
Introduction: From Revolution to
Globalization: Foodways in Russia and
East-Central Europe

THE RUSS IAN REVOLUTION WAS BORN out of hunger approxi-
mately one hundred years ago. By 1917WorldWar I had brought
mass deprivation to the fronts and homefronts of Europe, but
nowhere was the situationmore desperate than in Russia, which
had been roiled by social unrest since the Revolution of 1905. In
the capital of Petrograd (as St. Petersburg was briefly called from
1914 to 1924), rioting women calling for “bread” were a critical
catalyst for the February Revolution that brought an end to the
tsarist system.1 In the shadow of continued war and deprivation,
the Bolshevik revolutionaries (led by Vladimir Ilyich Lenin) suc-
cessfully took power by October having promised “peace, bread,
and land” (Fitzpatrick 2008: 51). The Bolshevik Party success-
fully mobilized cadres, both true believers and fellow travelers,
as well as many among the masses, with bread—but not with
bread alone. For popular hunger was also accompanied by
thirst, or perhaps more accurately by a myriad of thirsts—for
power, for social advancement, and for a vaguely defined uto-
pian future. The road to this new future “dreamworld,” to use
Susan Buck-Morss’s (2002: ix) description of multiple twentieth-
century projects aimed at creating a mass utopia, would not be
a smooth one, instead following numerous aspirational paths.
But ample sustenance and more elaborate, modern, and even
refined modes and forms of food and drink were arguably central
to its possibilities and perils.

This special issue marks the one-hundredth anniversary of
the Russian Revolution with essays that explore the ways in
which food and drink were entwined with the origins, param-
eters, and aftermath of the multivalent revolutionary project
that began in Petrograd in 1917. With communism as a uto-
pian project now a closed chapter in Russian and Eastern
European history, food and drink provide an important vehi-
cle for reassessing many aspects of this period. Read together,
these articles will highlight the ways in which the former
Socialist Bloc was marked by a shared, albeit varied, historical
experience. The 1917 Bolshevik Revolution had dramatic
consequences not just for Russia, but for its vast sphere of
influence—the former empire, Eastern Europe, and well
beyond. The Russian experience, of course, occupies a privi-
leged place in this special issue, as the place of origin—the moth-
ership, so to speak—of the revolution. Yet the articles also offer
tales from the periphery—Ukraine, Czechoslovakia, Bulgaria,
and East Germany. Both within and outside Russia, debates
continue about the extent to which communism was wholly
imposed from outside—which is to say, by the USSR—or drew
upon “native” needs and objectives. Regardless, communism
was “domesticated” in its various contexts, and took a diversity
of forms, which was subsequently reflected in local foodways.
Thus, the Russian Revolution of 1917 had an immediate impact
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but also an afterlife, one that threads throughout the region’s
history, culture, and politics of food and drink.

It bears repeating that the Russian Revolution was at its
core a revolt against global capital, which is to say, an early
form of “globalization” tied to Western imperialism. Initially,
at least, the Bolsheviks countered with a global revolution of
their own, and continued to spread their influence beyond
their own borders throughout the communist period. Still, the
first priority for the new Soviet state was to consolidate power
at home, in part by creating the promised utopian dreamworld
using a variety of tools and methods. In its broadest contours,
this dreamworld mirrored the capitalist one—for instance, in
its ambition to generate abundance for the masses via indus-
trial and agricultural modernization (Buck-Morss 2002: ix–x).
At the same time, it should be remembered that communist
promises of ample food and a “good life” for the masses were
closely coupled with an ideological commitment to ending
the long-bemoaned excesses of local bourgeoisie elites, tied
as these were to global capital and the West. Toward this end,
communist states carried out radical redistribution and retribu-
tion plans, erecting protective borders against the West—walls
(and eventually an Iron Curtain) against flows of capital and
people moving in or out.

