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This article was researched and written between 2017 and 2021, and it traces a journey 
made by the photographer Franki Raffles which, in the context of Russia’s escalation 
of its war in Ukraine following its invasion of Donbas in 2014, underscores the way in 
which histories of art – and what the Polish art historian Piotr Piotrowski described 
as the potential for ‘critical art geography’ – are not static but intimately braided with 
and worked on by the present.1 In a special issue which takes ‘the global’ as a key term, 
the re-emergence into violence of deep structural power dynamics reminds us of the 
importance of interrogating demarcated geographies and border constructs, as well as 
the simultaneous connections between them. Raffles’s socialist-feminist photographic 
project constitutes a complex site where these issues can be thought through, in ways 
that at their most ambitious might equally be said to participate in what feminist art 
historian Griselda Pollock calls ‘the virtual feminist museum,’ which

creates space to breach the limiting categories of art history’s preoccupations 
with classification by nation, style, period, movement, group, to open up to 
uncanny dialogues whose effect, sustained by this tiny string of coincidence, 
is to make richer and more dispersed our readings of the living archive in 
cultural practices.2

I make no claim to have succeeded in achieving either here, but hope the attempt 
might at least provide a basis for further research and analysis.

Introduction
In 1990, the Edinburgh District Council (EDC) Women’s Committee published a small 
booklet summarizing its activities since 1985.3 The cover photograph shows a woman 
standing on a set of exposed railway sleepers that recede into the distance, raising a 
pickaxe above her head (plate 1). Captured at the moment when the tool touches the 
apex of its trajectory between earth and sky, the figure’s body forms a sinuous line 
of finely calibrated power. The photograph might seem like a slightly incongruous 
vignette of women’s working lives in Edinburgh during the late 1980s. It was in fact 
taken by the feminist documentary photographer Franki Raffles during a trip to the 
Soviet Union in 1989, just before its rapid disintegration by 1991. While the inside 
pages of the booklet contain further photographs from this visit, alongside images 
Raffles made in Scotland, there are no captions distinguishing these locations.4 The 
unspoken claim is that, despite living in different contexts, the women portrayed are 
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linked by their experiences of gendered labour. The EDC Women’s Committee booklet 
encapsulates Raffles’s hopes for a feminist solidarity that could transcend geographic 
borders, pointing towards the possibilities – and the challenges – of this commitment.

Raffles’s photographs track the intersecting control mechanisms of class, gender, 
nationality, race and ethnicity that converge to form the constructs of ‘women’ and their 
‘work’ at a given socio-cultural moment. In their most compelling formulations, her 
images hold difference in relation, making visible the gendered expectations embedded 
in working lives across interlinked but distinct sites. This essay seeks to analyse the 
extent to which Raffles’s images can be read as an attempt to establish feminist cross-
border solidarity. It draws on the scholar Chandra Talpade Mohanty’s prioritization 
of ‘solidarity’ over ‘sisterhood’, signifying a process of active struggle that recognizes, 
rather than erases, differential experience. For Mohanty, solidarity acknowledges the 
need to ‘decolonize knowledge and practice anticapitalist critique;’ the scholar Natassa 
Philimonos has already pointed to the relevance of Mohanty’s perspective for reading 
Raffles’s work, while Marine Benoit-Blain has likewise emphasized the importance of 
solidarity for Raffles’s practice, and I build on their valuable insights here.5 Mohanty’s 
analysis, which foregrounds the imperialism that permeates many white feminist 
Anglophone perspectives, provides a salutary frame for considering Raffles’s work 
as a queer white Jewish woman, and highlights the problems and power imbalances 
inherent in attempting to initiate solidarity from Western Europe and the US.6

Raffles’s engagement with work and gender across the very different geopolitical 
locations of Scotland and the Soviet Union is perhaps best understood as an attempt to 
shift away from a Western-centric internationalist approach, and towards a transnational 

