day economic, political, and social situation affect and reshape women’s senses of the past, present, and future? The answers to these questions are embedded in women’s life stories. We just have to listen carefully to what is (un)told.

* I would thank to Canadian Institute of Ukrainian Studies, University of Alberta for the Research Grant that enabled me to record the interviews used for this study. I am grateful to the organizers and participants of the Symposium “Writing about Talking: Orality and Literacy in the Contemporary Scholarship” for the stimulating questions and comments that assisted considerably my revision. I would also like to express my appreciation to Carolyn Drake who helped me enormously in editing and polishing the final draft. thank’s
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� For further discussion on so-called “traditional Ukrainian matriarchy”, see Kis, Oksana. Modeli konstruyuvannia hendernoi identychnosti zhinky v suchasniy Ukraini, in Femininity and masculinity. Special issue of the Independent cultural magazine Ji. Vol. 27 (Lviv, 2003), 109-119; Rubchak, Marian J. Christian Virgin or Pagan Goddess: Feminism versus the Eternally Feminine in Ukraine, in Women in Russia and Ukraine, ed. Rosalind Marsh (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 315-330


� See, for example: Rudnytska, Milena. Lysty, statti, dokumenty. Lviv: LNU, 1998; Hrushevska, Kateryna. Pro doslidzhennia statevykh hromad v pervisnim suspilstvi, in Pervisne hHromadianstvo ta yoho perezhytky v Ukraini, ed. Kateryna Hrushevska. Vol. 1 (Kyiv: VUAN, 1929), 24-33


� Today’s public attitude towards feminism in Ukraine is the direct effect of the soviet propaganda. Barbara Evans Clements wrote about the same situation in Russia where “feminism is condemned as a bourgeois evil, and the feminist writings of earlier generations of Russian women were consigned to closed stacks of a few libraries” (Clements, Barbara Evans. Later Developments: Trends in Soviet Women’s History, 1930 to the present, in Russia’s Women: Accommodation, Resistance, Transformation, ed. Barbara Evans Clements, Barbara Alpern Angel, and Christine D. Worobec (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1991), 277


� This became possible after when several translations of classical feminist texts have been published one by one in the former soviet countries. E.g., Ukrainian versions of Simone de Beauvoir’s “The Second Sex” and Kate Millet’s “Sexual Politics” came out in 1994 and in 1998 respectively. The journal of Kharkiv Center for Gender Studies “Gendernye issledovaniya” routinely publishes the Russian translations of feminist works as well. Recently first Ukrainian reader focused on feminist scholarship in history and anthropology titled Genderhyy pidkhid; istoria, kultura, suspilstvo, ed. Liliana Hentosh and Oksana Kis (Lviv: Klassyka, 2004) has been published by Lviv Research Center “Woman and Society” (NGO).


� Smoliar, Liudmyla. Mynule zarady maybutnioho. Zhinochy rukh Naddniprianskoyi Ukrainy druhoi polovyny 19 – pochatku 20 stolittia (Odessa: Astroprynt, 1998); Bohachevsky-Chomiak, Martha. Bilym po bilomu: zhinky v hromadskomu zhytti Ukrainy, 1884-1939 (Kyiv: Lybid’, 1995; this is the Ukrainian version of Bohachevsky-Chomiak, Martha. Feminists Despite Themselves: Women in Ukrainian Community Life, 1884-1939 (Edmonton: University of Alberta Press, 1988)


� Kozulia, Oles. Zhinky v istorii Ukrainy (Kyiv, 1993); Luhovy, Oleh. Vyznachne zhinotstvo Ukrainy: istorychni zhyttiyepysy (Kyiv, 1993); Kuzych-Berezovsky, Ivan. Zhinka i derzhava (Lviv, 1994); Zhinky Ukrainy: biohrafichny entsyklopedychny slovnyk, ed. Maria Orlyk (Kyiv, 2001; includes about 2500 entries); Khorunzhy, Yuriy. Shliakhetni ukrainky: eseyi (Kyiv, 2003).