The Soviet experiment exacted staggering human costs, and
yet when it comes to food, as the essays in this special issue will
show, the legacy of the communist past remains complex and
nuanced, with significant “leaps forward” in food production
and distribution going hand in hand with the overwhelming
deficits and shortcomings generated by the command economy
system. The queues, empty shelves, and shortages of basic food-
stuffs that punctuated the period will not soon be forgotten. But
communist states were also generally successful in providing
sustenance, as well as a more elaborate food culture, to the
masses as never before. Perhaps this explains why this region has
witnessed a growing nostalgia for communism in relation to
state food subsidies, and also for specific dishes, products, and
ingredients of the period. Additionally, the longing for the fla-
vors of the past reflects in large part the disruptive effects of
twenty-five years of capitalism—essentially, the region’s reinte-
gration into the West in the wake of communism’s collapse.
Of course, this issue is not focused only on the have-nots of the
region—those who live with the reality of rising prices andmod-
est (or even falling) incomes. It also concerns the broader issue
of food specificity and authenticity in the context of an increas-
ingly globalized world. How, for instance, can local “authentic”
foods and foodways compete with their processed counterparts—
with the McDonaldization of the larger food landscape? After
the socialist bubble burst, globalization brought food variety and
abundance like never before. But at what cost?

Food and Revolution

By its very design, the Russian Revolution sought a clean break
with the past. And yet the revolution was carried out by or
came to rule those who already possessed long-standing cul-
tural legacies. In terms of foodways and beyond, the past was
indicative of things to come. The Russian tradition—much like
other food cultures (Vester 2015: 10)— had long employed the
trope and imagery of food and eating to talk about social identi-
ties and national belonging. While a spate of nineteenth-
century food movements sought individual betterment through
food, Russian culture continued to employ food imagery to
envision the ideal community.2 Indeed, the most important
nineteenth-century Russian writers and thinkers, such as
Dostoevsky and Tolstoy, devised narratives of collective redemp-
tion that revolved around eating, food, and particular foodways.
As Ronald LeBlanc points out in his article in this issue, Tolstoy
saw vegetarianism as essential to the path of moral and spiritual
perfection. He embraced the morally superior diet of the peas-
antry, for whom food was “a source of fuel for the body, rather
than… a source of pleasure for the senses” (LeBlanc 2009: 148).

Tolstoy’s advocacy of restraint was a direct critique of the
extreme bifurcation of Russian society into the nobility (and
the new bourgeoisie), whose eating habits were characterized
by gluttony and excess, and the peasantry, whose traditional diet
emphasized subsistence, rational restraint, and fasting. As Keith
Livers’s article makes clear, food narratives in Russia have
consistently been preoccupied with questions of power, social
justice, inequality, morality, and the like, as is the case in works
by Dostoevsky such as The Idiot (1868) and The Brothers
Karamazov (1880). In Dostoevsky’s messianic imagery, where,
how, and what one eats determines not only individual salva-
tion, but the redemption of the broader community—perhaps
even the world. An important thread running through all of
these works is the perception of the West and modernity—and
indeed Western food—as corrupt and tainted, a notion with
deep and enduring roots in Russian folk and spiritual culture.

Before and after 1917, the Bolsheviks rejected religious or
spiritually inflected food narratives, and yet they similarly
employed food in their own messianic vision to overcome social
inequality. The leadership of Revolutionary Russia also shared
the deep ambivalence toward the West that was so ingrained
in Russian culture, but rather than advocating a return to pre-
modern tradition and native foodways, they embraced modern-
ization, including food technologies designed to create a
utopian future. But it was modernization without, and indeed
in direct conflict with, the West. From the beginning of the
period, the Soviet state imposed a monopoly on trade and
closely guarded the borders, creating an effective (albeit porous)
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barrier to Western trade. Having consolidated power by 1928,
Stalin further solidified this border, while selectively importing
Western technologies to mechanize agriculture and industry.
His massive drive to “collectivize” agriculture was motivated
by dual goals: to modernize the USSR and to bring the
independent-minded peasantry under Soviet political control.
This brutal process precipitated the “Great Hunger” of the early
1930s, most tragically manifested in forced famine in Ukraine
and the southern Soviet Union (Wittman 2017: 179). It was a
period of unimaginable sacrifice and scarcity, but it also saw
a radical retooling of the food system enabled by Stalin’s
dictates.