1 Evelyn Gillian and Franki 
Raffles, Edinburgh District 
Council Women’s Committee, 
1985–1990, 1990. Booklet. 
© The Franki Raffles 
Estate. Photo: University 
of St Andrews Library and 
Edinburgh Napier University, 
Papers of Franki Raffles 
(2014–4), ms39039/1/13.
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one – rather than as a ‘global’ practice.7 However, this is not the same as concluding that 
her photographs are without relevance for thinking through the relationship between the 
shifting markers of ‘British art’ and ‘the global’. Raffles attempted to develop a self-reflexive 
documentary approach that could address the gendering of labour, while countering 
the power dynamics inherent in the photographic medium, during a period when 
globalization became hegemonic.8 In this respect, it is useful to bear in mind the feminist 
art historian Angela Dimitrakaki’s caution that globalization is ‘not a mere geographical 
condition’, but rather the infiltration of capitalism around the globe.9 Feminist 
engagements with the global cannot therefore end with geographic representation, 
although this remains vital, but must attend to how globalization and gender coalesce 
unevenly everywhere.10 Philimonos maintains that Raffles’s central focus was ‘the female 
economic subject’, and her photographic investigation of economic formulation treats this 
gendered economic subject as the result of globalizing forces.11

Documentary photography, with its long legacy of imbrication in violent 
histories of colonialism, imperialism and social control, represents a crucial site for 
investigating how visual culture in Britain during the post-war period intersects with 
processes of globalization, and conceptualizations of ‘the global’.12 In turn, the United 
Kingdom is an entity which, as Dorothy Price and Marsha Meskimmon compellingly 
argue, constitutes an important locus of study precisely due to its ‘centrality (its 
“centricity”) within the processes and structures that commonly define globalization’. 
This status, they propose, is both ‘an awkward legacy of the disintegration of the 
British Empire and a fascinating location from which to interrogate the parameters 
of the concept itself’.13 Moreover, Aruna D’Souza notes that while formulations of 
global art history have drawn widely from visual cultural studies, their engagement 
with feminist theory has been more limited.14 Raffles’s exploration of globalization’s 
gendered impact on labour conditions highlights the importance of foregrounding 
feminist methodologies within art history’s ‘global turn’.

Feminist art histories and curatorial projects have increasingly addressed the 
effects of globalization in relation to global perspectives on artistic production, perhaps 
most explicitly through the 2007 Global Feminisms exhibition at the Brooklyn Museum, 
New York. In an account of the project’s aims, curator Maura Reilly explains that it 
sought to offer: ‘a fresh and expanded definition of feminist artistic production for 
a transnational age, one that acknowledges incalculable differences among women 
globally, and that recognizes feminism itself as an always already situated practice’.15 In 
pursuit of this definition, Global Feminisms emphasized post-colonial, anti-racist, Black 
feminist and feminist of colour scholarship, including Mohanty’s writings. Developing 
critical responses to Raffles’s work similarly demands sensitivity to the complexities of 
globalization, as well as to the tension between the aspiration for feminist solidarity 
across geographies, and the danger of eliding difference. This article traces these 
concerns by examining two series: To Let You Understand (1987–88) in Edinburgh, and Soviet 
Women, created during the 1989 trip to Russia, Georgia and Ukraine. The conclusion 
looks towards Lot’s Wife, begun in 1992 and left unfinished on Raffles’s sudden death in 
1994, which grew in turn from Soviet Women, exploring as it did the migration of Jewish 
women (and non-Jewish women married to Jewish men) to Israel from multiple parts of 
the Soviet empire, as the latter collapsed amidst the seismic geopolitical shifts of the early 
1990s.16 The body of work that Raffles produced in relation to Scotland, Russia, Georgia, 
Ukraine, Israel and Palestine might constitute a point of friction at which ‘the global’ 
disaggregates into a consideration of the continual reinscriptions of ‘East’ and ‘West’, 
and of the constructions that formulate Europe (including internal divisions into West, 
Central and East), Russia, the Middle East and South West Asia which have overlapped 
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and been bordered under conditions of violence, trauma and repression brought about by 
Eurocentrism, orientalism, xenophobia, colonialism and imperialism.17

