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Soviet Adolescence during Perestroika and Glasnost

“This might be somewhat immodest of me, but I consider myself one of those people who support perestroika actively, and I consider that to be some kind of contribution… I can certainly talk about how perestroika influences us! Without a doubt we are becoming more responsible and freer. We have been freed of the fears that the previous generation had and we are able to talk more openly….You couldn’t really call us the children of perestroika. But on the other hand there are differences between us and our parents. They’re still afraid of something….But I don’t have that fear inside of me. I’m not afraid. I want not to be afraid.”

                                                                               ~ Ilya, Sixteen years old, tenth grade student.


Mikhail Sergeyevich Gorbachev began a program which led to the dismantling of the Soviet Union; established 3 quarters of a century earlier.
 Perestroika, meaning reconstruction, and glasnost, meaning openness, brought about radical changes in the economy, society, and politics of the Soviet Union. Glasnost altered the media, it offered new information to the public through newspapers, magazines, and articles in history, politics, and social problems.
 Perestroika granted new freedoms such as freedom of assembly, speech, religion, the right to strike, and multicandidate elections. 
The “de-Stalinization” of the Soviet Union astounded the public with facts and graphic accounts of the nature of Stalinist repression. As the Soviet Union changed, it became clear that the people underestimated the difficulties that would lie ahead. 

The passage into adulthood is always difficult; experiencing it during the time of Perestroika and Glasnost added to the complexity. Perestroika and Glasnost had a significant impact on teenagers. To understand the difficulties and changes the Soviet youth experienced during Perestroika and Glasnost you must take into consideration education, religion, social groups, and youth problems. Throughout this paper I will place you into the shoes of a young adult growing up in the Soviet Union during Perestroika and Glasnost. I will reveal to you education reform and the education system. I will then show you the changes in religious views. To help you understand social life I will elaborate on youth groups, gender roles and expectations, and sex. Finally, I will illustrate the problems in youth lives, specifically family, drugs, alcohol, prostitution, violence, and sex. In doing so, I will offer an insiders view on life for a Soviet youth during chaotic change.
“Education is the transmission of civilization.”

Education played an important role in teaching those skills required by the economy. The educational reforms closely linked to the needs of a more sophisticated and specialized economy. When the1984 educational reform was enacted it stressed vocational-technical school education.
 The act increased the length of schooling by one year, there would now be an eleventh grade, and children were to begin school at six years old.


School started at the age of six, in the first grade. At the age of 8, or in the third or fourth grade, children were given to option to attend special schools. 
These schools would allow the children to master art, science, and humanities at a young age. It was difficult to be accepted into a special school; usually the students who did attend had parents who had connections. Students who attended special schools had a clearer knowledge of society and politics and were likely to complete all of academic high school. When the child was in eighth grade, or approximately 13 years of age, he or she was faced with two choices. The child could remain in academic high school and finish ninth, tenth, and eleventh grade or leave school and enter vocational-technical school. 

Both vocational and technical schools trained students for the work force, but they have their distinctions. Vocational schools trained students pursuing jobs related to industry, building, transport, communications, and agriculture, which totaled about 54 percent of students.
 Technical school trained students in the fields of economics, law, health, physical education, art, and cinematography, which rounded up about 14 percent of students.
 The main difference between the two schools was the fact that vocational school was considered inferior. The students who attended vocational schools were known to be less intelligent and more “street-smart.” They were also labeled as “too-tough” to do well and even care about there education.
 The problem with vocational school was that teachers assumed that many students did not regard their work as very important. In turn, the classes were not as demanding. Students eventually became aware of this and a decrease in enthusiasm led to the students’ lack of sufficient academic preparations. Vocational school was also known for its ample amount of students who had social or emotional difficulties. Students were aware they would be introduced to an environment filled with children who fought, smoke, drank, and were more open sexually. Eighteen year old Olya states her experience in vocational school,

“I went into vocational school and ended up in a completely different environment. I didn’t know that we had people who take drugs, that young girls smoke. I had heard about that but I didn’t believe it…I’m glad that I ended up in that vocational school, that I had a chance to see that kind of crowd, found out how people live, what kind of views they have, what they think about life…If I had gone and finished academic high school I wouldn’t have found out about this.”

