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Abstract
There are contrasting views on how gender equality affects fertility in contemporary 
European societies. This article discusses the Russian situation by asking how 
tensions in the contemporary gender system relate to reproductive decision-making 
and identity. How do gendered practices and identities influence women’s intentions 
to have children?
In depth interview data gathered during the last decade is used to analyze how the two 
main gender contracts of the ‘professional women’ and the ‘working mother’ relate to 
family planning, child birth, pregnancies, and mothering. Results indicate that while 
Russian women experience increasing pressure of the ‘double burden’ and few signs 
of increasing gender equality in domestic life, the stable identity of Russian mothering 
contributes to the birth of at least one child. Childbearing does not depend directly on 
gender roles and division of labor in households. The decision to have a child and care 
for small children continues to be women’s responsibility even as fertility patterns have 
modernized and gender equality in couple relations is slightly increasing. However, the 
type of gender contract influences the process of negotiation concerning reproductive 
matters and the timing of childbirth
.
Keywords: Gender equality, fertility, childbearing, mothering, family, work, Russia 

Introduction
Russia and other former socialist countries have low gender equality but high female 
participation in wage work, and very low contemporary fertility. Russia is especially 
interesting since it has combined many traditional features of gender and fertility (such as 
universal and early childbearing) with highly modern traits (such as women’s high levels 
of education and wage work and also large autonomy in reproductive decision-making). 
This article studies how the gender contracts of the contemporary Russian middle classes 
relate to women’s reproductive decision-making and identity. Fertility behaviour and 
gender equality may influence each other in significant but also contradictory ways. An 
attention to gender contracts in families (the roles, practices and identities in domestic 
sphere) is crucial especially for analyzing reproductive decision-making. 

Finnish Yearbook of Population Research XLV 2010, pp. 83–101
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After a short overview of discussion about relations between fertility and gender I 
describe how the concept of a “gender contract” can contribute to the interpretation 
of gendered division of labor and childbearing decisions on the level of everyday life.  
Then, I provide a short overview patterns in gender equality and childbearing behavior 
during the last decades in Russia. After the methods section, I discuss the two main 
contracts of the ‘professional women’ and the ‘working mother’ (based on in depth 
interviews), and how they relate to gender equality, family planning and child birth. I 
also discuss mothering as the core of female identity in everyday life interpretations 
of unwanted pregnancy, abortions, and single mothering.1 

Theory of gender equality and fertility
Does gender equality have an impact on fertility?  And if it does, in what way? The 
question has no simple answer. While there is a general consensus in demographic 
literature that “gender equity both within and outside of the family is central factor 
in understanding low fertility” (Mills et al. 2008, 20), there are different claims as to 
how exactly childbearing relates to gender ideology and attitudes, the labor market, 
and the division of household work (see e.g. McDonald 2006). 

Scholars agree that the relationship between gender equality and fertility is not straight-
forward. The second demographic transition to low fertility and very low fertility levels 
has been connected to a high degree of individualism, increased gender equality in 
wage work, and changes in gender ideology towards more egalitarian patterns (Henz 
2008). Thus the overall growth of gender equality has been associated with a decline 
in fertility. Women with more modern attitudes also tend to have less children (Westoff  
and  Higgins 2009, 71).

But today, childlessness is relatively low and fertility relatively high in egalitarian 
Sweden (probably due to family policies, the childcare system, parental leave and 
parental benefits) (Oláh and Bernhardt 2008; Westoff and Higgins 2009). Italy repre-
sents a country with low gender equality, low labor market participation and a total 
fertility rate around 1.3, while the Netherlands has moderate to high gender equality, 
high part-time female labor market participation and a TFR around 1.8 (Mills et al. 
2008, 1,2, 18–20). Thus gender equality may now be associated with higher levels of 
fertility. As Livia Oláh and Eva Bernhardt conclude, gender equality “may on the one 
hand contribute to delayed childbearing, and, on the other, favor ‘recuperation’ and 
thus lead to higher completed fertility” (Oláh and  Bernhardt 2008, 1136). Women’s 
participation in the market is crucial, as well as the division of labor of household and 
the possibilities to combine different gender roles (Mills et al. 2008, 3). 

1 I thank Anna Rotkirch, Elena Zdravomyslova, Sergey Zakharov and anonymous 
referees for comments and Maria Roti for language correction.
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The role of men’s attitudes and behavior is also unclear. From one side, it is argued that 
men with egalitarian attitudes desire and also actually have more children than do more 
traditional men (Puur et al. 2008). However, negative association between men’s egali-
tarian attitudes and fertility is reported by other scholars (Westoff and Higgins 2009). 
Gender equity may also affect the timing rather than the overall number of children as 
well as the relative impact of the value of children on childbearing decisions. 