The first section of this essay situates Raffles’s commitment to documentary 
within the reformulations of photographic practice that occurred in Britain during 
the 1970s and 1980s. Photography became a tool for the circulation, transmission 
and translation of information, and the creation of solidarity across feminist, LGBTQ, 
anti-racist and labour struggles. The second section examines how, while communism 
undeniably represented a compelling alternative to capitalism for Raffles, Soviet Women 
nonetheless records the specific challenges faced by women under Soviet rule.18 The 
third and final part argues that, in looking across To Let You Understand and Soviet Women, 
what emerges is not a generalized assumption of ‘sisterhood’, but rather a granular 
examination of divergent experiences of socially reproductive labour, which must be 
acknowledged for solidarity to emerge. The conclusion reflects on how, with Lot’s Wife, 
Raffles extended her analysis to consider how gendered identity is (re)formulated 
through geographic dislocation and displacement.

Feminist Photographic Networks in the 1970s and 1980s
Feminist historians have made significant strides in countering the gendered imbalances 
that have characterized histories of photography, which have led to the elision of 
women, transgender and nonbinary practitioners from established narratives.19 
However, the two decade lag between Raffles’s death and her entrance into photographic 
histories encapsulates the gendered absences that continue to structure art-historical 
and exhibitory knowledge.20 As well as contributing to the ongoing recuperation of 
Raffles’s practice, this section seeks to show how her work participated in the wider 
reformulation of documentary photography during the 1970s and 1980s in Britain.21

The debates, discussions and projects that emerged in these decades challenged 
the power dynamics of documentary. At the same time, many practitioners remained 
convinced of documentary photography’s importance as an activist tool. As Na’ama 
Klorman-Eraqi and Noni Stacey elucidate in their studies of radical and community 
photography in Britain during the 1970s, photographers attempted to develop self-
reflexive, critical approaches to image-making. They aimed to disturb the traditional 
hierarchies of journalistic reportage, while remaining invested in the medium’s capacity 
to foster political change.22 Photography became intertwined with feminism and women’s 
liberation, gay liberation and anti-racism, all movements which mediated between local 
grassroots concerns and global struggles.23 The images produced through these protests 
are inextricable from global decolonization movements, and from collaborative attempts 
to grapple with the legacies of Britain’s empire and imperialism.24

Raffles’s biography intersects with these wider cultural shifts. Born in 1955 in Salford, 
she grew up in London. Both sets of grandparents were Jewish refugees who had fled anti-
Semitic persecution in Eastern Europe.25 During an undergraduate degree in Philosophy 
at the University of St Andrews between 1973 and 1977, Raffles became active in the St 
Andrews women’s liberation group.26 The group sought out links across the country, but 
also critiqued the wider movement’s ‘six demands’ as too limited. Four demands (equal 
pay; equal education and job opportunities; free contraception and abortion on demand; 
and free 24-hour nurseries) had been proposed at the first National Women’s Liberation 
Movement conference in 1970.27 At the Edinburgh WLM conference in 1974, these 
were expanded to include the rights to self-defined sexuality, including the call to end 
discrimination against lesbians, and for legal and financial independence. However, the 
St Andrews group dismissed the six demands as ‘an all out plot to plug women cosily into 
capitalism’, rejecting equality feminism in favour of a socialist feminist approach.28
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Raffles’s subsequent move to the Isle of Lewis mirrored attempts by many 
women to forge alternative modes of living in the 1970s. On Lewis, Raffles gave 
birth to her daughter Anna, and began experimenting with photography.29 After 
relocating to Edinburgh in 1982 and launching a career as a freelance photographer, 
Raffles continued her involvement with feminist activism. Her aims were avowedly 
documentary: ‘I hope that thru [sic] my photographs people will see and learn about 
the reality of life for [women] and question and press for change and improvement.’30 
This commitment was informed by Raffles’s longstanding immersion in the women’s 
liberation movement, and by her identity as a lesbian with a young family, at a time 
when homophobia was not only widespread in Britain, but with Section 28 in 1988 
became written into legislation.31