Vocational-technical school usually lasted 4 to 5 years.
 The government also invested money into vocation-technical schools. They did so because it was important to the economy. After graduation the students were to work two years in the field that they studied. They did this in order to pay back the government for its investment and it was also a goal of the “Basic Direction for the Reconstruction of Higher and Specialized Education Act” of 1987.
 Among other things, the act attempted to confront graduates who failed to pursue jobs related to their schooling. In retrospect, education was an important aspect in a Soviet adolescent’s life and it was a key element in the success of Perestroika and Glasnost.
“Religion is the opium of the masses.”


It is important to understand religion during the time of Perestroika and Glasnost. Before and after the Second World War the grandparents and parents of the youth were emphatically manipulated by the Stalin regime. There emerged a generation of atheists. There was barbaric attitude toward religion, starting with the destruction of churches and cathedrals.
 There were even mass amounts of propaganda against religion. The generations before the youth of Perestroika and Glasnost were not allowed to express their beliefs and show faith to any form of religion and silenced them.

Soviet youth were ready to explore this new freedom. The youth were not afraid to be open about their views. There was a great respect for religion. Although many of the children did not recognize themselves as believers they still identified themselves as Christians in their souls. The youth believed that Christian views were eternal for all mankind.


Interestingly, many of the youth were familiar with the bible. One young man quotes the Gospel saying, “Love thy neighbor. That’s what Christ talks about. I think that’s very important, especially in this world or ours with all its contradictions. I think it’s very important to preserve humanness.”


Of the children who did go to church, they claimed they did it for themselves. The youth expressed how it is difficult, psychologically, to not believe in something.
 A fifteen year old worker explains.

 “I go [to church] and listen. I was taken to communion, like washing my sins away; the priest reads the prayers. I went by myself recently. The old ladies there babble something or other and their babbling is suppose to cleanse you if you go there to church. So it’s just that it washes your sins away. I like it, it’s beautiful there. I just go there for myself. And then I think that everyone should live peacefully and that’s what they preach, not to fight. I think that’s how it should be.”

Briefly discussing religion during Perestroika is important because it illustrates how the youth were now able to be heard and voice their opinion. It shows a difference in generation. The generations before Perestroika were forced to hold in their beliefs, not only religious beliefs. They also became afraid to speak out and express their true beliefs. The Soviet youth were more vocal and ready to explore their new freedoms.
Social Life


It became obvious that the youth’s social lives were changing with the times. Youth groups were diversifying, there was a new sense of individualism, gender roles and gender expectations were evolving, and topic of sex was out of the closet. 


A successful youth group in the Soviet Union was the Komsomol (Young Communist League). It was an official organization in which nearly all young people between the ages of fourteen and twenty eight years old belong. Komsomol was a professionally run organization directly linked to the Communist Party.
 It owned three publishing houses and printed over 230 newspapers and magazines. In the early years of Soviet power, to join Komsomol was a proud milestone in one’s life because it symbolized the collective consciousness that characterized the early Soviet regime.
 A Soviet Jewish recalls his feelings as follows: “I joined Komsomol for purely ideological reasons when I was fourteen or fifteen years old and when I truly believed in the cause of the party and in the general causes of Soviet power.” 


The youth during Perestroika and Glasnost were critical of the organization and activities of the Komsomol. There was a high level of direction over the membership by the officials who feared change and wanted to replicate formal and old fashion activities. In 1988 it was reported that since 1985 membership dropped by four million. 


The youth were now interested in informal groups. In 1987 reporters found that 52 percent of young engineer students, 65 percent of young manual workers, 71 percent of students, 71 percent of tenth grade high school pupils, and 89 percent of students in vocational-technical schools were members of “informal groups.”
 The informal spontaneous youth groups were manifestations of a nonconformist and individualistic orientation.


Groups ranged from friends who shared a common interest in football teams, to performers and devotees of rock and heavy metal music. Groups also included fascists, skinheads, punks, and veterans from Afghanistan.
 The most popular was pop music and rock groups. The groups adopted Western artists and groups and copied or bought Western attire on the black market. There was a protest against the authorities’ control of culture. It is also important to note that there were groups who were anti-Western and traditional in orientation. 