As Ursula Henz (2008, 1451) has shown regarding fertility and the value of children 
in East and West Germany, couples “that practiced a patriarchal division of labour had 
a relatively high first-birth rate whereas less traditional couples’ behaviour was more 
varied depending on their affective value of children”.

Charles F. Westoff and Jenny Higgins (2009, 72) claim that “some measure of gender 
egalitarianism in some countries appear to be positively associated with higher fertil-
ity, while other measures are negatively associated”. The gender system may impact 
other influences on fertility “rather than create it outright” (Westoff and Higgins 
2009, 72). Anneli Miettinen, Anna Rotkirch and  Stuart Basten (in press) conclude 
their research on gender role, attitudes and fertility intentions in Finland that “gender 
equity and family values influence fertility independently and should not be confused 
with each other”.

Explanations of current low fertility in Ukraine (and Russia as well) include economic 
inequality, societal-level stress and anomie, changing values and belief system, and 
gender inequality (Perelli-Harris 2008, 1160), of which we are interested especially 
in the last one.  Because research on the topic has witnessed a lack of consensus on 
how to measure gender equality (Westoff and Higgins 2009, 71) I use the  concept of 
“gender contract” as an analytical tool to analyze selected cases of fertility decision-
making, behavior and related issues in Russian middle class families. This concept 
helps to highlight negotiated gender division of labor in private and public spheres as 
related to the issues of childbirth decision.  

The gender contract is a dominant type of gender relations in a particular society. It 
denotes the explicit and implicit rules, reciprocal responsibilities and rights that define 
the relations between women and men, between different generations and between the 
spheres of production and reproduction (Mills et al. 2008, 2–7; Rantalaiho 1994, 19). 
Childbearing is obviously a crucial part of the sphere of social reproduction, defined as 
the “activities and attitudes, behavior and emotions, responsibilities and relationships 
directly involved in the maintenance of life on a daily basis social reproduction includes 
how good clothing and shelters are made available for intermediate consumption, the 
ways in which the care and socialization of children are provided” (Laslett and Bren-
ner 1989, 382–83). “The everyday contract is sustained through routine behaviour, 
relationships, attitudes and unarticulated knowledge” (Kravchenko 2008, 67).
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Here, I  use the concept of gender contracts to analyze it’s relation to fertility  on  
different levels of the gender division of labor in Russian middle class, which are 
characterized by combinations of modern and traditional norms and practices, which 
could have a contradictory influence on childbirth decision-making:  

The gender division of labor between public and private spheres,•	
The gender division in the private sphere (the household organization) •	
domestic •	 (caring for people and things)  
intimate (•	 emotional and sexual) relations, with the focus reproduction: family 
planning, and child birth (Henz 2008, 1458, 1467; McNay 1999, 112; Mederer 
1993)

Fertility trends and gender in Russia
Soviet gender politics imposed a gender contract of ‘working mother’. It presupposed 
women’s responsibility for children and household and the possibility of combination of 
public and private roles under the state support (Kravchenko 2008; Rotkirch and Temkina 
1997).  Women were mobilized as a reproductive force, supplying the state with citizens, 
and as workers, the state used women as a labour resource. Demographic and economic 
problems were tackled using proscriptive and mobilizing measures. The official discourse 
of the Soviet “superwoman” and her symbolic representations developed. The formula of 
the double burden of wage and domestic work became part of the stereotype of women 
officially presented as ‘normal’ and acceptable. It was also internalized by succeeding 
generations of Soviet female citizens. A limited liberalization of gender politics in the 
1960s did not question women’s main responsibility for the domestic sphere (Temkina and 
Zdravomyslova 2005).  And while Soviet women struggled under a double burden, they 
nevertheless often “chose to have more that one child” (Perelli-Harris 2008, 1166).

The first demographic transition ended in Russia in the 1960s as the total fertility 
rate dropped below 2 children per woman (Zakharov 2008, 916–19), During the late 
Soviet period dual employment of spouses, formally equal gender rights and gender 
inequality in the family influenced fertility. Liberal divorce and abortion legislation 
and changes in sexual practices made pre- and extramarital sex, out-of-wedlock births 
and divorces common. At the same time, some traditional patterns were preserved, 
including a strong link between sexual and matrimonial behavior, little knowledge of 
and access to modern contraceptives, premarital pregnancies as a stimulus for mar-
riage, formation of the family at a young age, the absence of regulation of the timing 
of childbirth, and no voluntary childlessness. (Zakharov 2008, 916). 