The political, social, and economic changes set in motion
by the October Revolution were aimed at reforming not only
the surface of human relations, but also their intimate interiors.
Throughout the revolutionary 1920s and Stalinist 1930s, there
was a kind of “ideological colonization of everyday life,” as the
government attempted to penetrate the innermost recesses of
the Soviet subject and recast her or him in a new mold (Kiaer
and Naiman 2006: 5). As one scholar notes, in their rush to
remake the Old World into the New, the Bolsheviks went well
beyond the “traditional arenas of political struggle,” such that
“even dining, an activity of seemingly little political conse-
quence, became a part of the Bolshevik program to construct
a new, radically different society” (Borrero 1997: 162).

Public kitchens, cafeterias, and other food-distribution
points played an important role in the Bolsheviks’ vision of
the new communist society. In addition to liberating women
from the drudgery of the kitchen, such places were meant to
serve as sites where new methods of “scientific alimentation”
could be implemented and individual eaters would be initi-
ated into the collectivist ethos of the new ideology (ibid.:
169). As François-Xavier Nérard documents in his contribu-
tion to this issue, in the course of the 1920s and early 1930s,
workers’ canteens were built at breakneck speed, with the
goal of revolutionizing food preparation and distribution.
Using archival materials that describe the menus, supply
chains, and inner workings of such enterprises, Nérard
underscores the important role of these canteens in terms
of providing food to large segments of Soviet society during
a time of extreme scarcity. At the same time, he notes, they
also became symbolic of the system’s essential flaw, which
is to say, the exceedingly poor quality of the food that was pre-
pared in them.

Eventually, however, extreme scarcity gave way to the rela-
tive abundance of the mid-1930s. During this same period, char-
acterized by Russian émigré sociologist N. S. Timasheff
(1949: 319) as Stalin’s “Great Retreat” from earlier revolutionary
principles, a new rhetoric of “abundance” accompanied the

mass production of luxury foods like champagne, caviar, ice
cream, and sausage, as if to illustrate Stalin’s oft-quoted 1934
statement “Life has become better, comrades. Life has become
more joyful.” For Stalin and his famous commissar of food
Anastas Mikoyan, it was not just rhetoric but the availability of
such goods for deserving workers that exemplified this new
“good life” (Fitzpatrick 2006: 93–94). As LeBlanc’s article dem-
onstrates, the desire to highlight such achievements was the in-
spiration behind Soviet writer Boris Pilnyak’s ill-fated novel
Meat (1936). Here the government’s desire to promote meat
consumption as part of its industrialization and modernization
projects—while at the same time showcasing the idea of a
socialist “good life”—was fully on display. Pilnyak’s novel-to-
order, however, ultimately failed to embody the image of the
new Soviet slaughterhouse, and hastened the out-of-favor writer’s
premature demise.

A much more successful and popular work, as it turns out,
was the 1939 cookbook A Book about Tasty and Healthy Food,
a kind of “culinary utopia” and “a literary monument erected
to the Soviet food industry” that quickly went on to become
the bible of Soviet cuisine (LeBlanc 2016: 38). As Nérard
argues, in the world of reality (rather than the Socialist
Realist fantasy of the Book about Tasty and Healthy Food),
canteen offerings continued to be lackluster, and in many
cases simply inedible. While specialty foods were increasingly
available for privileged elites and certain categories of exem-
plary workers, the population as a whole still faced shortages,
recurrent rationing, and lines for basic foodstuffs. This was
exacerbated by a new round of “sacrifices” that Soviet citizens
faced, this time not for a utopian future, but in a war for sur-
vival against Fascist Germany.

Cold War Kitchens

The postwar period brought a vastly reconfigured world. Red
Army successes carried the Soviet system deep into Eastern
Europe, sparking a Cold War with the West. With the USSR
still feeding its populations with Lend-Lease Spam, this expan-
sion meant that its alliances with the West—a necessary evil
in the war on fascism—could now be jettisoned. Much of
Eastern Europe lay in ruins, and the promises of socialism,
including rapid social advancement, appealed to many across
these still largely agrarian states. As in the Soviet Union, a cen-
tral promise—what many scholars have called the “social con-
tract” of these new communist states—was that food would be
plentiful, cheap, and widely available. On the Soviet model, the
new Bloc states seized industry and redistributed land and other
resources to feed and rapidly mobilize their populations.
Political purges streamlined the process as the state took control
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of food production and trade.3 In addition, Bloc economies
were integrated through the establishment of Comecom (the
Council of Mutual Economic Assistance), which created a
largely separate trade—and hence food—system. Again, as with
the early Soviet state, walls (both literal and figurative) were
erected against global trade in the name of protection from
predatory capitalism. Only gradually would these walls become
more permeable, although they remained in place until the
collapse of the system in 1989–91.

