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Selling sex under socialism: prostitution in the post-war USSR
Siobhán Hearne

School of Modern Languages & Cultures, Durham University, Durham, UK

ABSTRACT
The existence of prostitution was embarrassing for the Soviet gov-
ernment. This was especially true after the end of the Second World 
War and the death of Josef Stalin, when the Cold War and global 
processes of decolonization were in full swing and the USSR com-
peted for the supremacy of its version of state socialism on the 
world stage. Soviet officials claimed that social ills that plagued 
capitalist countries, like prostitution, did not exist in the USSR. 
Despite these confident declarations, Party officials at the central 
and regional level, law enforcement and medical workers, as well as 
ordinary Soviet citizens, were well aware that these statements 
were false, as prostitution was a permanent feature in Soviet cities 
in the long post-war period. This article examines Soviet state 
policies towards women engaged in sex work from the mid-1950s 
until the disintegration of the Soviet Union in 1991. The article also 
explores how policing actually functioned in practice in major cities, 
paying particular attention to the Baltic capitals of Riga and Tallinn. 
This ‘top down’ and ‘bottom up’ approach reveals how prostitution 
was entangled with the spatial politics of the long post-war era, and 
examines how Soviet citizens aided and resisted policing, moti-
vated by ideological commitment, indifference or concern for 
their own financial gain.
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Introduction

Officially we say that prostitution does not exist, but there are still many rendezvous held in 
exchange for a certain service or a fee. It is necessary for us to agree that something needs to 
be done.1

Vladimirs Laiviņš, State Prosecutor of the Latvian Soviet Socialist Republic (SSR)

The above quotation comes from a meeting of the Bureau of the Communist Party of 
the Latvian SSR held on 4 March 1973 to discuss rising rates of venereal infection 
within the republic. Laiviņš' remark illustrates the tension at the core of state 
approaches to female prostitution in the USSR. The Soviet government claimed that 
prostitution had been eradicated because state socialism had eliminated the need for 
women to earn money through selling sex, but, in reality, state policy and the condi-
tions of Soviet socialism actually made prostitution economically advantageous and 
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even necessary for many women. This article interrogates this paradox, which was 
central to Soviet approaches to prostitution in the long post-war era. In doing so, it will 
explore the different ways in which female prostitution was indirectly regulated and 
directly repressed by the Soviet state, as well as the strategies that sex-working women 
employed to circumvent state policies.

The continued existence of prostitution was especially troubling for the Soviet govern-
ment in the decades after Josef Stalin’s death in 1953, when the Cold War and global 
processes of decolonization were in full swing and the USSR competed for the supremacy 
of its version of state socialism on the world stage. Soviet officialdom circulated carefully 
constructed images of social, gender and racial equality; military, scientific and sporting 
prowess; and the happiness and material comfort of Soviet citizens, both within and 
beyond the borders of the Soviet Union.2 On the international stage, state officials 
boasted that prostitution had disappeared under Soviet socialism as there was no 
economic need for women to sell sex. When the USSR acceded to the 1949 UN 
Convention on the Suppression of the Traffic in Persons and the Exploitation of the 
Prostitution of Others, their delegation confidently declared that the social conditions 
which gave rise to prostitution, namely poverty and unemployment, had been eliminated 
in the Soviet Union.3 In the 1975 edition of the Great Soviet Encyclopaedia, the entry on 
prostitution stated that the phenomena did not exist in the USSR.4 Despite such con-
fident declarations, Party officials at the central and regional level, law enforcement and 
medical workers, as well as ordinary Soviet citizens and foreign tourists, were well aware 
that these statements were false. Prostitution was a permanent feature in Soviet cities 
throughout the 1950s–80s.

In the USSR, the exchange of money (or other material remuneration) for sexual 
services was not subject to any legal sanctions until 1987, but sex workers were heavily 
stigmatized throughout Soviet history. Before the establishment of the Soviet Union, 
prostitution had been legally tolerated across the Russian Empire under a system known 
as regulation, under which women who engaged in prostitution were obliged to attend 
regular gynaecological examinations and required to abide by a whole host of rules and 
restrictions.5 Regulation was abolished in summer 1917 by the Provisional Government. 
After seizing power in October 1917, the early Soviet government attempted to eradicate 
prostitution and their approaches were (in theory) coloured by the Marxist classification 
of prostitution as an inevitable result of the social and economic conditions of 
capitalism.6 Brothel keeping and pimping were criminalized in the Soviet Union’s first 
criminal code in 1922 and government initiatives focused on ‘reforming’ sex workers into 
productive Soviet citizens.7 Despite this, prominent early Soviet politicians invested in 
the idea that there were two types of women who sold sex: those who did so to escape 
poverty and ‘hardened’ or ‘malicious’ professionals, who could never integrate into Soviet 
society.8 The perceived prevalence of the latter group coloured the Soviet state’s approach 
to dealing with prostitution. Officially, the police could not detain women merely for 
selling sex, but they could prosecute these women under the criminal articles outlawing 
parasitism, vagrancy, violation of passport restrictions, and the transmission of venereal 
diseases. On 29 May 1987, a decree of the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet made 
prostitution an administrative offence, punishable by an official warning or a fine of 
100 roubles in the first instance, and then a 200-rouble fine if caught again within 12 
months.9 The official motivations behind the change in the legal status of the act of selling 
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sex are difficult to decipher, although it was likely connected to the broader backlash 
against manifestations of sexuality that were perceived to be socially dangerous in the 
wake of the global AIDS epidemic.10