� Zhinochi studii v Ukraini: zhinka v istorii ta siohodni, ed. Liudmyla Smoliar (Odessa: Astroprynt, 1999). For more critical reflections on this work, see Kis, Oksana. Book review on […]Zhinochi studii v Ukraini: zhinka v istorii ta siohodni, ed. Liudmyla Smoliar. Odessa, 1999], in Ukraina Moderna, vol. 4-5, 503-511. Lviv, 2000


� For further discussion, see Funk, Nanette. Feminism East and West, in Gender Politics and Post-Communism: Reflection from Eastern Europe and the Former Soviet-Union, ed. Nanette Funk, and M. Mueller (New York: Routlege, 1993), 318-330.


� Pavlychko, Solomea. Progress on Hold: The Conservative Faces of Women in Ukraine, in Post-Soviet Women: From the Baltic to Central Asia, ed. Mary Buckley (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 219-234; Pavlychko, Solomea. Feminism in Post-communist Ukrainian Society, in Women in Russia and Ukraine, ed. Rosalind Marsh (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 305-314. The posthumous collection of her feminist works came out in 2002: Pavlychko, Solomea. Feminiszm (Kyiv: Osnovy).


� Apparently, besides of Solomea Pavlychko (Ukrainian philosopher and literary critic), only few scholars have gained fame in Western scholarship as specialists in Ukrainian women’s and gender studies, namely Martha Bohachevsky-Chomiak and Marian Rubchak (both historians of Ukrainian origin from the USA), Christine D. Worobec (historian from the USA), and Tatiana Zhurzhenko (sociologist from Ukraine). Generally, Ukraine proved to be on the margins of academic interests. Thus, several special editions devoted to both oral history and women’s studies of (post)socialism contained no Ukrainian materials at all (see e.g., A revolution of Their Own: Voices of Women in Soviet History, ed. Barbara Alpern Angel and Anastasia Posadskaya-Vanderbeck (New York: WestviewPress, 1998); Gender Politics and Post-Communism: Reflection from Eastern Europe and the Former Soviet-Union, ed. Nanette Funk, and M. Mueller (New York - London: Routlege, 1993); Memory and Totalitarianism, ed. Luisa Passerini. International Yearbook of Oral History and Life Stories. Vol. 1. (Oxford University Press, 1992).


� For example, by means of oral history following topics have been studied: the Church history (the research project of Ukrainian Catholic University “Ukrainian Greek-Catholic Church in Underground” in Lviv, leaded by Dmytryshyn, Hlystiuk, and Turiy); the famine in 1932-33 in Ukraine (Oral History Project on the Commission on Ukrainian Famine, ed. Mace, J. Vol. 1-3. Washington DC, 1990); the Holocaust (Kovba, Zh. Loyalnist u bezodni pekla, in Ukraina Moderna. Vol. 1-2. Lviv: LNU, 1999); political emigration from Ukraine (Vynnytska, Iroida. Zhyva istoria ukrainskoi politychnoi emihratsii v Kanadi, in Ukraina Moderna. Vol.4-5. Lviv: LNU, 2000); the collectivization in 1920-30 in Ukraine (Noll, William. Transformatsia hromadianskoho suspilstva. Usna istoria ukrainskoi selanskoi kultury, 1920-30 (Kyiv: Rodovid, 1999).


� That’s not only for academic reasons, but above all because of venerable age of the women who still are able to narrate their recollections of the bygone events in soviet history.


� Usna zhinocha istoriya. Povernennia. (Kyiv: Zhinochy Tsentr “Spadschyna”, 2003). It was a part of the larger international project including the majority of countries of former Soviet bloc. Three women-activists of different professional backgrounds (Halyna Datsiuk, Nadiya Samuliak, and Yaroslava Sorokopud) leaded the project devoted to recording of biographical interviews with elderly women all over Ukraine. It resulted in a publication of a collection of shortened versions of 28 interviews describing women’s recollections of the most significant events in Ukrainian history of the 20th century: the forced collectivization of farming and the following famine of 1932-33, World War II, the national liberation movement in Western Ukraine in 1940-50s, and up to the present day.