The youth were interested now in individualism. Many were no longer happy with the familiar collectivism that was common in Komsomol and earlier in the Soviet Union. Individualism was apparent in various forms of consumerism, such as cloths and popular music. The policy of Perestroika involved the recognition and freedom of the individual and the Soviet youth were taking advantage of it.

I will now shift to gender roles and gender expectations. The young men and women had expectations that clashed. Boys stressed patriarchal views.
 They were interested in providing a family structure where the man is the breadwinner. As a husband they wanted to work and provide for the family. At home is where the wife should be. Young men stressed how it was the job of the woman to keep the house clean, take care of the children and have meals ready. The only form of housework the boys considered doing was physical work. 

Girls, on the other hand, had completely different views. The times were changing and so were young women. Young women intended to work and have interesting jobs. They were not interested in settling down. Many teenage girls stressed how they would not be prepared to stay at home, especially after working hard in school to get a degree. Ironically, many girls expressed an interest in maintaining the house and the children, all while continuing to work. Girls expressed how they were not going to be happy to do a majority of the housework and many expected help from their husbands. At the same time, girls understood the “double-standard burden.”
 They knew they would have to work a job, take care of the house, and tend to the children (the children do include their husbands). Natasha explains the attitudes of the young Soviet women,
“They say around here that there’s nothing a woman, a Russian woman, can’t do, and I think that’s true…She can split wood or stand in a line in a store for three hours. Look at the huge bags they carries around, not just any man could lift those bags…and she still manages to look more or less attractive!”

For young girls Perestroika and Glasnost meant more freedom for women and women also intended to become “tougher” with the times.


When discussing social life it is important to include information concerning sex. Sexuality was a very burdening topic among the Soviets. Sex was undeveloped and there was a lack of sexual education.
 Because of the openness emerged a sexual revolution. A sixteen year old boy named Ilya explains, “There is a sexual revolution going on here. I can’t say I favor it. Attitudes towards girls, and girls themselves, have gotten much freer. Different ideas about honor. In Russia it was always considered a life long shame when a young girl had sexual relations outside of marriage. Perhaps it’s a natural process, but I don’t really like it.” 


Sex was very primitive in Russia and there was a lack of sexual education that led to problems, which I will talk about later on. For example, when a young girl asked her mother where babies come from, her mother told her from a cabbage patch. When the girl was older and saw her mother’s stomach grow because of her pregnancy, she asked her mother why her stomach was so large. The mother answered her by saying she drank too much water. 


Although Russians were ignorant regarding sex, many children initiated in sexual intercourse at normal ages. For males the common age of initiation of sex was 16 to 18 and for females the ages were 19 to 21.
 The ages were actually considered young compared to the ages from the 1950s and 1960s.
 The lack of sexual education caused abortions to become the chief method of birth control, followed by coitus interruptus, and then finally condoms.


The social lives of the Soviet youth were become freer. The youth were no longer interested in the old school Komsomol, collectivism was no longer appealing, gender expectations between the sexes were diversifying now that women expected more freedom, and sex was gradually becoming a less burdening topic.
“If you aren’t part of the solution you are part of the problem.”


When exploring the problems of the Soviet youth it is important to consider family problems, drug use, alcohol use, prostitution, violence, and sex. 


A minor problem among youth involved family. It is important to note that the majority of families in the Soviet Union were quite poor. Money problems caused stress within the household. Many children witnessed their verbal arguments and abuse among there parents. Fathers were stressed because of work and turned to alcohol, which was and still is a common beverage in Russia. Children were forced to keep secret all that happened in the house and because of this many adolescence formed drug and alcohol problems of their own.


Drug use in the Soviet Union was not popular compare to the western world. In 1984 there were 75,000 people, throughout the Soviet Union, who claimed to be drug users. By 1988 4.4 million people in the Soviet Union claimed to be addicted to some form of drug.
 Of the drug users, 84 percent used hashish, 47 percent used morphia, 44 percent used opium, and 12 percent used cocaine. 