Prostitution in the Soviet Union is an emerging field in historiography. To date, 
scholarship has situated state efforts to eradicate commercial sex and ‘reform’ female 
sex workers into productive citizens within broader efforts to remake society and build 
socialism in the 1920s.11 Scholars have also explored the links made between female 
prostitution, capitalist degeneracy and social disorder in official discourse and visual 
culture, while also examining how these connections were used to justify the repression 
of women who sold sex.12 Others have investigated the impact of Stalinist-era aggressive 
spatial management on sites and practices of male and female prostitution in Moscow 
and Leningrad.13 Historians of Soviet Lithuania have found that discussions of prostitu-
tion became more euphemistic the higher one travelled up the Soviet government 
hierarchy, reflecting officialdom’s discomfort with admitting that prostitution existed 
in the USSR.14 Studies have also examined the re-emergence of prostitution as a topic of 
public discussion during the relaxation of press censorship under the conditions of 
perestroika in the late 1980s.15

This article builds upon this literature by providing the first systematic examination of 
Soviet state policies towards women engaged in sex work from the mid-1950s until the 
disintegration of the Soviet Union in 1991. This investigation contributes to an emerging 
historiography that explores prostitution in state socialist regimes, paying particular 
attention to the chasm between official proclamations about its absence on the one 
hand, and the regular interactions among state actors, medical authorities and sex- 
working women on the other.16 Throughout Soviet history, Party leadership consistently 
presented prostitution as something anti-Soviet and foreign, practised only by those who 
chose to ‘drop out’ of socialist society and engage in behaviour that actively violated the 
‘norms’ of socialist morality.17 However, the Soviet state’s inability to deliver on the 
‘social contract’ by providing adequate housing, wages and welfare benefits made the 
additional income provided by paid sex especially attractive. Post-war material shortages 
and a deficit-based economy encouraged Soviet citizens to rely on the thriving second 
economy and other informal networks of exchange to make up for the deficiencies of 
state industry.18 A plethora of residency restrictions meant that residing in specific cities 
was only possible with official approval, or by circumventing the many bureaucratic 
procedures and trying to remain undetected by engaging in labour outside the state 
economy. Rather than a deliberately subversive activity, prostitution was just one of 
many strategies that women adopted to get the resources that they needed under late 
socialism.

This article begins by examining prostitution from the ‘top down’, focusing on key 
objectives and strategies of the police in their efforts to prevent women from selling sex. 
Thereafter, it will explore how policing actually functioned in practice in major cities, 
paying particular attention to the strategies employed by sex workers and urban residents 
to escape police detection. Police files and internal correspondence between different 
government agencies shed light on state perspectives on prostitution, but these sources 
are not without their limitations. The voices of women who engaged in prostitution 
rarely appear, and when they do, they are mediated through official channels. There is no 
way of knowing whether women who appeared in police files would have self-identified 
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as sex workers, whether they conceived of their activities differently, or whether they were 
actually involved in sex work at all. Much of the material drawn upon relates to the 
Latvian and Estonian Soviet Socialist Republics, although other major cities, such as 
Moscow, Leningrad, Kyiv and Baku are also included in the analysis. From the mid-1950s 
onwards, the port cities of Riga and Tallinn were both popular tourist destinations for 
Soviet citizens and common points of entry for foreigners arriving in the Soviet Union on 
package tours. Riga and Tallinn’s association with tourism and high concentration of 
foreign citizens meant that the existence of prostitution was more likely to inflict 
reputational damage on the image-conscious Soviet regime in these Baltic cities than 
elsewhere. This concern has generated a rich archival record, in which officials in Tallinn 
and Riga claimed that sex workers’ flagrant flouting of moral codes sullied the reputation 
of their city, their republic and even the entire USSR.

The case studies of Riga and Tallinn offer insight into Soviet approaches to prostitu-
tion, but they are not representative of the situation across the USSR. Located at the 
USSR’s western periphery, the Estonian and Latvian republics had stronger links with the 
capitalist west than elsewhere in the country and a reputation as centres of illicit, criminal 
and anti-Soviet activity.19 Estonia and Latvia were also relatively young Soviet republics, 
as both countries were invaded by the Red Army and forcibly incorporated into the USSR 
during the Second World War. In light of this, Riga and Tallinn were not included in 
Soviet discourse on prostitution in the 1920s and 1930s and had their own prostitution 
regimes in the interwar period. For example, a state-regulated prostitution system was in 
operation in interwar Latvia, as sex workers were required to abide by specific regulations 
outlined by the government, or face imprisonment or financial penalties.20 After Soviet 
troops invaded Estonia and Latvia in June 1940, sex workers became targets of repres-
sion. By June 1941, the Soviet authorities exiled 760 women who had been registered as 
prostitutes with the police in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania to the Kazakh SSR for a period 
of at least five years.21 Therefore, the history of the Baltic republics and their unique place 
within Soviet official imagination may have influenced prostitution policy in the region.