Stalin’s death in 1953 brought dramatic changes to the
Soviet Union and its Bloc neighbors. The new Soviet leader,
Nikita Khrushchev (1956–64), promoted a range of reforms
that among other things destabilized the Bloc’s Stalinist
regimes. Stirrings of dissent, protest, and even revolution
marked the rest of the postwar period. Calls for a more
humane system were coupled with demands for regimes to
deliver on their myriad of promises, in which food was often
the central component (Kenney 1999: 408). In part as a
response, Khrushchev initiated the so-called consumerist turn,
hoping to hasten the approach of the long-promised “good
life” while ameliorating the destabilizing effects of de-
Stalinization. But Khrushchev’s embrace of food production
and processing, along with light over heavy industry, was also
critical to his larger efforts to “surpass” the West and achieve
“mature communism.”4 It is no coincidence that his face-off
with Richard Nixon over the relative merits of communism
versus capitalism was dubbed the “Kitchen Debate,” after the
two leaders were famously photographed in an American ex-
hibit in Moscow with a mocked-up American kitchen (Reid
2002: 223). Cold War competition was about more than just
rockets and missiles; it extended even into the kitchen.

Both the Khrushchev and later Brezhnev eras brought
a period of relative abundance—in terms of food supplies,
restaurants, cookbooks, and related consumer offerings—
throughout the socialist camp. In the 1960s and 1970s there
was a flowering of food and drink culture in socialist Eastern
Europe. Socialist states used food and drink to shape and
even “civilize” newly urbanized populations, while also
proving to local populations and the world that the system
could provide. As described in Mary Neuburger’s article,
the consumerist turn in Bulgaria was accompanied by a new
food culture—with new cookbooks, appliances, and how-to
encyclopedias filled with everything from cocktail recipes to
food and drink etiquette. In addition, a huge number of new
eating venues opened across Bulgaria to accommodate the
explosive growth of state-directed tourism. Indeed, extraordi-
nary efforts were made by the Bulgarian state tourist agency,
Balkanturist, to provide Bulgarian and other Bloc citizens a
utopian dreamworld in which a beach vacation—complete

with elaborate food offerings—was available to all. Meanwhile,
as Andrew Kloiber’s article shows, the East German socialist re-
gime went to great lengths to provide high-quality coffee and
cafés for its citizens, a deliberate “democratization” of a formerly
aristocratic indulgence. Indeed, these new cultures of food and
drink, along with venues of leisure and sociability, buttressed
state legitimacy in more ways than one. As both Kloiber and
Neuburger demonstrate, socialist states tapped into a “usable”
past, tying coffee consumption to the “European” culture in
Germany, and crafting folk-themed restaurants and a “national
cuisine” in Bulgaria.

The changes in food cultures were closely tied to the in-
creased permeability of the Iron Curtain, a fact that bolstered
but ultimately derailed efforts to create stable socialist dream-
worlds through food. Like Stalin before him, Khrushchev
famously traveled to the United States and brought back the
idea for an ill-fated project to plant corn on agro-farms in the
“virgin lands” of Central Asia. In the period that followed, and
especially during the 1970s détente, information, travelers,
images, and goods penetrated the East/West (and North/
South) barrier. As Kloiber describes, new trade deals and food
chains were forged between the Bloc and the Global South—
in this case coffee deals with Laos and Vietnam. And yet, as he
argues, the East German desire for coffee was fueled by the
desire to be part of a “global” coffee culture. As Neuburger
notes, Balkanturist was compelled to adjust to “global stand-
ards” in serving Western tourists on the Bulgarian Black Sea
coast, where socialist food culture was subject to Western
expectations, and ultimately critique. On both sides of the
Iron Curtain, consumer expectations rose in tandem with ever
more elaborate food cultures.