Raffles also travelled extensively, visiting China, Tibet, Mexico, the Dominican 
Republic and Israel. However, the Soviet Union – and specifically Russia – held an 
important place in her imagination. Raffles first visited Russia at the age of fifteen in 
1971 as part of a youth group.32 This trip left her with a vivid memory of watching 
from her Leningrad (St Petersburg) hotel window as an all-woman team laid the 
foundations for a new building outside.33 Raffles met women factory managers, 
surgeons and engineers, encounters that left her convinced that women could excel in 
any professional field. This teenage visit to Russia provided a through-line for Raffles’s 
subsequent practice.

The contours of Raffles’s socialist-feminist approach to documentary photography 
received their first significant elaboration in To Let You Understand (1987–88). This project 
was commissioned by the Edinburgh District Council’s Women’s Unit as part of their 
research and advocacy.34 Between September 1987 and April 1988, Raffles visited 
multiple workplaces and women’s groups, accompanied by a single-lens reflex camera 
loaded with 35 mm black-and-white film. Sites listed in a booklet that accompanied the 
project include: the Greendykes Parents Support Group, Middlehouse Young Mothers, 
Fort Community Wing, dedicated groups for Asian women and for disabled women, 
together with the Royal Bank of Scotland, Safeway and Scotmid supermarkets, and 
production lines at Burton’s Biscuits, the Bond 9 distillery, D. B. Marshall’s chicken 
factory, and the confectionary company Millars.35 The photographs were shown in 
libraries and community centres in Edinburgh, including the Royal Commonwealth 
Pool, the Central Library on George IV Bridge, and Leith Library.36 The booklet and an 
accompanying pamphlet combined selected images with text and statistics on women’s 
working lives in Edinburgh.

As its dual focus on workplaces and community groups indicates, To Let You 
Understand examined the often unwaged reproductive labour of child-rearing as 
well as waged labour, treating the two as fundamentally interlinked.37 The project’s 
engagement with a continuum of labour between the factory and the home, together 
with the pedagogic formats of the exhibition and publication, links it to longer 
histories of feminist documentary in Britain, particularly the Hackney Flashers 
Collective. The Hackney Flashers emerged partly through the networks catalysed by the 
Half Moon Photography Workshop in the East End of London.38 Active between 1974 
and 1980, the Hackney Flashers was a ‘fluid’ group, with core contributors including 
Sally Greenhill, Liz Heron, Michael Ann Mullen, Maggie Murray and Jo Spence.39 
Combining documentary photography with cartoons, collage, photomontage and 
graphics, its members addressed issues in their local community, including childcare 
and unequal pay, from a feminist perspective.

In 1975 the Hackney Flashers produced an exhibition called Women and Work. It 
combined multiple images, laid out on transportable boards, with textual information. 
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Women and Work examined how labour was gendered and racialized, showing how 
low pay and exploitative working conditions disproportionately affected women, 
particularly women of colour (plate 2).40 Who’s Holding the Baby? (1978) addressed how a 
lack of childcare provision impacted on women’s ability to take jobs, and added to their 
responsibilities beyond the workplace. Across these projects, the Hackney Flashers 
examined the gendered allocation of socially reproductive, often unremunerated care 
work.41 Raffles’s project also has links to the history of worker photography that Jo 
Spence was excavating alongside her involvement in the Hackney Flashers. Together 
with Terry Dennett, Spence sought to reassess images made by workers of their own 
labour conditions in the US, Spain, Germany and Russia during the 1930s.42 In To Let 
You Understand, Raffles did not hand the camera over to her subjects in the same way as 
worker photography, or the community photography projects that Spence and Dennett 
developed during the 1970s in an attempt to recuperate this earlier ethos.43 However, 
Raffles’s inclusion of quotes from the people she photographed in the accompanying 
booklet connects her methods – which Weitian Liu compellingly characterizes as a 
form of ‘social practice’ – with attempts throughout the 1970s and 1980s to reinvent 
documentary as self-critical and reflexive.44

