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This work is a fascinating study of American women who traveled and worked in Russia during 

the 1920s, 1930s, and World War II. A few had already visited Russia, before 1917, but most of 

them went to Russia “chasing the dream” promised by the Communist Revolution. Mickenberg 

uses published works, diaries, and other unpublished materials to describe the complexities of 

the lives and experiences of the women. Each chapter explores a different theme and then delves 

into the lives of a few individuals and their experiences. A few of the women are well known, 

like the dancer Isadora Duncan and the journalist Margaret Bourke-White, but most are little 

known or forgotten. Some of the women were already involved in progressive causes or were 

fellow travelers before they went to the USSR.  

 

One of the most interesting chapters describes the American Kuzbas colony, established in great 

optimism, but eventually dissolved. Ruth Kennell, a woman pursuing her dreams in Russia, was 

deeply involved in the colony; she also faced hardships and disappointments in her personal and 

professional life. Also fascinating was a chapter on the African American delegation that went to 

Russia to make a film about racial suppression, “Black and White,” which was never completed. 

The African Americans were treated well and feted, but also subjected to prejudice and 

stereotypes. For most of the delegation, the experience was a positive one, even though the film 

project was discarded for implausible reasons during the Stalinist 1930s. The African American 

group, which included several prominent figures, did not fit Soviet stereotypes of black people. 

They were well educated, articulate, and often of light complexion. Even worse from the 

perspective of some Russians, a few of the African Americans could not dance or sing. A few 

stayed on after the picture was canceled, and one woman became an English language 

broadcaster. The early charitable work of the American Friends Service Committee in the early 

1920s was also explored. Even in the early years of hardship, some of the people doing 

charitable work were aware of the emergence of a communist party elite. While the people 

whom they served were suffering, the new elite was living much better.   

 

Mickenberg does a superb job covering her subjects, but even in a large project like this one 

cannot cover everything. For example, omitted from the book are women dreamers who went to 

the USSR after the Revolution, married Soviet citizens, and lived there for many years. Some did 

not survive Stalinism. Others could not visit their native country until the post-Stalin period.   

 

For many of the women featured in the book, Mickenberg presents tidbits from letters and 

published writings and allows the reader to assess the subjects and their contributions. For 

example, Ruth Kennell, whom I found interesting, seemed to be searching both for a 

revolutionary dream and for a fulfilling personal life with a man. Ultimately, she did not find 

either. Ironically one of her lovers testified against her later to the House Committee on Un-

American Activities. Some women activists closed their eyes to the harsh realities of 

collectivization and the purges. Anna Louise Strong, one of the women journalists profiled, spent 
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many years in the USSR, but eventually wound up in China, where she lived out the rest of her 

life. She had long admired China, but she lost favor in Russia. According to Mickenberg, 

Strong’s work was more appreciated in China, where she interacted with some of the top 

officials.  

 

Isadora Duncan had been to Russia before the 1917 Revolution, but in the early Soviet period, 

she was swept up in the movement and established a dance studio in Moscow. Lenin even 

attended one of her performances, and she married the much younger Sergei Esenin. She left in 

1924, after her style of dancing lost favor. Pauline Koner was another dancer who established an 

institute dedicated to fizkultura (physical culture). But, the young girls who entered the institute 

were soon used for propaganda, and Koner lost control of the institute. She went back to the 

United States for a visit and was denied a visa to re-enter the USSR.   

 

Some individuals were drawn not only by a political dream of a promised land, but also by the 

more permissive sexual mores of the early Soviet Union, before the 1936 family laws were 

promulgated which outlawed abortion and made divorce difficult. They were also drawn by the 

officially professed rights of women in the USSR. In practice, while women worked in many 

occupations, they also had all the traditional burdens of women, despite some early efforts to 

liberate women from the kitchen and childcare.   

 

During World War II, both Margaret Bourke-White and Lillian Hellman wrote about heroic 

Soviet women. Several films were made about the women, including A Song of Russia and The 

North Star. These films, which were produced during the Soviet-American alliance of World 

War II, were later criticized for their naïve portrayals of Soviet reality. During the Cold War, the 

House Committee on Un-American Activities investigated several of the women profiled in this 

work. Mickenberg, in an epilogue, raises the question whether some women continued to serve 

the USSR as spies after they returned to the United States.   

 

As one who studied in-depth Soviet women, I found the experiences of the American women 

intriguing. The foreigners had a relatively privileged life and their material conditions, while 

often difficult, were far better than Soviet women experienced. Before the Purges, there was a 

reasonably large American presence in Russia, and some of the women in the book were part of 

those intellectual communities. 

 

The book is well written and is a good read. Someone relatively unfamiliar with either Soviet 

history or the history of American women from the 1920s to the 1940s may not be able fully to 

appreciate the book. The book could be used in women’s studies’ courses if students have an 

extensive background in women’s history. For women with a good background in women’s 

history and in the study of the USSR/Russia, the book is a delight. 

 

  

 