Policing objectives

Women who sold sex made their living primarily outside the state-sponsored economy 
and often their material remuneration involved forging commercial contracts with 
foreigners, both factors that ‘broke the boundaries of proper Soviet citizenship’.22 As in 
other state socialist contexts, women who engaged in paid sex were presented as violators 
of both socialist morality for their lack of engagement in ‘honest’ state-sanctioned labour 
and traditional morality for their failure to adhere to appropriate female gender roles.23 

After the Second World War, Soviet approaches to policing prostitution were oriented 
towards three key objectives: removing perceived threats to the social order from urban 
space; preventing reputational damage to the USSR; and ensuring that the treasury 
retained all of its assets. The first objective was to be enforced through the passport 
regime and criminal justice system. Introduced by decree in 1932, the Soviet passport 
system codified the category of ‘socially harmful element’ as a distinctly punishable social 
identity, defined as a person either with criminal convictions or ties to the criminal world, 
or with no definite place of work.24 Such individuals were to be incarcerated or forcefully 
removed from urban centres. Sex-working women were subject to this aggressive spatial 
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management, and along with individuals identified as hooligans, vagrants or criminals, 
were accosted by the police, removed from their place of residence, and even sent to 
labour camps.25 Soviet leaders continued to deport and incarcerate so-called ‘antisocial 
elements’ on a mass scale after the Second World War, in an attempt to discipline 
a society decimated by social dislocation, mass displacement, unemployment and even 
starvation to serve the goal of state economic reconstruction.26

A series of measures implemented in the years immediately following Stalin’s death 
expanded definitions of what it meant to be an offender and stoked official and popular 
anxieties about manifestations of criminal or immoral behaviour. From 1953, interim 
leadership, and later Nikita Khrushchev, oversaw the significant scaling down of the 
Gulag system, including the granting of amnesty to millions of camp prisoners with the 
hope of their rehabilitation and reintegration back into society. The mass return of 
former prisoners into civilian society generated public panic across the Soviet Union, 
and the crime waves that followed were a matter of grave concern for the Soviet 
government.27 In 1956, a petty hooligan decree was implemented across the USSR 
which unveiled a new zero-tolerance approach to antisocial behaviour, including inso-
lence, drunkenness, the use of obscenity, noise disruption and ‘other indecent acts’, 
committed both in public or domestic spheres.28 In the late 1950s and early 1960s, anti- 
parasite laws were enacted across the Soviet republics, which targeted individuals who 
made a living from informal economies, refused to work or socialized with foreigners.29

At the 22nd Party Congress in 1961, Khrushchev reassured anxious citizens that as 
the goal of full-blown communism was now imminent, any deviant or criminal 
behaviour would no longer be tolerated and antisocial parasites, hooligans or immoral 
individuals would be removed from the wider Soviet community.30 At the Congress, 
Khrushchev also issued the ‘Moral Code of the Builder of Communism’: a set of 12 
vaguely worded tenets articulating the code of ‘communist morality’, an ideology that 
was to govern all aspects of both public and private life. The Code consisted of moral 
prescriptions that had been unwritten, but enforced, in earlier decades, including 
a devotion to Communism, patriotism towards the socialist Motherland, friendship 
between socialist societies, respect for the family, and concern for the upbringing of 
children.31 Although not explicitly mentioned in the Code, sex was also subject to 
communist morality in the Khrushchev era and beyond. Official and expert discourse 
discouraged sexual behaviour that did not conform to normative heterosexuality or 
that was outside marriage.32

During this period of intense concern about morality and social order, individuals 
who engaged in criminal manifestations of sexuality, including queer sex and sex that 
resulted in disease, were targets for state intervention.33 Although prostitution was not 
illegal, the Soviet police made full use of the passport regime and criminal justice system 
to target women thought to be engaging in prostitution. In September 1956, a senior 
police officer from the Leningrad police explicitly instructed officers how to prosecute 
suspected sex workers or ensure their removal from the city.34 If a woman did not have 
a permanent place of residence, she was to be prosecuted for vagrancy. If she violated 
public order by insulting citizens or police officers, she could be charged with hooligan-
ism or non-compliance with law enforcement. If she was believed to have infected 
another person with syphilis or gonorrhoea, she could be prosecuted for transmitting 
venereal diseases, a crime in the Soviet Union.35 If her documents were not in order, she 
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could be expelled from the city for violating the passport regime. From the late 1950s, 
republican decrees confirmed that the police had the right to cancel the residency permits 
of women who had been repeatedly detained for prostitution and expel them from 
various Soviet cities, including Moscow, Leningrad, Riga, Kyiv and Baku.36 Although 
prostitution itself was not a crime, the Soviet police had plenty of tools within its arsenal 
to enforce the de facto criminalization of commercial sex and cleanse urban space of sex- 
working women. The police were not required to produce robust evidence of a woman’s 
engagement in prostitution in order to prosecute, so it is likely that women who were 
perceived to be sexually transgressive but did not practise paid sex would also have been 
targets for repression or police harassment.