� Evident mistakes in interview registration (e.g., lack of interviewees’ objective biographical data, date of interviewing etc.) and other violations of archiving rules suggest that project participants were rather novices in oral history. The relevancy of chosen theoretical principles and techniques to the project’s goals can not be assessed inasmuch becauseas they are not described in the book’s foreword. Anyway, published materials provide no evidence that interviewers stuck to any common rules or questionnaire while for collecting women’s retrospections for this project.


� For general information about the project, its goals, methodology, chronology, and outcomes, see � HYPERLINK "http://www.womensmemory.net" ��http://www.womensmemory.net� 


� For details, see Gluck S. What’s so special about women? Women’s oral history, in Oral history: an interdisciplinary anthology, ed. David K. Dunaway and Willa K. Baum (California: Alta Mira Press, 1996), 215-230; Sangster J. Telling Our Stories: Feminist Debates and the Use of Oral History, in The Oral History Reader, ed. Perks R., Thompson A. (London: Routledge, 1998), 87-100; Oakley A. Interviewing Women, in Doing Feminist Research, ed. Roberts H. (London, 1981), 30-6; Anderson K., Jack D.C. Learning to Listen: Interview Techniques and Analysis, in Women’s Words: The Feminist Practice of Oral History, ed. Sherna Berger Gluck and Daphne Patai (New York-London: Routledge, 1991), 11-26


� A Revolution of Their Own, ed. Barbara Alpern Angel and Anastasia Posadskaya-Vanderbeck (New York: Westview Press, 1998)


� Angel, Barbara Alpern and Anastasia Posadskaya-Vanderbeck. Introduction, in Ibid, A Revolution of Their Own, ed. Barbara Alpern Angel and Anastasia Posadskaya-Vanderbeck (New York: WestviewPress, 1998), 2.


� For further discussion, see White, H. Metahistory (Baltimore, 1973); The Myths We Live By, ed. Samuel, R., Thompson, P. (London: Routledge, 1990); Tonkin, E. Narrating Our Pasts: The Social Construction of Oral History (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1992).


� Leydesdorff, Selma, Luisa Passerini, and Paul Thompson. Introduction, in Gender and Memory, ed. Leydesdorff S., Passerini L., and Thompson P. International Yearbook of Oral History and Life Stories. Vol.4. (Oxford University Press, 1996), 12 


� For further discussion, see Gardner, Graham Unreliable Memories and Other Contingencies: Problems Withwith Biographical Knowledge, in Qualitative Research. Vol 1(2), 2000, 185-204


� Bertaux, D. Poleznost rasskazov o zhyzni dlia realisticheskoy i znachimoy sotsiologii, in Biograficheskiy metod v izuchenii postsotsialisticheskikh obshchestv, ed. Voronkov B. and Zdravomyslova E. (Saint-Petersburg:   CNSR, 1997), 18


� Portelli, Alessandro. What Makes Oral History Different, in Portelli, A. The Death of Luigi Trastulli, and Other Stories. Form and Meaning in Oral History (New York: State University of New York Press, 1991), 48


� Ibid, 47-48


� Rosenthal, Gabriele. Biographical method – biographical research, in Qualitative Research Practice, ed. Clive Seale, Giampietro Gobo, Jaber F. Gubrium, and David Silverman (London: SAGE Publications, 2004). See also: Rosenthal G. Die erzahlte Lebensgeschichte als historich-social Realitat, in Berliner Geschichtswerkstatt (Hesg.): Alltagskultur, Subjektivitat und Geschichte. Zur Theorie und Praxis von Alltagsgeschichte, 125-138 (Munster, 1994); Rosenthal G. Elberte und erzahlte Lebensgeschichte. Gestalt und Struktur biographischer Selbstbeschreibungen (Frankfurt, 1995).