The post-Soviet transformation from 1991 onwards challenged the previous gender 
system, including public and private roles and the organization of intimate life. The 
fertility rate declined and the TFR dropped to 1.4, and even below 1.0 in some areas 
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(Zakharov 2008, 922). Fertility patterns also began to change; but marriage and child-
birth were still characterized by early timing and universality. Thus nearly all Russian 
women have been married and have had at least one child The level of childlessness  
remains low  (Rotkirch and Kesseli 2009; Sakevich 2009; Sinyavskaya, Zakharov 
and Kartseva  2007; Philipov  and Jasilioniene 2008). “There is no doubt, – Sergei 
Zakharov claims – that the fertility of the cohorts born in the 1970s and 1980s will be 
lower than that of those of the 1960s” (Zakharov 2008, 947)

Russian rates of both marriage and divorce remain very high in a European context. 
The dominant fertility ideal is two children, while the actual number of children, cur-
rently around 1.5, is smaller than during Soviet times. However, some kind of a second 
demographic transition or quiet revolution occurred in the mid-1990s. The cohort born 
in the 1970s and more recently marry become parents at more mature ages and delay 
the first and the second birth. They also prefer to “begin a partnership with cohabita-
tion rather than with legal marriage”. (Zakharov 2008, 931–32.) 

Family planning has become much more effective. The numbers of abortion per woman 
have fallen and contraceptive use has improved especially regarding condoms. How-
ever, although around one quarter of adult women use no safe contraceptive method 
although they did not wish to become pregnant. Partly as a consequence of this, the 
birth of the first child is mostly unplanned while the second child (if there is any) is 
typically planned. (Perlman and McKee 2009; Rotkirch and Kesseli 2009;  Regush-
evskaya et al. 2009; Sakevich 2009; Zakharov and Sakevich 2008)

In sum, many studies provide some evidence of a convergence in Russian and other 
European patterns of childbearing, being at the same time challenged by the “devi-
ance” of some trends compared to other Western countries. These include the continued 
Russian pattern of early timing of marriage and childbirth, the low level of voluntary 
childlessness and the absence of effective family planning in couples. (Vishnevskii 
2006: 139, 141, 175).  Modern and traditional features of fertility are intertwined in 
the patterns of childbearing.   

Combination of traditional and modern traits characterizes contemporary ambivalent 
gender politics and ideology in Russia,  Official gender contract was “reformulated” 
during post-Soviet privatization, economic troubles and disintegration of welfare  
Contemporary state policy promotes the “dual earner” gender contract. However, 
it does not improve radically the conditions for work and family reconciliation for 
women, nor does it promote gender equality in the labor market and within households 
(Kravchenko 2008;  Rotkirch and Temkina1997).

Gender ideology has changed in different directions.  On the one hand, motherhood and 
nurturing remain basic attributes of official discourse. Traditional patterns of mother-
hood combine with increasing pressure from traditionalist ideology. The Orthodox 
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Church demanded reinforcement of spiritual and family values, and a renewed femi-
nine image of maternity and domesticity. Religious authorities claim that these values 
were destroyed by spiritual decline and other consequences of Soviet gender politics 
as well as by foreign Western influence advocating free abortion, family planning and 
sexual education (Snarskaya 2009). Contemporary Russian official ideology stresses 
that women have a gender-determined civil entitlement: the demographic reproduction 
of the nation. In the 2000’s childrearing and supporting the household are regarded 
as matters of state interest, assistance and concern (Rivkin-Fish 2006; Temkina and 
Zdravomyslova, 2005). Policies typically promote maternity (not parenthood) as high 
value. For instace, all recent suggestions concerning family and child care policy in 
the mid 2000s are oriented towards assisting working mothers (“maternal capital” 
and other maternal monetary benefits, for details see Zakharov 2008, 930–31). Thus 
the balance of work and family is articulated as a problem for women only (Rotkirch, 
Zdravomyslova, and Temkina 2007).

On the other side, however, there also exist egalitarian trends in society in both the 
public and private spheres in the 1990s–2000s. The shift in women’s gender roles has 
been towards the role of professionally (or career) oriented, as well as a value shift 
towards career, material goals, autonomy and self interest, and more egalitarian gender 
patterns in sexual sphere characterized the new generation (Perelli-Harris 2008, 1064; 
Rotkirch and Haavio‑Mannila 2000; Sinyavskaya et al. 2007; Temkina 2008; Vovk 
2006). Research results indicate a general trend toward increasing equality in intimate 
and sexual life and its liberalization. The value change of the sexual revolution is part 
of women’s emancipation and a weakening of the gender divide (Kon 2002).  

Different gender roles became legitimate for women (e.g. ‚working mother‘‚ ,profes-
sional women‘, ‚housewife‘). The level of labour participation of women in Russia is 
high, exclusive motherhood is not typical, and  women are still mostly resposible for 
child care domestic chore  (Chernova 2008; Kravchenko 2008; Sinyavskaya et al. 2007). 
The most common gender contract is that of the ‚working mother‘ – wage working 
women who have the main responsibility for domestic work (Kravchenko 2008; Temkina 
and Rotkirch 1997).  However, housewife  gender contract is acceptable in contermpo-
rary Russia and there is a segment of those women who choose traditional family role 
and withdraw from waged labour (at least temporally) if their husbands are successful 
breadwinners role.   We concentrate here  on two other types of gender contract where 
women intend and have to combine roles of waged labor  and childbearing.