The second objective in the policing of prostitution, preventing reputational damage 
to the USSR, was especially pertinent in the decades after Stalin’s death, which were 
coloured by a deep unease about increased contact between Soviet citizens and foreign-
ers. From the mid-1950s, Soviet leadership initiated dramatic shifts in foreign policy, 
departing from Stalinist isolationism to encourage peaceful coexistence and knowledge 
transfer with the West, and promote Soviet socialism in the decolonizing world.37 

These changes brought about the partial opening up of the Soviet Union to foreign 
tourists and a relaxation of restrictions on foreign travel for Soviet citizens, which 
resulted in a surge of foreigners visiting the Soviet Union.38 This partial ‘opening up’ 
brought heightened self-consciousness about perceptions of the country on the world 
stage, especially as the USSR competed for ideological and cultural supremacy. Tourism 
officials expected Soviet tourists to act as cultural ambassadors, and worried about the 
impact of the ill-mannered and uncultured on the international reputation of the 
USSR.39 Within the borders of the Soviet Union, Party officials endeavoured to 
choreograph interactions between Soviet citizens and foreign visitors to prevent ideo-
logical contamination, and attempted to strictly control which aspects of life foreign 
tourists and students were permitted to see.40 Urban ‘clean up’ operations often 
preceded the mass influx of foreigners, as individuals who signified the failures of 
state socialism were removed from major cities to prevent reputational damage. Before 
the 1957 Youth Festival, thousands of sex workers, along with other ‘socially dangerous 
elements’, were removed from Moscow.41 Similar ‘clean up’ operations preceded the 
1980 Olympic Games in cities across the Soviet Union.42

In the Latvian SSR, a popular tourist destination for both Soviet and foreign tourists, 
the authorities professed a desire to ‘protect’ tourists from predatory sex workers. In Riga 
in 1971, permanent police patrols were established at the main entry points to the city, 
the railway and bus stations, as these locations were allegedly the main hangouts of sex- 
working women, as well as gay men.43 The Latvian Ministry of Internal Affairs (MVD) 
also branded the nearby seaside town of Jūrmala (a popular tourist destination from the 
late 1950s onwards), a magnet for sex workers during the summer months.44 The Latvian 
MVD ordered a series of enhanced policing measures, including the compiling and 
sharing of photographic registers of suspected sex workers between regional police 
forces, so that women who sold sex could be targeted in any city.45 Regional executive 
committees were instructed to establish close contact with the Latvian SSR’s 
Administration for International Tourism to prevent groups of foreign tourists and 
seamen coming into contact with ‘loose women’ (zhenshchiny legkogo povedeniia, often 
a term used synonymously with ‘prostitutes’).46 Viktors Krūmiņš, the deputy chairman 
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of Latvia’s Council of Ministers, hoped that these measures would prevent further 
reputational damage for the republic, as he alleged Riga had a reputation as one of the 
‘seediest place[s] in the entire Soviet Union’.47

The final objective in the policing of prostitution was to prevent the unauthorized 
transfer of foreign (or hard) currency, a coveted asset for the Soviet state. One of 
the principal roles of the Soviet Union’s tourist agency, Intourist, was to generate 
profit in foreign currency so that the Soviet state was able to purchase equipment, 
construction materials and technology from abroad.48 Intourist sold package tours 
to the USSR to foreign tourists, who paid in their local currency. The Soviet state 
extracted foreign currency from tourists through confiscatory official exchange rates, 
as well as foreign currency souvenir shops, hotels, bars and restaurants.49 To ensure 
that the state had the monopoly on foreign currency exchange, currency speculation 
and exchange were illegal under Soviet law, carrying a prison sentence of three to 15 
years.50 From 1 July 1961, large-scale currency speculation was punishable by the 
death penalty.51

Sex workers who catered to foreigners (known colloquially as ‘hard currency prosti-
tutes’, valiutnye prostitutki) greatly concerned the Soviet authorities because they were 
paid in foreign currency or goods. Police in popular tourist destinations attempted to 
prevent these women from meeting clients. In the Estonian SSR, the port of Tallinn was 
a common entry point for foreign tourists arriving on package tours, especially after the 
establishment of the Helsinki–Tallinn ferry line in 1965.52 The Estonian MVD reported 
an annual rise in the number of foreign tourists entering the city throughout the 1960s 
and 1970s.53 Tallinn city police insisted that staff working at hotels frequented by 
foreigners compile photographic registers of known sex workers (and black marketeers) 
and refuse them entry.54 In the mid-1980s, CCTV cameras were installed at Tallinn’s 
Olimpiia Hotel to prevent sex workers from entering.55