The Hackney Flashers are an important reference point for Raffles’s photographs 
not just because of their shared deconstruction of ‘women’s work’, but also due to their 
interrogation of documentary production from within. Between Women and Work and 
Who’s Holding the Baby, the group intensively debated the use of documentary photography, 
questioning its implication in the dynamics of class oppression that they sought to 
fight.45 Their examination shaped the presentation of material in Who’s Holding the Baby?, 

2 The Hackney Flashers, 
Women and Work, 1975. Panels 
installed at Hackney Town 
Hall, London. © The Hackney 
Flashers. Photo: Bishopsgate 
Institute, London.
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which made greater use of text and cartoons to counter the reifying effects of single 
images.46 The Hackney Flashers came to feel that Women and Work had failed to contest 
the ideological construction of ‘reality’. They reflected that while their images ‘were 
positive and promoted self-recognition’, they ‘could not expose the complex social 
and economic relationships within which women’s subordination is maintained’.47 
Such a view chimed with contemporaneous critiques of liberal documentary practice, 
notably by the American photographer and theorist Martha Rosler, who warned that 
‘the dedication to reform has shaded over into combinations of exoticism, tourism, 
voyeurism, psychologism and metaphysics, trophy hunting – and careerism’.48

The Hackney Flashers stopped working collectively by the early 1980s. Following 
Margaret Thatcher’s victory in the 1979 election, the Conservative government 
embraced a globalist neoliberal economic agenda and austerity politics. By 1982, the 
photographers Ed Barber, Brian Homer and Derek Bishton claimed in an editorial for 
the photography magazine Ten.8 that documentary was ‘under siege’ in Britain, starved 
of funding and critical support.49 Yet a number of photographers remained committed 
to documentary. Several practitioners associated with the Hackney Flashers went on 
to participate in Format, the first all-women photographer’s agency. Format covered 
anti-racist marches, the women’s peace camp at Greenham Common, the Miners’ 
strikes, and LGBTQ activism, among other social movements.50 Raffles’s work can be 
understood as part of this wider adherence to documentary.

Like the projects developed by the Hackney Flashers in the preceding decade, 
Born to Work: Images of Factory Life (1982), produced by the photographer Nick Hedges 
and the industrial sociologist Huw Beynon, addressed the gendered and racialized 
stratifications of work. Hedges and Beynon observed how women and Black and Asian 
workers were pushed into lower-paid grades by the management and the trade unions 
alike.51 The publication included striking images of structural misogyny, such as a 
photograph of a white woman machinist in a lock factory overshadowed by a holiday 
advertisement featuring a woman in a bikini. The glossy image takes on the status of a 
pin-up, and the contrast succinctly communicates how gendered ideologies permeate 
and shape working life (plate 3). Born to Work combined images with substantive text 
which sought to contextualize and explain the photographs, while providing a degree 
of transparency regarding their conditions of production.

Similarly, the photo-text Survival Programmes in Britain’s Inner Cities (1982) integrated 
images with extensive transcripts from interviews recorded with the people pictured 
in its pages.52 Created by members of the Exit Photography Group (Nicholas Battye, 
Chris Steele-Perkins, and Paul Trevor) and funded by the Gulbenkian Foundation, 
Survival Programmes sought to document experiences of poverty in London, West Belfast, 
Glasgow, Birmingham, Middlesbrough and Liverpool. Inevitably, the use of text in Born to 
Work and Survival Programmes imposes a particular interpretation, and imparts an authority 
of its own. Yet Noni Stacey stresses the ‘transgressive’ nature of the Survival Programmes 
interviews in particular, due to their unstructured and unedited presentation.53 The 
speakers in Survival Programmes refused to make the conditions of poverty shown by 
the photographers palatable or easily consumable, so that the publication resists the 
documentary narratives of liberal redemption critiqued by Rosler, among others.

