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5

Everyday Life Perspectives 
on Work, Home, and  
“the Soviet” from Estonia  
to Kyrgyzstan: An Introduction

Laura L. Adams, Gulnara Aitpaeva

Laura L. Adams is the issue’s guest editor. She is Director of the Program on Central 
Asia and the Caucasus at the Davis Center for Russian and Eurasian Studies, Harvard 
University. Address for correspondence: 1730 Cambridge Street, Cambridge, MA 
02138, USA. ladams@fas.harvard.edu.

Gulnara Aitpaeva is the issue’s guest editor. She is Director of the Aigine Cultural 
Research Center, Bishkek. Address for correspondence: Ulitsa Toktogula 93, Bishkek, 
720040, Kyrgyzstan. aitgul@yahoo.com. 

Laura L. Adams and Gulnara Aitpaeva were codirectors of the project “The Soviet in 
Everyday Life.” Funding for this project came from the Open Society Foundation’s 
International Higher Education Support Program. The authors would especially like 
to thank Oleksander Shtokvych for his kind and staunch support.

The articles in this special section are the result of a three-year (2010–2013) teach-
ing enhancement project “The Soviet in Everyday Life Past and Present,” funded by a 
Regional Seminar for Excellence in Teaching grant from the Open Society Founda-
tion’s Higher Education Support Program. The project proposal was written by a 
group of social scientists from Kyrgyzstan and the United States (Laura Adams, Gul-
nara Aitpaeva, Serguei Oushakine, and John Schoberlein) who had been working in 
Soviet and post-Soviet space for decades and who were concerned about particular 
trends in higher education throughout the post-Soviet world. Specifically, we had 
noticed that when undergraduate teaching materials dealt with the Soviet period at 
all, they tended to characterize it in simplistic and politicized terms (“empire”/“to-
talitarian”/“gulag” or, conversely, “modernization”/“integration with the world 
through Russian culture”). Instructors had little in the way of primary source materi-
als that would stimulate their students to analyze the period for themselves, to un-
derstand the diversity of Soviet life, or to critique prevailing discourses about what 
Soviet society was. 

We were also concerned with the role of the Soviet past in scholarship and in the 
broader societies as well. There was little recognition in the social sciences that the 
recent Soviet past should be studied for its influence on the present, and scholars 
trained in the Soviet era or the 1990s expressed little interest in theoretical ap-
proaches such as postcolonialism and postsocialism. Furthermore, in history depart-
ments in Russia and elsewhere instructors were still working within the theoretical 
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