Surveillance, criminal law and the passport system were all tools utilized by the Soviet 
authorities in their efforts to prevent women from making a living selling sex and remove 
sex workers from cities. Health authorities also helped to bring sex-working women to 
the attention of law enforcement. In the Latvian SSR, medical workers were encouraged 
to attend brothel raids, examine any detainees for signs of venereal diseases, enforce the 
treatment for those found to be infected, and pass on the names of those suspected to 
have ‘maliciously’ infected another person to the police to initiate prosecution.56 Urban 
residents were also encouraged to assist the police by taking an active role in crime 
control as part of the wider campaign for popular justice that began under Khrushchev. 
From 1959, a joint decree from the Council of Ministers and the Central Committee 
insisted that voluntary people’s squads (Dobrovol’nye narodnye druzhiny, DND) were 
now to be organized in every farm and factory across the USSR. They were charged with 
patrolling the streets, identifying any individuals suspected to threaten social order, and 
informing their workplace or the police.57 From the late 1950s, thousands of comrades’ 
courts, which were voluntary organizations charged with keeping order within work-
places and apartment buildings, were established throughout the country. Comrades’ 
courts could hear cases on antisocial behaviour that did not technically contravene 
written law, including poor work discipline, drunkenness, neglect of children or damage 
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to public property, and could apply sanctions including public warnings or fines, or even 
initiate eviction proceedings.58 By 1964, there were 197,000 such comrades’ courts across 
the USSR.59

Volunteer organizations and comrades’ courts played an active role in the policing of 
prostitution. Volunteer squads were permitted to patrol parks, squares and other city 
spaces to identify and detain suspected sex workers. In Riga, DNDs were instructed to 
interview and photograph detained women before transferring them onto the police.60 In 
1960, the Latvian MVD reported that the DND connected to the Latvian State University 
were ‘particularly active in the struggle against prostitutes’ in Riga.61 In 1960, comrades’ 
courts in the city initiated the eviction of 34 people who had been accused of running 
brothels.62 In Tallinn, DNDs and Komsomol squads (Operativnyi Komsomol’skii otriad 
druzhinnikov, OKOD) were drafted in to intensify the policing of prostitution in the mid- 
1980s. The Estonian DNDs and OKODs collectively numbered 430 people, most of 
whom were male, and they were instructed by the Estonian Central Committee to 
conduct surveillance of hotels, restaurants, campsites, motels and dormitories.63 Patrols 
of key sites frequented by foreigners were to be carried out every single day, including 
Tallinn’s port, railway station, Old Town and the Olimpiia, Tallinn and Viru hotels, 
which specifically catered to foreign tourists.64 Similar volunteer squads operated in the 
Estonian cities of Narva and Rakvere.65 In January 1988, the Estonian Komsomol 
proudly reported that their volunteer squads had conducted 581 raids throughout 1987 
and helped to prosecute 167 people.66 Through volunteer squads, urban residents were 
encouraged to take an active role in ensuring social order and enforcing communist 
morality within their particular locality.

Resisting policing and ‘getting by’ under late socialism

Women who engaged in prostitution adopted strategies to circumvent the stringent 
policing and surveillance of urban centres. In Leningrad and Riga, many sex workers 
met with their clients in secluded suburban parks, dark staircases and the courtyards of 
quiet apartment buildings, away from the watchful eyes of residents’ organizations and 
volunteer squads.67 Drivers of state-owned taxis also transported women who sold sex to 
known remote locations for a fee, or rented out their back seats to allow women to engage 
in sex with clients while in transit around the city or suburbs.68 According to the MVD in 
the Latvian SSR, this arrangement was also common in Riga in the late 1950s and early 
1960s.69 At the ‘Tallinn’ restaurant in the centre of Riga, taxi drivers allegedly dropped off 
and picked up ‘loose women’ and ‘drunken men’ from 9pm until closing time.70 In an 
attempt to put an end to this practice, in Leningrad in the late 1950s, the city police 
insisted that taxi drivers who entered into such financial arrangements ought to be 
prosecuted as pimps under the Soviet criminal code, but sex workers continued to cluster 
around taxi ranks in the city centre into the 1970s.71

Common locations for sex work in major cities also raise questions about the gulf 
between official discourse regarding the intensification of policing and the reality. In 
Leningrad, women solicited clients in central city locations, including the square in front 
of Moskovskii railway station, in the Ekaterininskii Garden, outside the Gostiny Dvor 
shopping centre, and in the Metropol, Baltika and Severnyi restaurants.72 Paid sex then 
took place at either the woman’s or client’s apartment, or in a rented room at a ‘den’ 
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(priton, synonym for brothel). Engaging in, or helping to facilitate, paid sex within 
apartments would have carried the constant risk of detection, especially given that the 
housing shortages of the post-war period put neighbours in extremely close proximity to 
one another. In 1957, Khrushchev launched a large-scale construction project, vowing to 
alleviate the mass housing shortages brought about by the wholesale destruction of the 
Second World War and provide each Soviet family with an apartment within 12 years.73 

By the mid-1960s, 964.7 million square metres of floor space had been produced and 
a third of the total Soviet population had been rehoused.74 The results were impressive, 
but there was a huge gulf between the visions of Soviet leadership and the corresponding 
reality. Overcrowded living conditions persisted throughout the 1960s and beyond, as 
separate apartments were cramped, and millions continued to live in squalid housing or 
communal apartments with shared kitchens and bathrooms.75