Raffles identified conversation as a fundamental part of her working process.54 In 
the To Let You Understand booklet, Raffles comparably used text to mediate the encounter 
between photographer, subject and viewer. The inclusion of segments from these 
verbal exchanges attempts to recalibrate the power imbalance between observer and 
observed by sharing agency with the subjects, while alerting viewers to the constructed 
nature of the images. One page features two photographs, showing Royal Bank of 
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Scotland (RBS) offices, and a National Health Service (NHS) laundry room (plate 4). 
Piles of towels surround the laundry worker, towering over her body and hemming 
it into a tight space. The palpable density of the towels conveys the work’s arduous 
nature, borne out by the caption underneath relating how employees return home 
‘shattered’ at the end of their shifts.

The environment of the bank, pictured above, seems very different. Workers sit 
at desks in a modern, light-filled room. Yet despite the obvious contrasts, patterns 

3 Nick Hedges, packing 
department of the Josiah 
Parkes lock factory, 
Willenhall, 1976. Black-and-
white photographic print, 
reproduced in Nick Hedges 
and Huw Beynon, Born to 
Work, London, 1982, page 39. 
© Nick Hedges.
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and repetitions quickly establish themselves, binding the images together. In the 
foreground of the RBS photograph, a thick stack of papers occupying one of the many 
in-trays teeters as perilously as the mounds of towels in the photograph below. The 
woman closest to the viewer hunches so intently over the document in her hands that 
she also looks physically burdened. Raffles cites one interviewee explaining how, while 
men have started to do clerical work, it seems unlikely that they will remain in it long 
due to its feminized, and therefore low-paid, nature. Images and text carefully frame 
the subjects in relation to their workplaces, showing how the workers are constrained 
by the surrounding architectures. These extend beyond the physical fabric to include 
the value structures applied to their labour.

4 Franki Raffles, To Let You 
Understand, 1989. Booklet. 
© The Franki Raffles 
Estate. Photo: University 
of St Andrews Library and 
Edinburgh Napier University, 
Papers of Franki Raffles 
(2014–4), ms39039/1/6/1.
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Like Women and Work and Born to Work, To Let You Understand attempted to visualize 
the social and economic relationships that converged to produce women’s work 
across waged and unwaged labour spanning the factory, the office and the home, 
connecting apparently disparate sites. The title To Let You Understand derived from 
the words one woman used to explain their situation to Raffles during their 
conversation.55 The emphasis on ‘let’ rather than ‘make’ eloquently conveys the sense 
of a relational, discursive field, rather than a didactic instruction. It was this possibility 
of conversation, and even of translation, between different contexts which Raffles 
subsequently sought to continue across geographies.

Gendered Labour across Political Systems
Raffles’s 1989 trip to the Soviet Union developed in part out of To Let You Understand, but 
also from her political commitments to Marxism and communism. The project was 
funded by the Glasgow Festival Unit and the Scottish Arts Council, and was designed to 
extend the investigation Raffles had begun in Scotland to Russia, Ukraine and Georgia. 
Raffles travelled overland by car into Russia through Germany, Poland and Belarus in 
June 1989, accompanied by her young daughter Anna. At the Russian border, the sight 
of her photographic equipment and prints of some Edinburgh photographs helped 
reassure the guards.56 Raffles had established a key contact with Valentina Fedotova, 
the editor of Soviet Women magazine, and received advice from the Scottish Trades 
Union Congress, together with support from the Society of Cultural Relations with the 
USSR in Brixton, London, who provided her with a pro-forma letter of introduction.57 
Her journey from Moscow took her via Oryol (Orel) then Kharkiv in Ukraine to 
Rostov-on-Don in Russia, near the Ukraine–Russia border, where she stayed for two 
weeks.58 Raffles continued into Georgia via Pyatigorsk and Ordzhonikidze (now 
Vladikavkaz), eventually arriving in Tbilisi. A major port city and manufacturing base, 
Rostov-on-Don formed a crucial site, affording visits to multiple industries arranged by 
Boris Bykov of Photoclub Don, who had responded eagerly to Raffles’s initial proposal 
for an exhibition, and provided a warm welcome on arrival. Bykov also put Raffles in 
contact with an interpreter who could supplement her basic Russian.59