Under market conditions, changes in infrastructure, values and ideologies the demands 
of both professional and maternal roles and identities for working women grew stronger 
in the case of their combination. Individualistic intentions, career orientations, materi-
alistic and consumer values make wage labor roles more important for women. On the 
other side, market uncertainty makes wage labor roles compulsory for many women. 
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The majority of women face threats that are associated with market uncertainty and 
could not withdraw from wage labor for a long period under economic pressure and 
risks for their qualification, career, and safety of working position (Ashwin 2006, l).  
According to data of the survey “Parents and children, men and women in Family and 
Society” (2004), 81% of women were in wage labor, 18 % not working (Sinyavskaya 
et al  2007, 435). At the same time the birth of at least one child continues to be a social 
norm (Sinyavskaya et al. 2007, Vishnevskii 2006).  However, conditions for a combi-
nation of the roles of worker and care deteriorate. Social stratification and economic 
competition is harsh and services for families with children have deteriorated. For in-
stance the availability of childcare facilities has declined by four times,  and the role of 
intergenerational help continues to be  significant (Sinyavskaya et al.  2007, 427, 449). 
Nowadays the ‘double burden’ makes women often choose to have only one child. 

Let us now look at the how the gendered organization of everyday life intertwines with 
reproductive strategies and fertility for different gender contracts among middle class 
women. We discuss the two most typical gender contracts for younger educated couples: 
the \professional woman’ and the ‘working mother’. The ‘working mother’ is the most 
widespread, while the gender contract of the professional couple and career orientated 
women is significant and especially interesting with regards to gender equality. 

Data and methods 
My methodological approach is based on the sociology of everyday life and on research 
which was done by qualitative methods (recorded and transcribed in depth-interviews) 
during the last years.  My aim is not to measure the relationship between gender 
equality and fertility, but rather to interpret some shifts in terms of gender contracts. 
I will study childbearing decisions on the level of micro and subjective decisions in 
everyday life. I use data from the interviews conducted in different research projects 
in 2004–2009. Young women and men, as well as couple in cohabitation (man and 
women separately) were interviewed (list of 19 cited informants – 16 women and 
3 men, see Appendix)  All interview has guide, and being focused on cohabitation, 
gender roles and caring and/or sexual and reproductive practice,  all of them includes 
questions about childbirth decision-making, family planning, negotiations of partners 
and participation of men, as well as relation to single mothering, unplanned pregnancy 
and abortions. I use thematic coding for data analysis. 

The interviews were conducted in several large Russian cities: St.Petesrburg, Samara, 
Kazan’ and Arkhangelsk.  Respondents represent the urban middle class. Thus rural 
or ethnic communities are not included, nor the peasant milieus that characterize the 
less urbanized parts of Russia. Nevertheless, the urban middle class is symbolically 
important in society. They are often the forerunners of new practices and set standards 
towards which other social groups orient themselves. It is also important to take into 
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account that in the case of the middle class we could expect relative reduction of the 
influence of impoverishing conditions.

Results and discussion
This section proceeds to show how the two gender contracts of the ‘professional women’ 
and the ‘working mother’ relate to reproductive decision making. I describe women’s 
orientation toward work-family balance, family planning, gender division of labor in 
household, partnership behaviour, and mothering. A stable identity of Russian mothers 
and role conflicts characterize both cases. In the first case, higher gender equality, the 
career interests of women and negotiation between partners result in family planning 
and regulation of timing of childbirth. By contrast, in the second case women’s career 
is not so important and the maternity role is taken for granted. Though women’s role 
balance limits the number of children, mothering per se remains unquestioned, Women’s 
responsibility for reproductive decision making and for child care feeds into cultural 
acceptance of single mothering as well as to the limitation of subsequent births.

The ‘professional woman’ gender contract 
“One is certain, probably there will be two children, a third is too serious. …  This 
mostly  depends on women”.

Let us start with a case of a professional, career oriented woman living in cohabitation. 
Katiya, 29 years, and Yuri, 32 years, (both interviewed in St. Petersburg, 2009) have 
lived together for 8 years. Katiya is the director of a large department firm. Yuri is an 
engineer in high-technology. For three years Katiya worked in Moscow, and by her 
own words, “it was a high point in her resume”, by the words of Yuri, he “encour-
aged” her to be there.  In that moment they lived together apart. Both emphasized 
the significant step of autonomy which included parallel sexual relations. By Yuri’s 
own words Katiya salary is significantly higher, but they put money in equally in the 
household, or they paid for themselves. Both partners emphasize the role of negotia-
tion in their relationships. A gender division of labor in the home was not recognized, 
but a significant part of the housework was carried out by a paid housekeeper. Katiya 
thinks that Yuri is not interested in the participation to the daily life.  