The fact that paid sex within apartments was on the rise in Leningrad in the late 
1950s hints at the limitations of the intensification of civic policing under Khrushchev. 
Approximately 20% of Leningrad’s housing had been destroyed in the Second World 
War: 3174 buildings had been razed to the ground and a further 7143 were severely 
damaged.76 Despite a wholesale programme of post-war reconstruction, the spatial 
consequences of the destruction were evident throughout the 1950s and 1960s, espe-
cially as the city continued to act as a magnet for labour migrants. In 1951, an average of 
3.3 families lived in each Leningrad apartment, and the city began to meet the national 
average of 80% of all families living in their own apartments only at the end of the 
1970s.77 Given the overcrowded nature of Leningrad housing, it is highly likely that 
many tenants were well aware that commercial sex was happening within their build-
ings and chose to turn a blind eye. Other tenants helped to facilitate prostitution for 
their own financial gain, such as O. A., a 58-year-old woman living in the city centre on 
the Fontanka River, who allowed women to bring their clients to her apartment for a fee 
of 15 roubles.78 She was identified as a woman with a disability, which meant that she 
could work only under special conditions.79 Under the social security system, she 
should have received between 23 and 90 roubles to account for her limited ability to 
engage in paid employment, so the extra 15 roubles that she received from each sex- 
working woman would have made her life more comfortable, or even just more 
feasible.80 As well as providing a helpful top-up of wages or benefits, renting rooms 
for prostitution could be also be an extremely lucrative endeavour. In 1969 in Moscow, 
three individuals were convicted for renting their rooms to sex workers and foreign 
clients. When the three properties were raided, the police found a substantial amount of 
foreign currency, including 57 US dollars, 225 Finnish marks, 69,000 Italian lira, 100 
German marks, 200 Danish kroner and 50 Swiss francs.81 Brothel keeping carried 
a sentence of up to five years’ imprisonment, but perhaps the financial gain was 
worth the risk.

Likewise, the lucrative nature of selling sex also likely made engaging in prostitution 
worth the risk of detection. In 1956, the Leningrad police reported that the women they 
detained as suspected sex workers charged between 25 and 100 roubles per transaction.82 

In Riga in 1960, the police set the price at between 50 and 150 roubles.83 To put this in 
perspective, the average monthly income of a Soviet citizen in 1956 ranged from 519 to 
724 roubles.84 Extra cash would have helped women purchase goods through informal 
channels that were either unavailable, or much more expensive, in state-owned shops. It 
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is impossible to decipher the complex and multifaceted reasons behind why a woman 
might engage in paid sex from a police report, but the biographies of women detained by 
the police in Leningrad in 1956 illustrate how state policy could make the financial 
benefits of sex work particularly attractive. There was 25-year-old K. B., who lived alone 
with her two-year-old child. She was working as a nurse, earning around 572 roubles per 
month.85 Her child had been born outside marriage, which meant that under the 
conditions of the 1944 pro-natalist Family Law, B. was not able to claim child support 
from the father and instead had to rely on state-sponsored benefits.86 Women were 
supposed to receive monthly payments of 150 to 300 roubles depending on the number 
of children, but these allocations were cut significantly both as the law was being drafted 
and again in 1947.87 K. B. told the Leningrad police that she received between 50 and 100 
roubles per client, which would have significantly increased her monthly income. Almost 
half of the women whose biographies were included in the Leningrad 1956 police report 
had dependent children. In 1959–60, a third of all women detained for prostitution in 
Baku had young children, and the Kyiv police claimed that most ‘loose women’ who were 
brought to the police station for were single mothers, or people who were unable to work 
because of health reasons.88

The restrictive nature of the Soviet passport regime also likely made prostitution one 
of the only viable employment options for some women who lived within certain towns 
and cities without official permission. Living with urban centres was attractive as often 
these regions had higher quality and more consistent supplies of goods, both cultural and 
economic, than rural areas.89 Through the internal passport system and complex 
plethora of urban residency restrictions, the Soviet government attempted to control 
population movement and prevent ‘undesirables’ from residing in urban centres, as well 
as direct industrial and urban growth. In order to live in the largest urban areas of the 
Soviet Union, citizens had to be in possession of a valid passport with a residency permit, 
and have an established place of employment.90 Legal migration to ‘closed’ cities, 
including Moscow, Leningrad and Kyiv, was not possible without official approval.91 

Violation of the passport regime was a criminal offence, but people routinely found ways 
around the passport regime by buying false residency permits on the black market or 
bribing officials.92 Engaging in paid sex was a strategy for remaining in restricted urban 
centres without a valid passport or residency permit, so long as the individuals could 
avoid police detection. When the police did become aware of women selling sex, they 
were able to cancel their residency permits in an attempt remove them from the city.93 

Despite this desired outcome, the cancellation of a residency permit likely increased 
a woman’s engagement in the commercial sex industry and the second economy, as it 
removed opportunities to earn money and rent accommodation through legal means.