As if testing the memory of her first trip to Russia as a teenager, Raffles devoted 
several rolls of film to two women who had worked together for over a decade as 
builders and plasterers.60 Raffles made multiple studies as they worked on interior and 
exterior jobs. In these images, while the women’s dirt-spattered clothes testify to the 
physically demanding nature of their labour, their relaxed poses convey their comfort 
with their working environment (plate 5). Perched nonchalantly atop a wooden trestle, 
one woman watches her partner as she trowels a lump of cement-like substance onto 
a palette. A slight smile flickers across the face of the kneeling woman, conveying both 
camaraderie and enjoyment. Both women’s faces are angled towards the camera, yet 
rather than making eye contact with the viewer they remain absorbed in the task at 
hand, suggesting not only their acceptance of Raffles’s presence and ease in working 
alongside her, but also their autonomy.

From this distance, it might seem hard not to view Raffles’s enthusiasm for the 
Soviet Union as anachronistic and even belated, given the timing of her visit. Images 
such as that of the railway worker powerfully wielding her pickaxe on the front cover 
of the EDC Women’s Committee booklet, discussed at the beginning of this article, or 
even the presentation of the builders, might echo earlier overtly positive documentary 
framings. Helen Muspratt’s photographs from Russia in the 1930s, or the American 
photographer Margaret Bourke-White’s celebratory portrayals of Soviet industrialization 
during the same period, spring to mind.61 However, the scale in Raffles’s photograph of 
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the two builders is intimate rather than epic. Instead of participating in mythic fantasies 
of Soviet life, this image concentrates on the relationship between the women, and their 
support for each other in an environment that they control.

It is vital to note the misrecognitions and projections that shaped UK-based 
feminists’ relationship with Russia and the wider Soviet Union during the 1970s 
and 1980s. In the Soviet Union there was no recognized ‘feminist movement’ 
as such, and feminism was associated with bourgeois imperialism.62 However, 
Raffles’s photographs can be contextualized within wider feminist attempts to apply 
a materialist analysis to women’s work in the 1970s and 1980s. Perhaps one of the 

5 Franki Raffles, Soviet 
Women, 1989. Black-and-
white photographic print. 
© The Franki Raffles 
Estate. Photo: University 
of St Andrews Library and 
Edinburgh Napier University, 
Franki Raffles Photography 
Collection, 2014-4-092-3a.
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most tangible manifestations was the International Wages for Housework Campaign 
of the early 1970s. In the first volume of Capital (1867), Karl Marx had touched on the 
importance of unwaged labour that replenished the workforce, but stopped short of 
analysing the work of social reproduction and its gendered construction.63 Marxist-
feminist theorists and activists including Silvia Federici, Mariarosa Dalla Costa and 
Selma James sought to draw attention to this elided activity, arguing that unwaged 
housework and care-work should be remunerated like other forms of labour.64

Although located primarily in Europe and the US, the aspiration was for Wages 
for Housework to become global, and to challenge divisions between national 
contexts.65 In her analysis of the group Wages Due Lesbians, which emerged out of the 
International Wages for Housework Campaign in Canada, Christina Rousseau shows 
how their struggle against capitalism and patriarchy was seen as especially threatening 
to the nation-state, precisely because of its operation within an international network.66 
The reverberations of this international organizing around socially reproductive labour 
can be felt in Raffles’s attempt to make connections across and comparisons among 
gendered working conditions across Scotland, Russia, Georgia and Ukraine. These 
connections and comparisons were not necessarily the result of conflation, but rather 
were based on a hope for transnational solidarity.