The couple has a strategy of contraceptive use. They did non plan to have a child be-
fore, but now they plan to have a child and therefore, intend to register their marriage. 
The initiative comes from Katiya. On the question of how many children they want 
to have, Katiya said that an ideal number would be three, “two to replace them and 
the third for society”. Yuri answered that he would like to have three, though  “one is 
certain, probably there will be two, a third is too serious. … this mostly  depends on 
women”. When the child is born, Yuri, like a modern father, intends to take part in the 
delivery which has traditionally not been the case in Russia (Angelova and Temkina 
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2009). Katiya wants Yuri to take an active part in the upbringing of the child; however 
she believes that she will be more active in this. Yuri thinks that he will participate, but 
a nanny will be responsible for most of the child care provision. Paradoxically, taken 
into account Katiay’s lifestyle, she describes her ideal life as follows: “It seems to me 
the ideal is when a man makes a ton of money, I sit at home, I don’t do anything, I have 
a lot of nannies for raising my children, I can engage in some kind of activity from a 
series of socially-useful things, which does not bring an income, but gives me pleasure. 
There is, however, a desire for the man also not to so strongly to overexert himself; he 
should not live to work, working from 9 to 6, and then return home. That is, he should 
divide time for me and the kids.” Yuri also says that he wants to be active in parenting 
and to work less, while Katya according to his opinion is a “workaholic”.  

One child is seen as the most realistic option by both partners, rather than an ideal 
of having two or three. On the basis of our research on paid domestic labor, we may 
predict that Katya will return to work soon after the childbirth (eg. 4–6 months) and 
caring work will be mostly done by a nanny. A second child will be more challenging 
due to the lack of other main family child carers than Katya (Zdravomyslova 2009).  

In cases like Katya’s. young professional women are oriented towards family plan-
ning. They try to identify the suitable phase of their own and their family cycle for the 
childbirth, to check their health before becoming pregnant. They do this together with 
their partner. A similar example comes from the city of Samara. Alena tells (Samara, 
2009, 24 years, married, one child), “It was important to have a base in advance, hous-
ing, financial base…. My husband began to work earlier during the his studies, and 
we were self-sufficient … And then we decided that we could afford a child – after my 
diploma … We stopped drinking, smoking, started vitamins and sport etc (laugh). We 
made a lot of efforts to prepare ourselves”   After the decision to have a child Alena 
stopped to use contraceptives. Alena defines herself and her husband as responsible 
parents “yes, we are responsible. I am sure people should be responsible”.  She tells 
that her husband actively participated in her pregnancy and delivery, “he is a respon-
sible father and husband”. After the childbirth she continues writing her thesis. Alena 
is mostly responsible for childcare and her husband, successful in business, is mostly 
responsible for breadwinning  

The change of gender roles after childbirth from egalitarian to more traditional is 
expressed by Anton:

“What do you think about the way men’s and women’s roles in the family should be 
distributed?

Well, over the period  of free relations (unbounded by marriage) I think that every-
thing should be done as we say in a democratic way. It means that if you do not have 
kids, you don’t have any serious responsibilities. When  a woman stay at home with 
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a baby if will be a different situation, by definition I would to do more. … And then 
the man would became the main provider. What can you do – you cannot expect her 
to do shopping on daily basis. and of course the need will be greater. Probably  I will 
help her (Anton, 30 years). 

Similarly to many other societies couples (in West Germany) adapted “a more tra-
ditional model of household work when a child was born” , “women, but not man 
increased their hours of household work when the couple had a child” (Henz 2008, 
1459). In this case it is preferable that the father is active in child care, and his is nego-
tiated by the spouses. However, in practice his caring responsibilities remain diffuse, 
for instance regarding whether he should work more (as a breadwinner) or less (as a 
carer) when a child will be born and if the woman intends to continue her career at 
the same time. With the growth of women’s individualism and ambitions the gender 
equality in caring continues to be rather contradictory. 

Current trends in the practices of young women like Katya and Alena in relation to 
gender equality, family planning and child birth  include the following:  

women’s orientation towards career, work – family balance, and children’s •	  number 
limitation 
family planning beginnings with the first child, •	 an informed choice of contraceptives, 
decision-making with partner about childbirth, and negotiation about timing of child-
birth.  Childbearing can be postponed due to challenges of family-work balance.    
relatively egalitarian patterns•	  of role division in the household, or sharing house-
work. Women do not take all the responsibilities for housework, however men’s 
participation is not totally equal.  
changes in •	  gender roles are expected after the childbirth, and predominantly 
women’s responsibility is expected for child care. Men are intended to participate 
actively in caring, though their role is negotiated and not clear (help of  and paid 
care may be an alternative)

It could be expected that the first (and second – if any) child is planned, and the child-
birth is negotiated and postponed. Even with partner negotiations and signs of gender 
equality, caring for children remains women’s responsibility, and if women intend to 
combine mothering with career, this is will motivate her to plan and postpone childbirth 
and to limit the number of children. 