In certain regions, the police begrudgingly admitted that official and popular efforts to 
prevent prostitution were not working. In 1960, the Latvian MVD acknowledged that 
tactics of shame and stigmatization were actually having the opposite effect.94 Sex work-
ers and brothel keepers who were evicted from Riga just continued their work in other 
regions within the republic. The social pressure applied to suspected sex workers or 
brothel keepers by comrades’ courts often resulted in the accused leaving their apartment 
or job and slipping outside networks of surveillance. The police invited sex workers for 
informal ‘chats’ (besedy), which were a method of prophylactic policing in which the 
accused was lectured about Soviet values and warned against allowing their antisocial 
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behaviour to develop into criminal activity.95 In Riga, the police also invited a detained 
woman’s parents or husband along to the ‘chat’, but they admitted that this very rarely 
had any positive influence on the woman’s behaviour.96 Sometimes women vocally 
rejected the moralizing of the Soviet police during informal ‘chats’. In Odessa in 1960, 
N. S., a 21-year-old woman detained for prostitution, told the police that her way of life 
was her own business and in her opinion, the only right way to live (takoi obraz zhizni – 
eto ee lichnoe delo i ona schitaet ego edinstvenno pravil’nym).97

Soviet officialdom continually overestimated police officers’ and urban residents’ 
ideological commitment to policing prostitution. Like other elements of the second 
economy, hard currency prostitution thrived in the USSR because of the compliance of 
the police, volunteer squads and Intourist employees. In August 1979, the USSR’s Main 
Directorate for International Tourism noted that ‘loose women’ looking to engage in paid 
sex with foreigners were able to enter hotels as the entrances were often unguarded, or 
the guards did not conduct thorough checks of documentation.98 The Central 
Committee of the Communist Party of the Estonian SSR reported that Intourist employ-
ees regularly allowed individuals unauthorized access to hotels.99 In 1987, doormen at the 
Viru Hotel in Tallinn (a first-class hotel reserved for foreigners paying with hard 
currency) were dismissed from their posts for allowing sex workers and black market 
traders to bribe their way onto the premises.100 Volunteers of Komsomol brigades 
specifically formed to police prostitution often did not turn up for their shifts, and, by 
March 1988, these units had ceased operations in Tallinn.101 In June of the same year, the 
main office for the Estonian Voluntary People’s Squads reported that their volunteers had 
been abusing their right to enter first-class Intourist hotels, although the report does not 
specific exactly what they did while they were inside.102

Police also had to contend with inadequate facilities, as well as lukewarm commit-
ment. In Tallinn, the city police had a dedicated unit for the suppression of prostitution 
and black marketeering, with headquarters at the Viru Hotel. The headquarters consisted 
of one single windowless room, in which police officers had to simultaneously deal with 
detained sex workers, black market traders and foreign citizens seeking to lodge 
complaints.103 These inadequate facilities apparently caused the Soviet Union reputa-
tional damage, as Finnish tourists returned home and gave statements to the press about 
the shady deals that they had witnessed between the Soviet police and detainees. This was 
especially damaging as complaints about the Soviet police by Finnish tourist groups 
increased in the late 1980s, as did the number of sensationalized articles about ‘hard 
currency prostitutes’ and black market traders that appeared in Finnish newspapers.104 

To make matters worse, the authorities complained that porters, waiting staff and 
bartenders in Intourist hotels were ‘loyal’ to sex workers and black market traders, and 
continued to allow them to enter the premises illegally throughout the 1980s.105

Prostitution was stigmatized labour in the Soviet Union, but moral condemnation was 
certainly not unanimous. Whereas some Soviet citizens were willing to assist the police in 
rooting out sex workers, others helped women avoid police detection, facilitated prosti-
tution within their apartments or taxis, or were simply indifferent. Attitudes towards 
‘hard currency prostitution’ were similarly varied. Women who engaged in paid sex with 
foreigners were able to access a world from which the vast majority of Soviet citizens were 
excluded, as their accumulation of hard currency granted them greater purchasing power 
and the ability to pay bribes. Following the relaxation of publication restrictions in the 
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late 1980s under the process of glasnost’ (openness), countless exposés of the glamorous 
and decadent lives of women who engaged in paid sex with foreigners appeared in Soviet 
newspapers.106 This mass media campaign was orchestrated from above to coincide with 
the insertion of prostitution into legal code for the first time in Soviet history in 1987, 
when selling sex became an administrative offence punishable by a small fine.107 Most 
articles were moralizing and even dehumanizing in tone, as journalists positioned ‘hard 
currency prostitutes’ as incompatible with Soviet society, advocated harsh punishment 
and questioned whether they were even able to feel human emotions, like shame and 
love.108 However, consistent moralizing about hard currency prostitution did not neces-
sarily have the desired effect. In 1989, the most popular film in the Soviet Union was 
Interdevochka (Intergirl), which explored the trials and tribulations of Tania Zaitseva, 
a ‘hard currency prostitute’ working in Leningrad.109 Although the film was reportedly 
a propaganda piece commissioned by the MVD, it presented a largely positive image of 
hard currency prostitution, emphasizing the humanity and comparative material com-
fort of women who sold sex to foreigners.110 The depictions of glamour, foreign travel 
and material abundance in Interdevochka evidently struck a chord with some groups of 
young people, as soon after its release, hard-currency prostitution was listed as one of the 
most desirable professions in a poll conducted amongst teenagers in Riga and 
Leningrad.111