�That includes the permanent visual contact, mirror-like expression of face and posture of the interviewer, minimum of looking aside, stimulatory words and gestures, etc.


� In this project the external questions are (1) What sense does the Soviet regime have in your life? (2) What do you think about people of various ethnicities living next to you? (3) What historical events have influenced your life the most? (4) What is the sense of Ukrainian independence with regard to your life? (5) What was the most helpful for overcoming obstacles in your life?


� For further discussion on the interactive nature of interview, see the article by Jennifer Dickinson in this volume. 


� Memory and Totalitarianism, ed. Luisa Passerini. International Yearbook of Oral History and Life Stories. Vol. 1 (Oxford University Press, 1992)


� Angel, Barbara Alpern and Anastasia Posadskaya-Vanderbeck. Introduction, in A Revolution of Their Own, ed. Barbara Alpern Angel and Anastasia Posadskaya-Vanderbeck (New York: WestviewPress, 1998), 2.


� For further discussion on the destructive effects of fear on public remembering in the Soviet Union, see: Khubova, Daria, Andrei Ivankiev, and Tonia Sharova. After Glasnost: Oral History in Soviet Union, in Memory and Totalitarianism, ed. Luisa Passerini. International Yearbook of Oral History and Life Stories. Vol. 1 (Oxford University Press, 1992), 89-101


� Funk, Nanette. Feminism: East and West. In Gender Politics and Post-Communism: Reflection from Eastern Europe and the Former Soviet-Union, ed. Nanette Funk, and M. Mueller (New York - London: Routlege, 1993), 323.


� Kitchen became a normal meeting place because of several reasons. One the one hand, in a regular soviet-time regular small-size apartments (studio or one-bedroom) the living room merely does not exist. One the other hand, it was also more save since because children, playing in the room, could not hear accidentally a conversation details. Kitchen also seemed to be the best place for the people afraid of being overheard: various domestic sounds (cooking, falling water, etc.) prevented any listening-in.


� Angel, Barbara Alpern and Anastasia Posadskaya-Vanderbeck. Introduction, in A Revolution of Their Own, ed. Barbara Alpern Angel and Anastasia Posadskaya-Vanderbeck (New York: WestviewPress, 1998), 16


� For instance, Jews constituted 30 to 35 percent about …% of Lviv population before 1939; after Nazi occupation and extermination of Jewish people during World War II only some 2 to 3 percent of them survived. Hrytsak, Yaroslav and Victor Susak. .Constructing a National City: The Case of Lviv, in Composing Urban History and the Constitution of Civic Identity, eds. Czaplicka, J., Ruble, B. (Baltimor, 2003), 142-142


� That’s caused mainly by their business: Jews traditionally have been usurers and tradesmen, they also owned taverns and sold alcohol all over Ukraine, so they were perceived to be sly, mercenary and unscrupulous, making profit from Ukrainians. 


� The scale of women’s participation in the national liberation movement is represented, for instance, in the recent biographic reference-book Ukrainska zhinka u vyzvol’niy borot’bi, 1940-1950 [Ukrainian Woman in the Liberation Movement], ed. Nadiya Mudra (Lviv, 2004) that includes about 900 entries.


� Even the works done from the historical and sociological perspectives are based rather on the analysis of legislation and public policies concerning women, activities of women’s organizations, publications in mass media, and published biographies of famous women, than on the oral accounts by Ukrainian women. See, for example, one of the recent collections titled Gendernye istorii vostochnoy Evropy [Gendered Stories of Eastern Europe], ed. Yelena Gapova, Almira Usmanova, and Andrea Peto (Minsk: EHU, 2002) containing two articles on women’s issues in contemporary Ukraine – that by Tatiana Zhurzhenko and Marian Rubchak. But none of themse scholars refers to interviews with has interviewed ordinary women to learn about their opinions on the points in question for these particular studies.