The ‘working mother’ gender contract  
“… maybe two, but one  for sure...  It depends of different circumstances”

The next case is an example of the working mother gender contract. Dmitry (30 years) 
and Natasha (27 years) have lived together for three years (2009, St. Petersburg).  Both 
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work for private corporations. They have a clear division of work and responsibili-
ties. Both also think that the man should earn more than the woman, and that part of 
domestic work is primarily for women and the other part for men, and their practices 
coincide with their intentions. 

Dmitry tells us about his participation in housework:

 “Natasha and my mother have a better idea about the things we need to buy for the 
house. I go shopping with them and… ask for the food shopping list – this is something 
women do. So that the food is their responsibility and delivery of food is mine. ..As 
for cooking – woman do that. I never take part in that, I help with the dishes and with 
cleaning… Well, I try not to stay away from housework A man must do a work around 
the house, The work must be divided equally” 

Here “equal” participation of both partners is mentioned; however it presupposes 
rather traditional gender division of labor. In a similar way, the division of labor in 
her former marriage was described by another professional woman, Kira (34 years), 
in the following way:  “I preferred that my husband not be a part of the kitchen, it was 
not his business to be there” 

Natasha  and Dmitry are ready  to have a child and to register their marriage. Natasha 
does not want Dmitry to be present at the birth: “in such it is not a very pleasant thing 
for him to see such a view of a woman and well, I don’t know, probably, it’s not the 
same for men?” It is expected that the main role of child care will be carried out by 
Natasha. From the husband, during the birth of the child she expects:

 Dima, for example, he will arrive from work, he will approach the baby, see, talk, help to 
buy things, take him for a walk, understandably that maybe he will wash diapers, pampers, 
and if it will not be very pleasant, well… since he is a man, I will not insist on it. 

She expects help from the husband, although the main child care giving remains ex-
clusively in the women’s sphere. 

Natasha says that she would want to have three children:

“…or maybe two, but one  for sure...  It depends of different circumstances. Health is 
important, housing, well-being... Dmitry is ready to work more... but I prefer him to 
give also attention to family... let’s see“ . Dmitry answers on the same question in the 
following way: “Two children will be ideal, but a lot of factors influence it, the economic 
one including and Natasha’s health… One child for sure, and one more if possible”.

Just as in the previous gender contract, one child is judged as a more realistic option 
by both partners having the intention to have two or three. The possible perspective 
for this family is Natasha’s return to the paid labor after the birth of the first child. 
She has no financial possibilities to be a housewife, and caring will be done using 
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intergenerational help and state kindergartens. However, if Dmitry will be enougth 
succesful in his carrier Natasha probably will stay at home (at least temporaly, or 
working parttime) and probably they also will have a second child. 

In this case, we see how both partners work and participate in household labor. How-
ever, in contrast to the gender contract of the professional woman, the gender contract 
of the working mother is more traditional. Gender differences are reported by women 
and men in expectations and prescriptions for caring and intimate life. Women should 
take care of the female sphere at home and her partner helps her by doing male tasks. 
Delivery and caring of infant is understood to be an exclusively female business. 

In the above mentioned cases, both partners agreed about these roles. However, the 
domestic division of work is also a question of negotiations between the adult woman 
and her mother. It is not expected for men to participate in emotional exchange or 
intimate negotiations. Contraception is considered to be a women’s business due to 
her own interest in pregnancy prevention and ‘due to less control over men’s sexual 
desire’ (Nina, 20 years, 2005).

Current trends in the practices of “working mothers” from the educated class of the 
younger generation in relation to gender equality, family planning and childbirth 
include 

women’s orientation towards wage labor and work-family •	  balance with prior-
ity of motherhood (wage work is often necessary for economic reasons). Under 
economic or other constraints the number of children is limited
family planning •	 (mostly regarding the second child). The first child is seen as a 
‘natural’ event, and no negotiation is necessary for decision  
clear gender role division in the household. Men participate as ‘helper doing •	
traditional men’s work at home, while women do women’s work 
women’s responsibility for child care•	  (with the help of active participation of 
female relatives). Men’s active participation in child care is welcome, but mostly 
in a traditional way, as a breadwinner or helper.

It could be expected that the first child is a “natural” event (Rotkirch and Kesseli 
2010) desired by both partners, while the birth of the second child could be negotiated, 
planned and postponed under pressure of economic circumstances, women’s work 
demands and main women’s caring responsibility even under signs of negotiations 
and men’s help. 