The classification of prostitution as an administrative offence in 1987 did not act as 
a deterrent for women engaging in sex work. In June 1989, the USSR’s Council of 
Ministers complained to the Supreme Court that there had been an increase in the 
number of women detained for prostitution, but that the administrative fine was too low 
to actually discourage women from continuing to engage in paid sex.112 Under the 1987 
legislation, a woman caught engaging in prostitution was to be fined 100 roubles in the 
first instance and 200 roubles for repeated offences, and the Council of Ministers judged 
this amount to be insignificant in comparison to a sex worker’s total income.113 Other 
sources indicate that police in certain cities were reluctant to even issue fines in the first 
place, which suggests that bribery still played a key role in efforts to police prostitution. 
Legal scholars working for the MVD, Iurii Karpkukhin and Iurii Torbin, reported that 
between 1987 and 1990, only 18 of the 1327 ‘hard currency prostitutes’ detained in 
Moscow were actually fined.114 In the Estonian SSR, the number of women detained for 
prostitution fell each year after 1987.115 The lack of fines and declining numbers of 
detentions suggests that police surveillance functioned in ways that diverged from the 
intentions of the highest rungs of Soviet government, as perhaps police officers preferred 
to take hard currency bribes from the sex-working women that they caught while on 
patrol, rather than writing them up for an administrative offence.

Despite these problems, there was not widespread support for increasing the fine for 
prostitution within the state bureaucracy. In autumn 1989, the Council of Ministers 
proposed increasing the fine for selling sex (to 200 roubles for the first offence and 300 
roubles for repeated offences) and transferring responsibility for prosecuting the admin-
istrative offence of prostitution from local executive committees to people’s courts.116 In 
December 1989, the MVD, Committee for State Security (Komitet Gosudarstvennoy 
Bezopasnosti, KGB) and Main Administration for Tourism expressed support for these 
proposed changes in principle, but they cautioned against the use of All-Union law to 
address the issue of prostitution in the current political climate, especially given the 
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‘recent significant expansion of autonomy to the republics’.117 After a few months of 
silence on the issue, the Supreme Court of the USSR flatly rejected the Council of 
Ministers’ proposed changes in March 1990.118 Through apathy, indifference or resigna-
tion about the state’s inability to curb prostitution, the 1987 legislation remained in place 
until the disintegration of the USSR in 1991. Even in the present-day Russian Federation, 
prostitution has retained the status of an administrative offence punishable by a small 
fine.119

Conclusions

[Professional prostitutes] are outside the labour collective and not interested in anything 
outside their own idle existence. They easily fall under the influence of morally-degenerate 
and spiritually-desolate people, who are alien to us because of their rotten capitalist 
morals.120

The quotation presented here was included in a report from the Ukrainian SSR’s MVD 
on prostitution that was sent to the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the 
USSR in September 1960. Hyperbolic and highly emotive, it epitomizes official attitudes 
towards prostitution in the final decades of the Soviet Union. Rather than a consequence 
of inadequate resources, gender hierarchies, social exclusion, stringent residency restric-
tions and a desire for upward social mobility, prostitution, in the eyes of the Soviet 
authorities, was a foreign, capitalist problem and activity engaged in only by those who 
fell outside norms of communist morality and inhabited the dark fringes of Soviet 
society. Rather than acknowledge the home-grown aspects of widespread commercial 
sex, or tackle the social and economic causes, the state subjected sex workers to admin-
istrative sanctions.

In the USSR, prostitution was a visible reminder of the broader challenges facing the 
Soviet state in the post-war era, namely reconstruction following the destruction of the 
Second World War, and the risks of increased contact between Soviet citizens and 
foreigners after the end of Stalinist isolationism. Attempts to prevent women from selling 
sex in urban space were entangled with the spatial politics of the long post-war era. The 
Soviet police used the de facto criminalization of prostitution to assert control over the 
urban environment and cleanse urban spaces of unwelcome reminders of the failures of 
state socialism. Even though prostitution itself was not a crime, the police had the power 
to expel sex workers from cities on charges of vagrancy, violation of the passport regime 
or parasitism. As the USSR became more accessible to foreign visitors, the need to impose 
order upon urban space became more urgent, as Soviet officials worried about the impact 
of visible ‘antisocial elements’ on the country’s reputation. Women who sold sex to 
foreigners were especially troubling for Soviet officialdom. Not only did their existence 
invalidate the official myths of the eradication of prostitution in the USSR, but their 
accumulation of foreign currency both deprived the treasury of a valuable commodity 
and allowed these women to violate class norms and gain access to supposedly restricted 
spaces, like first-class hotels reserved for foreigners.

Throughout the post-war period, the gulf between the Party line and the correspond-
ing reality grew wider. Calls for the intensification of policing did not deliver the desired 
results, as women selling sex developed strategies to avoid detection, and collaborated 
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with apartment owners, taxi drivers and Intourist hotel employees to continue engaging 
in prostitution. Even after the classification of prostitution as an administrative offence in 
1987, the Soviet police imposed only a handful of fines, perhaps preferring to collect 
bribes and issue official warnings. The specific conditions of late Soviet socialism, 
particularly the contrast between the deficit-based state economy and the thriving 
informal second economy, created fertile conditions for the growth of prostitution.
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