Still, as various Bloc states sought to use food culture as an
entrée into a future socialist prosperity, the reality was often in-
consistent at best, and at worst bleak. By the 1970s, waves of
global economic downturn brought renewed shortages, food
lines, and bare shelves, which became especially acute in the
1980s. Yet even in this period of empty food stores, people did
not go hungry—as food, like other goods, was procured through
ever more elaborate black market and social networks, as well as
grown in family gardens and plots and canned for later use. This
could help fill the gap, but it also paralyzed the official econ-
omy. Meanwhile, the contrast between food rhetoric and real-
ity, the fits and starts of food abundance and scarcity, the
raised and dashed expectations, cast their perennial shadow
over the system. So, too, did the specter of the imagined West,
the distant capitalist dreamworld that seemed to provide ample
abundance for all—unless one actually walked its streets and
visited its inner-city neighborhoods. In the end, the breaking
down of the wall between East and West seemed to provide
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an answer to these perennially empty shelves and long queues.
If promises of bread and buckling tables brought socialism into
power, the reality of empty shelves brought it down. At issue
were not so much “empty bellies” but rather the raised expect-
ations that socialism itself created (a new kind of “thirst”) but
could not meet—a dreamworld that never materialized.

In Retrospect

With the collapse of communism across Eastern Europe and
the Soviet Union between 1989 and 1991, a torrent of eco-
nomic, political, and social changes produced a need to artic-
ulate new narratives of belonging, of cultural and national
specificity (Jung, Klein, and Caldwell 2014: 13). Food contin-
ues to be an important factor driving a range of postsocialist
efforts to reassess the past and recast individual and collective
identities and dreamworlds, whether social, national, or supra-
national. Now, more than twenty-five years later, new narra-
tives of European and global belonging continue to chafe
against older templates of national identity, often with mixed
results. Among other things, there is tension between the rush
to embrace European integration and “Western” modernity
and nostalgia for the perceived simplicity and security of the
past. In the former East Germany, even years after the unifica-
tion of the two states, there was considerable nostalgia for the
artifacts, symbols, and rituals of the socialist past, a phenome-
non termed “Ostalgie” (from the German word Ost, “east”).
Socialist symbols—including food products—served as an an-
chor for new German citizens caught up in the critical process
of having to adapt to both “a capitalist West Germany and a
transforming global economy” (Blum 2000: 230). In more re-
cent years, as enthusiasm for globalization is being replaced
by nationalism and populism, food and drink brands associ-
ated with the “good old days” are making a comeback, as in
the case of the Heineken-owned Slovak brewery Zlatý
Bažant, which recently introduced a premium beer based on its
1973 recipe. Similar “retro-proletarian” brands have been suc-
cessfully introduced in Serbia, Bulgaria, and Croatia.5

In the case of countries like the Czech Republic—the
western half of what was Czechoslovakia before the “velvet
divorce” from Slovakia in 1993—the situation after the end of
socialism was relatively straightforward. The Czech Republic
undertook the transition from communism with certain advan-
tages. It inherited a high degree of industrialization from the
pre-communist period, and as of 1989 had significant exports
to the West, lower inflation, and no foreign debt crisis like its
Eastern Bloc neighbors. These propitious conditions hastened
economic development and brought considerable prosperity
after 1989 (True 2003: 11). Thus, the transition to democracy

in the Czech Republic was focused more on restoration than
revolution—on returning to the state of affairs that had existed
before the disruptions of war and communist rule. This dis-
course was prevalent elsewhere in the region, for example in
Hungary, where people embraced the “return” to the “nor-
malcy” of their “European” past, in contrast to the communist
period, in which they were subjugated by the “aberrant” social-
ist East (Fehérváry 2002: 374). In her contribution to this issue,
Abigail Weil examines the case of the Czech poet, essayist,
memoirist, and translator Petr Král, whose recipe for a path to
“normalcy” after decades of dysfunctional communist rule fo-
cused on the gastronomic and cultural etiquette required for the
country to rejoin the “concert of Europe,” as evidenced by a
short series of restaurant reviews that he wrote for Lidové noviny
(The People’s News) in 1993, entitled “Básník má hlad” (“The
Poet Is Hungry”).