� Here and later the cited ations are taken from the transcript of the interview with Liuba H. conducted in 2004 in Lviv. Archive of the project “20th century Ukraine in women’s memories”, file # UL2-04


� It is indicative that she mentioned Poles as well: relationships between Ukrainians and Poles were extremely problematic because of number of historical conflicts; a large part of Ukraine longtime was under Polish governance, and then so Ukrainians were treated as an inferior people.


� Liuba’s father worked in Post-office during German Nazi occupation. Soviet regime accused him (like many other west-Ukrainians) in collaboration with Nazis. He was arrested as “a people’s enemy” and banished to Central Asia for 10 years; later he was rehabilitated. Liuba regards that period as the hardest time of her life.


� Banderivka, banderivtsi, bandery – the follower(s) of Stephan Bandera, the prominent leader of Ukrainian national liberation movement, accused of Ukrainian nationalism and murdered by KGB.


� Zapadenka, zapadentsi -– literally - someone/people of West-Ukrainian origin; theseis words is are usually associated with Ukrainian nationalists fighting struggle against soviet regime and usually have , therefore it is of negative connotations


�   For instance, she use a more polite word Russians instead of “moskali” which hasis of negative connotation (and is used there to name Russians as aliens who came to western Ukraine along with soviet regime and dominated over Ukrainians). 


� Liuba refers to Christian moral: “We should treat people the same way as God treats us. We should not offend them, or their dignity, or their believes; we should respect people of different nationalities” (Liuba: 1271-1273).


� Protocol of the interview with Liuba H. conducted in 2004 in Lviv. Archive of the project “20th century Ukraine in women’s memories”, file # UL2-04


� Here and later the citations are takencited from the transcript of the interview with Valentina P. conducted in 2004 in Kharkiv. Archive of the project “20th century Ukraine in women’s memories”, file # UK1-04


� Bold indicates is for the words stressed in the interviewee’s speech.


� Elsewhere she repeatedly states that in soviet schools Russian and Ukrainian languages were studied equally (interview UK1-04: 1032-1034 etc.), that is not true.


� Russian version of zapadenka/zapadenets, someone from Western Ukraine 


� In Lviv Polytechnic Institute


� Chekist – an officer of the Extraordinary Committee, the authority which preceded and had the same functions as NKVD and KGB did later.


� She described the artistic place and cultural events taking place there (Valentina: 1561-1569).


� «I remember, when I was working in Western Ukraine, children gave <bribes>. God save us! For us it was such a savagery to take something from a child! But they took…; “In Western Ukraine I was working very quietly <…> It was very difficult <because of> banderivtsi <…>. He <says> polite words to you, but he could stab you in the back. They are very tough people” (Valentina: 2076-2079; 1083-1090; 2321-2338;)


� First she describes them as deserters avoiding to fight against Nazis: “During the war many Ukrainians stayed at home…<After escaping from> captivity they didn’t look for our <Red Army> troops…” (Valentina: 725-727). Then she depicts them as people unable to speak Russian correctly, so even her two years old (Russian) son rebuked a kindergarten teacher who couldn’t get out of her broad Ukrainian pronouncement (Valentina: 2460-2468).


� Her words suggest that she is even ready to condone the Stalinist regime: “Today the Stalin <image> is distorted a lot, distorted a lot. He had something bad, but there was something good, too <…> Probably, there was something bed, but you should sift it out, and keep pure grains – they might be always useful” (Valentina: 1195-1202; 2248-2250)


� “One German asked Russian physician working for a German hospital: ‘Why Russians do survive in such terrible conditions, even after amputation of a hand or a leg, but Germans don’t?’ He answered: ‘Because you eat too much butter and sausage <…> whereas Russians eat bread, so they have a stronger constitution’. Is that true or not, but it was” (Valentina: 459-468).


� “It was so pleasant to watch Olympic Games <2004> where our Ukrainian <sportsmen> did not disgrace themselves, say, because they won gold and silver medals. Despite all, <they won> 23 awards, unlike during previous 13 years! They raised <the image of> Ukraine…” (Liuba: 1403-1406)
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