Among the youth alcohol was most common. It was easy to acquire and very popular inside households. Children grew up viewing their parents consume alcohol. It was not uncommon for adults to take numerous shots of vodka in honor of people or health at dinner. But during Perestroika and Glasnost many kids admitted they drank because it was a way for them to escape the tensions of the modernizing industrial society. Since 1955 alcohol consumption had risen two and a half times. It was estimated that the consumption of alcohol per year per capita for ages 15 and older was 16 liters.
 One 14 year old boy named Andrea said, “I wanted an unknown feeling, for the last year I have been drinking regularly. I like both the drink itself and the feeling it gives me. All the problems that were wearing me out started to slip away.”


Prostitution was a rising problem during Perestroika and Glasnost. The selling of sex became more acceptable considering the changing views of women. Many poor young girls were forced into prostitution for the money. 3-5 percent of the youth claimed they had sex with a prostitute, and the percent was higher for mature men, meaning more a risk for the young girls selling their bodies.
 When the girls were asked what they use the money for, 3 fourth of the girls said for clothing and cosmetics. 


The violence in Russia is not unique. It is similar to that of the western world. The only interesting violent act that occurred throughout the youth was the stealing of denim jeans. Lyosha, a seventeen year old student explains,
“They were only pushed to it by life. The kind of kids who do that stuff, it’s a kind of mini-business for them. They take something off somebody and sell it. The ones I’ve run into have just been pushed to it by life; they have no money. All they know is that you can take something from someone weaker, sell it, and have money to spend. Not long ago, they took my pants….A lot of them are driven to it because that’s how they were treated when they were weak. They learn to fight just so they can survive that evil, but then they start doing those things themselves.”


The final aspect of Soviet youth problems spawned from sex. As I mentioned earlier sex was undeveloped in the Soviet Union and there was very little sexual education. Information about sex was often obtained from rumors. In some schools there would be sexual education, but it was woefully inadequate. It would be taught to the students by a teacher who volunteered. The teacher would have no special qualifications and often taught the students at his or her own risk. Lack of education led to a large amount of abortions. The abortions to birth rates in Russia during the 1980s were 2.5 and 3 to 1.
 Twenty five percent of all the women, in the world, who had abortions from 1985 to 1989, were from the Soviet Union.
 By the age of twenty it was common for girls to have as many as five abortions.
 It could be said that because of the openness the youth became more promiscuous. At the same time one can argue that ignorance to sex education played a large part. As I said before, abortion was the leading method of birth control, followed by coitus interruptus, and finally condoms.
 One astounding fact is that it was not uncommon for pharmacy shops to not supply condoms.

Youth problems ranged from their family all the way to inside the bedroom. Family problems caused hardship on the youth. This hardship was resolved with the use of drugs and alcohol. Because of poor lifestyles many girls turned to prostitution and young men turned to violence. And since sex was undeveloped and there was a lack of education, problems arose from sexuality.


Perestroika and Glasnost brought about radical change amount the Soviet Union and became known as the “de-Stalinization” period. The “de-Stalinization” of the Soviet Union astounded the public with facts and graphic accounts of the nature of Stalinist repression. As the Soviet Union changed, it became clear that the people underestimated the difficulties that would lie ahead. The passage into adulthood is always difficult; experiencing it during the time of Perestroika and Glasnost added to the complexity. Perestroika and Glasnost had a significant impact on teenagers. The programs influenced education, religion, social life, and youth problems. In regards to education, I explained some of the educational reforms and I illustrated the education system. Religion was a unique subject. It was important because it exemplified how the Soviet youth were ready to voice their opinion and was not afraid like the generations before them. The social life of a young was diversifying, there was a new sense of individualism, gender roles and gender expectations were evolving, and topic of sex was out of the closet. Finally, I illustrated the problems that many young Soviets had to face, including family problems, drug addictions, alcohol abuse, violence, prostitution, and sex.  Times were changing during Perestroika and Glasnost. The new generation was being introduced to a new society. One in which allowed them to speak out, become an individual, and learn the truths past generations.
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