Childbearing decisions in both types of contracts conform to results of analysis of 
decision about second child done by Rotkirch (in press). She argues that the main rea-
sons that educated Russian women hesitate to have a second child relate to economic 
concerns, health, and personal and social independence. We could specify that the \
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working mother’ gender contract features mostly economic reasons as constraints, 
while the higher paid professional women are more limited by the possibilities of their 
career and their independence. 

Although the gendered division of household work in Russia has generally become more 
egalitarian, and men take part in household duties women remain mostly responsible for 
caring and family planning in both types of contracts. Under the pressure of the double 
burden, high risk of divorce and lack of sufficient state support, women as mothers often 
prefer to rely mostly on themselves in childbirth decision making and caring. 

Some women are ready to make decision about childbirth by themselves. As 27 years 
old Yulya says: “When I became pregnant (in Living Apart Together-relation) I just  
told him – I’m pregnant, I will give birth to a baby in any case, If you want we will be in 
this together… if you don’t want … well… I don’t hold you, I don’t ask for money.”

Being responsible for childbirth decision making Russian women could theoretically 
be expected to postpone childbirth, refuse it, or at least carefully plan it until favorable 
conditions exist. Some women do implement such strategy. But paradoxically, many 
respondents have the intention to give birth, have a negative attitude to abortions and 
accept single mothering. Let us finish by looking at these points related to the role of 
unquestioned mothering in contemporary Russia.

Unquestioned mothering:  “I will give birth in any case”
While some women and men tell about regular use of modern contraception and an 
orientation towards planned parenthood, other report difficulties with pregnancy pre-
vention, and a negotiated or silent refusal from contraceptive use. Both female and 
male respondents told us that condoms are uncomfortable for them and contraceptive 
pills are not safe for their health. Even if they used contraception, it is often neither 
regular nor reliable, which led to high risk of unplanned pregnancy. 

Many young women also said that although they preferred to postpone motherhood, 
in the case of an unexpected pregnancy, they would give birth to the child. This 
decision did not depend on their marital or partnership status. Refusal or failure in 
reproductive planning often “automatically” lead to childbirth, at least in the case of 
first pregnancy:

If I become pregnant  I will give birth in any case. And this does not depend on hous-
ing, whether I study or not,  whether I work or not, this is not important, I will give 
birth in any case. (Veronika, 22 years)
Even if I will have no money, no husband… I can not say it definitely of course. But in any 
case I will not have an abortion until I will have had a first child  (Alisa, 22 years)
If there is no medical  reason, then there is no sense to do an abortion. And this does 
not depend on what the partner thinks about it. (Natalyia, 26 years) 
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(Abortion) this was a shock for myself for my own values. I pray now. Still there is a 
frustration. I feel myself as a killer of my child. (Alla, 23 years)

According to such views, the decision about childbirth should not depend on housing con-
ditions, career, and financial situation. It also should not depend on the partner’s will: 

I’m against abortion… If there is no other choice – she should bring up the child by 
her own. (Mila, 24 years)
If I become pregnant, I will give birth. This is something divine. (Anna, 28 years) 

In our in-depth interviews, abortions were seen as mostly unacceptable in the case of 
unplanned and unwanted pregnancy, though respondents do not disapprove of women’s 
general the right to abortion, and undesired pregnancies and abortions remain wide-spread. 
However, many informants say that they do not approve of abortions, even if they them-
selves had undergone abortions. One of the main reason of disapproval is connected to 
mothering as abortion evaluated as risky to reproductive health  and future pregnancy.  

Consequently, our informants generally accepted single mothering. Ideal motherhood 
occurs together with a partner and under favorable conditions, but single motherhood 
is better than no motherhood. This is true especially in the case of a conscious choice 
made by responsible mature women with their own resources. Respondents were more 
negative towards irresponsible juvenile or a-social mothering:
 
There are women who have a baby for themselves. I respect them, they bear all respon-
sibility. However I feel pity for the child without normal family.  (Vera, 21 years)
If a woman wants to have a baby from a man who does not love her…Then why not  
give birth? Or she just does not want to live together with him…I myself will do (this) 
in such case. (Nona, 22 years) 
If she  does it for herself – this is good, in order not to be alone in a future, to have 
support,  …, But if she will refuse the child this is very bad.  (Ekaterina, 27 years)
I could l give birth without a partner. My sister did (she is divorced) All help to her.
(Nadya, 22 years)

Single mothering is seen as very demanding for the mother who has to be the only 
breadwinner, but it is not stigmatized. 

