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Masha Gessen

nthe last five years, wth the general |iberalization of
Russi an society and the energence of a gay and | eshi an
novenent, the situation for |eshians has inproved a great
deal . The prevailing attitude toward | eshi ans appears to
have becone nore tolerant: we have no studies that nea-
sure the public's opinion of |eshians separately fromgay
men, but the nost recent opinion surveys show that,
though nost peopl e continue to believe that honosexual s in
general are sick, the nunber of peopl e who believe hono-
sexual s should be | eft aloneis growng steadily. * A nunber of
| eshian and gay groups have forned in the last five years,
making it easier for women to neet others |ike them—
though isol ation continues to be perhaps the nost pressing
probl emfor nost |eshians. In general, officia persecution of
| eshi ans has declined drasticaly. Sill, it continues to exist.
Since the early 1930s, when the Soviet governnent
began its six-decade-1ong anti-homosexual wtch-hunt, the
psychiatric institutions have posed the greatest threat to
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| esbi ans. \Wereas gay nen faced the risk of arrest, |eshians
had to fear being institutionalized And while the crinna |aw
banni ng gay nal e sex was repeal ed in 1993, > the profes-
sional provisions that conpel psychiatrists to “treat” |es-
bi ans have renai ned unchanged.

Two things have set the institution of Russian psychiatry
agai nst | eshians. (ne was a theory advanced by the founder
of Soviet psychiatry, Andrey V. Snezhnevsky, who in the
1930s nai ntai ned that schi zophrenia can nanifest itself
years or even decades before the onset of clinical synp-
tons through such signs as sleep disturbances, unconven-
tional thought patterns (this idea proved lethal to political
di ssi dents), honwsexual behavior, and so on. This theory |ed
to a diagnosis known as “slow going schizophrenia”
(vi al ot ekushaya shi zofreniya; this phrase is often erro-
neously transl ated by Russian doctors as “borderline person-

Qga, coomtted to a psychiatric institu-
tion for being a leshian, was subjected
to el ectroshock treatnents and gi ven

drugs that severely altered her
consci ousness and caused

ality,” when in fact there is no direct equival ent anong con-
ventional English-1anguage di agnoses). The second fact or
was the inclusion of “honosexual orientation” in the section
on personal ity disturbances in the diagnostic nanual issued
by the Mnistry of Health.?®

Lhtil recently, it was exceedingly easy in Russia to com
mt soneone to a psychiatric institution. Qga, 24, reports
that when she was 17, a teacher at the technical school
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where she was a student found out she was having a rel a-
tionship with another fenal e student. The teacher con-
tacted a psychiatric institution, and both young wonen
were conmitted. Aga's friend was rel eased through the
intervention of her parents, but dga, who had only a
not her who |ived far away, remained in the hospital for
three nonths. She says she was subjected to el ectroshock
treatnents and given drugs that severely altered her con-
sciousness and caused hallucinations. After she was
rel eased fromthe hospital, she was conpel led to register
wth a local psychiatric clinic, where she was required to
check inregularly, and her passport was stanped to indicate
she had a psychiatric illness. Al this was standard procedure
for peopl e being rel eased frompsychiatric hospitals. Her
status as a nental patient neant she could not go back to
her studi es since she was banned fromany vocation that
voul d put her in contact wth people. *

Alaw passed in 1992 now nakes it nore difficult to com
mt a person to a nental institution against her wll. How
ever, according to an assessnent done by the New York-
based Lawyers Committee for Human R ghts, the lawis
difficult toenforce. Inany case, it does not protect the
nost vul nerabl e group of |eshians: young wonen who have
not reached legal n@jority and continue to be legally in the
guardianship of their elders. Lena, 19, was coomitted to a
psychiatric institution at the age of 17 by her nother. Her
not her took this step because Lena wanted a sex-change
operation. Such operations are legal in Russia and are carried
out (under psychiatric supervision) far nore freguently than
innany countries. Lena had applied for the operation at the
age of 15, when she was too young to have it legally. But
when her nother found out about the application two years
| ater, she had Lena coomtted. Over the nonths of “treat -
nent,” the doctors attenpted to “correct” her gender and
sexual identificationwth the help of various drugs.

The diagnostic manual used by Russian psychiatrists has
been due to be revised for years now The edition currently
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used dates back to 1982; professionals famliar with the
revision process say a newedition will be years in coning.
The fact that “honosexual orientation” continues to be
listed as a personality disorder has a dual negative effect:
on the one hand, it neans that those who enter psychiatric
institutions involuntarily are given “treatnent,” and, on the
other hand, it neans that |esbhians who may need or seek
counseling are deni ed appropriate care. “Vera,” 19, was
involuntarily coomtted to a nental institution followng a
suicide attenpt after being rejected by the young wonan
wth whomshe had falleninlove. Inthe hospital, the doctors
began, as she says, “treating everything at once’—that is,
her suicidal tendencies and her sexual orientation. Now out
of the hospital, she continues to take nedication in the
hopes of “curing” her condition.