In Ukraine the situation is much more complex. As Katrina
Kollegaeva’s essay on post-Soviet Ukraine demonstrates, one of
the country’s most humble but beloved dishes, salo (cured pork
fat), has been variously employed to voice an array of under-
standings of contemporary Ukrainian identity. This is surely a
difficult task, given the country’s precarious position between
Russia and Europe, as well as the hodgepodge of ethnicities that
has historically characterized even those areas considered to be
strongholds of Ukrainian identity, such as L’viv (Sakwa 2015:
8–13). Debates about what salo is, or should be, have served to
channel broader anxieties linked to the complexities of postso-
cialist transition, globalization, and the industrialization or
homogenization of indigenous foodways. In the latter case, fears
about the “Europeanization” of food production, in particular
about the overuse of chemicals, additives, and preservatives,
have fueled romanticized narratives about supposedly “real”
foods grown in the village and sold at local markets. In the
Russian and Ukrainian contexts, this distinction is particularly
resonant if we take into consideration the long-standing cultural
mythologies that honor the image of the (maternal) native soil
(Caldwell 2004: 9; Hubbs 1993: 54–56). Interestingly, the “natu-
ral” or “organic” label belies the fact that today even home-
grown vegetables are often sprayed with the same fertilizers
and chemicals used elsewhere, and many commercially sold
brands are now more trusted than their village equivalents
(Jung 2009: 30). How, then, to distinguish between what is ours
(nash) and not ours (ne nash)?

The end of communism meant, among other things, that
people from the region who had previously been severely re-
stricted in terms of their ability to experience other countries,
cultures, and particularly cuisines were now free to do so—if
not directly, then at least by “traveling with their tongues.”
The explosion of new consumer and gastronomic possibilities
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that began with the opening of a McDonald’s in Moscow in
1990 (even before the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991)
generated new models of consumer behavior (Caldwell
2006: 98). By the late 1990s and early 2000s, the culinary
landscape of contemporary Moscow offered those with suffi-
cient means the opportunity to sample a veritable smorgas-
bord of trendy non-Russian foods at such eateries as the
GQ Bar, Turandot, and the Vogue Café (Goldstein 2011:
264). Still, such culinary eclecticism harbors within itself sig-
nificant potential for discontent. Indeed, given many Russian
consumers’ strong feelings about foods taken directly from
the native soil, one can easily see the pendulum swinging
in the opposite direction.

Nostalgia for the past is a currency that has appreciated sig-
nificantly since the demise of the Soviet Union, as evidenced
in the work of numerous scholars writing about the phenome-
non in post-Soviet Russia (Boym 2001: 57–71; Oushakine 2007:
452). Following the turbulent early years of the post-Soviet
transition, foodstuffs, particularly those colored by a sense of
their belonging to an eternal past, took on increased impor-
tance as a means of nostalgically tethering the Russian con-
sumer to an imagined realm of historical continuity (Lee
2011: 162). Whether Soviet or pre-Soviet, iconic Russian dishes
served as compensation for the loss of the Russian/Soviet
Empire, evoking the imagined order and stability of the past.
Here a favorite dish, beverage, or even candy could provide the
consumer not merely with the obvious sensory gratification but
with a sense of temporal well-being (Caldwell 2006: 106).6

Indeed, a recent article estimates the number of popular
Soviet brands currently being sold in the Russian Federation
at around three thousand, including Alenka milk chocolate,
Stolichnaya wheat vodka, Moskovskaya vodka, and many
more. Particularly in medium-sized and smaller Russian
towns, these Soviet-era brands are likely to be associated with
quality and natural ingredients, and some are even sold in
a retro version of the original dreary packaging in order to en-
hance these associations. One such retro brand is the resur-
rected Soviet-era soft drink Buratino. As Laura Goering notes
in her contribution here, the popular beverage appeared in the
1960s and ’1970s and, through its association with Buratino, a
beloved (since the 1930s) cartoon character, quickly came to
symbolize the idea of a happy Soviet childhood. This connec-
tion of childhood with the fairy-tale life promised by commu-
nist ideology endured across the Soviet period and well
beyond (Kelley 2009: 6–7). Considering the ambiguities of
the post-Soviet transition, it is hardly surprising that the
mythical Buratino, which promised consumers “that very
same taste,” would survive even into the twenty-first-century
era of globalization.