Maternity is evaluated both in public and everyday discource as a womens destiny 
and responsibility. Men‘s help and shared decision-making are judged as important if 
available, but if they are not, women – including the case of unplanned and unwanted 
pregnancy – do not want to refuse mothering. They are relying on themselves and on 
other sources of support. They make the desicions by themselves. However, being 
a single mother often makes it significantly harder to plan further children.
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Single mothers – whether oriented more towards careers or towards mothering – had 
to combine wage labor and caring, they took responsibility for both breadwinning and 
caring (with the help of paid work, intergenerational and state support). A second child 
in this case is not evaluated as realistic.

Conclusion
Different factors influence the decline in the numbers of children in Russia. We have 
here discussed fertility intentions and prospects of Russian middle class. Women are 
under the increasing pressure of two roles – from one side, the professional role is 
important for modern identity of the self, which is characterized by individualism 
and rationality. From the other side, mothering is still absolutely crucial for female 
identity. 

Two gender contracts of contemporary Russian women are in the focus of our attention. 
Both ‚professional women‘ and ‚working mother‘ face the problem of work-family 
balance (career demand in the first case and economic needs in the second) and limit 
the number of children. There is  no significant influence of the type of gender relations 
on the number of children. In the first case less rigid gender division of labor in the 
private sphere is reported, but childcaring is predominantly women’s responsibility. 
Men’s responsibilities are negotiated with the wish to obtain some equal participation. 
However men do not became equal carers on a regular basis and women should rely  
mostly upon themselves and paid care. One could expect that the first (and probably 
second) child is planned, and the childbirth is negotiated and postponed. 

The “working mother” contract presupposes more rigid and less negotiated gender 
roles, more traditional oriented father’s participation in caring. Keeping balance for 
women depends on intergenerational help and state support. In this case the first child 
is a “natural fact”, and birth of the second child (if any) is negotiated and planned, and 
could be postponed under economic pressure. 

Childbirth and caring women tend to have a reduced a number of children (that is, 
below the desired ideal of a two child family), to keep balance and rely mostly upon 
themselves. It seems that the decline of state support, family nuclearization with high 
levels of divorce and lack of male participation in planning and caring for children, 
combine to make parenting a female project limited to only a few children. 

Mothering is mostly unquestionable among Russian women. State familist politics and 
religious discourse support and feed this view. Family planning practices are often less 
than ideal, and abortion, although available, is often judged unacceptable, especially 
regarding the first pregnancy. At the same time, single mothering is articulated as be-
ing normal. There are no symptoms in contemporary Russia of any intensive growth 
of voluntary childlessness or a “childfree sector”, as a possible solution of solving 
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the work-family balance. Such identity can remain stable even under pressure from 
professional roles and economic demands, spread of divorces and  single mothering 
and refusing to have a second child. 
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Appendix: List of informants
Alena, 24 years, post-graduate student, married, daughter 1,5 year, Samara, 2009
Alisa, 22 years,  sociologist, in stable partnership, Kazan’ 2009
Alla, 23 years, economist, manager of personal, divorced, child, in stable partnership, 
Samara 2009
Anna, 28 years, architect,  divorced, child,  lives in cohabitation,  Kazan’ 2009
Anton (male), 30 years, an engineer, manager in private company, lives in cohabitation for 
9 month,   He is going to marry soon and to give birth to a child, St. Petersburg, 2009
Ekaterina, 27 years, cohabitation, is going to marry, pregnant Arkhangelsk 2009
Kira, 36 years, divorced, an engineer in pharmacological company, St. Petersburg 2004
Mila, 23 years, stable partnership, is going to marry,  not working, BA in economics,  
wants to have a child, Kazan 2009
Nina, 22 years, single, interpreter in international company, St.Petersburg, 2005
Nadya, 22 years, stable partnership, want to have a child,  Arkhangelsk 2009
Nataliya,  26 years, second time  married, lawyer, Samara 2009
Nona, 22 years, student, married, one child, Arkhangelsk 2009
Yulia, 27 years, lives in cohabitation with a child’s father  for 3 years, a 3 years old 
child, school teacher, St. Petersburg, 2009
Vera, 21 years, student, stable partnership, Kazan’ 2009
Veronika, 22 years, manager of personal in large corporation, lives in cohabitation, 
Samara 2009
Cited couples: 
(1) Katiya, 29 years, lives in cohabitation with Yuri for 8 years, the director of a 
large department firm. They are going to marry soon and to give birth to a child, St. 
Petersburg, 2009
Yuri (male), 32 years, lives in cohabitation with Katiya for 8 years, an engineer in 
high-technology. They are going to marry soon and to give birth to a child, St. Pe-
tersburg, 2009
(2) Natasha, 27 years, psychologist, lives in cohabitation with Dmitry for three years, 
works in private corporation. They are going to marry soon and to give birth to a child, 
St. Petersburg, 2009
Dmitry (male), 30 years, sociologist, lives in cohabitation with Natasha for three years, 
works in the same private corporation. They are going to marry soon and to give birth 
to a child, St. Petersburg, 2009