According to Aleksandr M Pol eyev, a professor at a
Mbscow post graduat e school for psychiatrists, where doc-
tors fromaround the country cone for periodic nandatory
courses, while Miscow psychiatrists of great authority have
cone to believe that honosexuality is not a nental illness,
| ocal doctors—the ones who actual |y treat peopl e-hol d the
opposite view The existing diagnostic nanual gives thema
vay to put their convictions to work. ®

THE LEGAL STATUS OF LESBI ANS

Leshi an sex, unlike gay nal e sex, has never been crimnal -
ized in Russia. The law agai nst consensual gay nal e sex was
repeal ed in 1993. However, the Gimnal Gode continues to
nake a distinction between heterosexual rape and honosex-
ual rape. For nearly a decade now various groups have been
working on a new code. Early this year, a draft of a new
code nade it through Parlianent. Wen first submtted, the
draft contained an article that puni shed nonconsensual “sat -
isfaction of sexual desire through honosexual , |esbian or
other perverted neans.” This article prescribed a mlder sen-
tence than the | aw agai nst mssi onary-position heterosexual
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rape. As one | awer who worked on the draft explained, the
logi ¢ behind that was that non-nissionary sexual acts coul d
not result in pregnancy.

In Parlianent, the draft code changed for the better. The
words |eshian and hormosexual were renoved, |eaving just
“perverted neans,” and the penalties for all rapes were
nade equal . In March, however, President Boris N Yeltsin
rejected the draft and sent it back to Parlianent for further
work. Leshian and gay activists fear that the word | eshian
nay make it back into the docunent. Even if it does not,
the phrasing “perverted neans” is cause for concern: there
isnodefintion of “perversion” inRissian law but it is prob-
ably fair to assune that |esbian sex woul d be deened to fit
the term The exi stence of separate | aws concerning hetero-
sexual and “perverted” rape paves the way for unequal
enforcenment of the |aws. Many gay nen who have served
tine in prison say they ended up there on trunped-up rape
charges in part because of the honophobia of the police,
who coul d not conceive of two nen actually wanting to
have sex wth each other, and therefore assuned it to be
rape. Lesbhians fear that under the proposed new | aw the
sane charges nay be used agai nst them

THE SOCI AL STATUS OF LESBI ANS

Lhtil five years ago, |eshian networks in Russia-the only
ways for |eshians to nake contact wth one anot her—were
informal and largely closed (newconers could not be
trusted, and the fear of persecution was too great to take
risks). Nowthere are nore fornal |eshian organizations in
Mscow &. Petersburg, and the Sberian cities of Ok and
Novosi bi rsk. (None of these groups, however, are fornally
recogni zed by the governments.) Al four cities have ser -
vices to introduce | eshians to other |eshians (in Qmsk and
Novosi birsk, though, they are quite infornal at this point); in
addition, in Mbscowthere is an organization cal | ed Mscow
Qgani zation of Lesbians in Literature and the Ats (MOLLI),
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whi ch produces concerts, and in &. Petersburg a | eshi an
consci ousness-rai sing group neets at the S. Petershurg
Cnter for Gender |ssues, a femnist organization. Qrcasi onal
sem-public parties for leshians are held in Mscowand S .
Pet er shurg.

The situation is significantly better than it was a few
years ago, but it conpares very unfavorably to that of gay
men. In Moscow, there are two full-time gay clubs and
nuner ous weekend gay discos, but these do not give |es-
bians the opportunity to neet one another. Inall four cities
vhere there are | eshi an networks, organizers report that the
peopl e who cone to themsuffer fromintense | oneliness,
often having never net other |eshians.

Fear of repression continues to nake | eshian organi zi ng—
even of the purely social variety-extrenely difficult. In
Qwsk, for exanple, an attenpt to create a | eshian group at
the local AIDS center failed not because there were not
enough wonen who wanted to take part but because they
feared they would be seen at the center, evenif only by gay
men, who used the sane tine slot.®lsolation continues to
be the central problemfor Russian | eshians, and the gains of
the last fewyears have nade barely a dent init.

NOTES

1 Nationw de survey conducted by the All-Russian Center for
Reseach on Public Qpinion, as contrasted with a survey con-
ducted by the sane center (then called the Al-Uhion Genter) in
1989.

2 Masha Gessen, The Rghts of Leshians and Gy Men in the Russ-
ian Federation. San Francisco: International Gay and Leshian
Himan R ghts Commi ssion, 1994, pp. 24-33.

3 Mezhdunar odnaya stati sti cheskaya kl assi fikat si ya bol ezney,
travmi prichin snerti, 9th edition adapted for use in the
USSR Mbscow 1982, Section V.

4 The scenario was repeated in nore than a dozen interviews done
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