While food nostalgia can be playful and benign, it can easily
morph into gastronationalism, as demonstrated in Keith Livers’s
article on Vladimir Sorokin. In such relatively recent works as
Day of an Oprichnik (2006) and Candy Kremlin (2008), the
postmodernist author uses abundant food imagery to parody the
quest for a unified social body implicit in the country’s return to
the rhetoric of nationalism and Russian greatness. While
Sorokin’s parody of gastronationalism might once have seemed
exaggerated, it has proved to be nothing less than prophetic
given the “food wars” that have erupted between the Russian
Federation and the European Union since Russia’s annexation
of Crimea in 2014. As Masha Gessen (2015) points out, as a
result of the sanctions imposed by theWest against Russia, there
has been an embargo on foodstuffs from a number of European
countries, which has in some instances even led to the destruc-
tion of “enemy food.” Clearly, the image of “enemy food”
evokes something greater than mere pleasures (or displeasures)
of the palate, bringing food and foodways in line with the
deeper cultural dilemmas that have colored Russia’s relations
with the West for several centuries now.

For the societies of the former Soviet Bloc, the transition
from socialism to what followed took place not merely in the
abstract spheres of political ideology and economics, but also
in the realm of the mundane. The ambitious project of social
engineering that began in Russia after the October Revolution
of 1917 (and was subsequently taken up by the socialist regimes
of Eastern Europe after WWII) presupposed a massive restruc-
turing of everyday existence, a crucial component of which
was food. The success of the new socialist regimes in imple-
menting the high ideals of “modernity, progress, and cultured-
ness” was fundamental to the communist project. It depended
in large part on the ability of those same regimes to “deliver”
in ways that were immediate and tangible (Caldwell 2009: 3;
Narinskaya 2014; Klumbytė 2010: 26). Central to this promise
was providing citizens with access to abundant and healthy
food.

Reality was often at odds with the picture painted by official
ideology, a factor that ultimately played into the fall of the
socialist states. The sudden influx of new foods and foodways
throughout the postsocialist world after 1989–90 meant that
numerous countries, from the former USSR to Czechoslovakia,
had to rediscover or reimagine their culinary landscapes even
as they reinvented themselves in political and economic terms.
The results have been predictably mixed, as new European and
globalized foodways have also brought with them concerns
about the industrialization, adulteration, and homogenization
of food (Mincyte 2014: 25–43), as well as about the loss of indig-
enous identities and social structures. Reinventing one’s culi-
nary legacy can mean that the comfort foods of childhood are
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jarringly redefined as “other.” In still other instances, the loss
of the “taste of childhood” leads people to seek comfort in
nostalgia foods or—in some cases—to yearn for the restora-
tion of the same empires that were cast off earlier as oppres-
sive totalitarianisms.

NOTES

1. Historically women became factors in revolutionary politics
precisely when market systems disrupted traditional subsistence
agriculture and local food supply flows. See (Thompson 1971,115 ;
Smith 1994, 5; Garrioch 1999, 231-2). On Russian women and the
Revolution see (Wood, 1997).
2. From the seventeenth-century Puritans to twenty-first-century
viewers of PBS cooking shows, the idea that food can be used to set
oneself apart from the spiritual or ideological taint of the broader
society has been a more or less constant refrain. See Finch and
Madden (2006: 19).
3. The system was also “domesticated” as collectivization melded
with local forms of agriculture, and was even jettisoned in many
cases (Kligman and Verdery 2011: 103; Creed 1998: 35; Bokovoy 1998:
29–55).
4. There are numerous collections of essays on consumption during
the period of the “thaw.” See, for example, Bren (2012: 27–48);
Neuburger (2012: 91–115); Reid (2002: 211–52).
5. “Post-Communist Chic: You Must Remember This,” Economist,
September 17, 2016.
6. See also Narinskaya (2014); Klumbytė (2010); Goldstein (2011).
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