Viewed side by side, images from To Let You Understand and Soviet Women reveal this 
aspiration in action. In Rostov-on-Don, Raffles visited a sausage factory, where she 
photographed two workers pinned behind a trough of meat (plate 6). The woman 
on the left calmly meets the viewer’s gaze, while her colleague remains focused on 
checking the sausages. This subject in particular retains a strong sense of agency, 
which resists any projection of pity or condescension on the part of the viewer. Yet 
the considered framing of the women behind the glistening, intestinal sausages, 
which push up against the sides of the metal tray and form a surreal, nauseating 
barrier, signals the restrictions of their environment, while also serving as a tacit 
acknowledgement of the photograph’s limited access.67 Raffles released the shutter at 
a moment when the women’s hands make contact with loops of meat, making them 
look like extensions of their fingers. The result can be compared with a photograph of 
a supermarket shop assistant from To Let You Understand, which pinpoints the continuum 
between low-paid waged work and unwaged socially reproductive labour (plate 7). The 
woman faces away from the viewer as she stacks packets of Pampers nappies onto the 
shelves, making a direct visual equation between low-paid work and childcare. The 
sausage factory photograph comparably maps the coordinates through which low-paid 
work and socially reproductive nurture – in this instance food provision – become 
locked into a mutually reinforcing gendered cycle.

Raffles encountered several challenges when working in Russia, from low lighting 
conditions in factories to the difficulties of obtaining workplace access. Such issues were 
longstanding. In her study of worker photography in the Soviet Union during the 1930s, 
Erika Wolf cites low lighting and poor equipment as two major barriers faced by this 
movement in Soviet-controlled countries.68 At the Rostelmarsh tractor factory in Rostov-
on-Don, Raffles knew she was ‘definitely only shown the things they wanted’, and 
observed that there were very few women in the prized engineering jobs.69 Soviet Women 
responds to the complexities of gender inequality in the Soviet Union. By the late 1980s, 
women constituted 51 per cent of industrial labour and office workers, and around 40 
per cent of agricultural workers.70 But despite this high level of representation, they faced 
significant challenges including low pay, exclusion from the more prestigious jobs and 
professions – particularly politics – and the difficulty of balancing waged labour with 
childcare. While Raffles’s images of women workers in Russian hospitals might seem to 
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offer a positive image of high-level surgical roles, they are contextualized by her notes, 
which record how poorly valued this work was: ‘If you want to understand our problems 
it’s not the enterprises you must see but the non-productive sphere. Our teachers, our 
cultural workers, our doctors and nurses all who work very hard but are paid very badly.’71 
The composite picture that emerges through the Soviet Women research is a multifaceted 
one, which responds to the contrasts between gendered labour in different contexts.

The contradictions that Raffles recorded in her notes, registered through the 
framing of her images, and relayed through quotations when presenting Soviet Women, 

6 Franki Raffles, Soviet 
Women, 1989. Black-and-
white photographic print. 
© The Franki Raffles 
Estate. Photo: University 
of St Andrews Library and 
Edinburgh Napier University, 
Franki Raffles Photography 
Collection, 2014-4-232, box 
3204.
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correlate with the account by the writer and poet Audre Lorde of her visit to Moscow 
in 1976. Lorde, as the invited US observer to the African-Asian Writers Conference 
supported by the Union of Soviet Writers, was similarly struck by the visibility of 
women workers from the moment her plane touched down. On the tarmac, Lorde 
glimpsed ‘three large, square-faced women arm-in-arm, marching across the airfield 
laughing and joking as they came. They were evidently workers just going off shift – 
they had grey coveralls and jackets with engineer caps and carried lunch buckets.’72 
While the vision of equality that Soviet life seemed to offer was tantalizing, Lorde 
stressed that it was just that: a vision, and one that repressed ethnic and cultural 
differences between women across the vast Soviet Union.73 Lorde referred to the 

7 Franki Raffles, To Let You 
Understand, 1989. Booklet. 
© The Franki Raffles 
Estate. Photo: University 
of St Andrews Library and 
Edinburgh Napier University, 
Papers of Franki Raffles 
(2014–4), ms39039/1/6/1.
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‘double messages’ of simultaneous progressivism and deep conservatism projected 
by the state, particularly regarding racial and gender equality.74 Comparably, the 
overarching account that Raffles built of gendered labour during her 1989 trip was 
variegated rather than homogenous, and similarly attuned to the cognitive dissonance 
of propaganda versus reality. By creating echoes between the photographs she had 
made in Scotland and those from the Soviet Union, Raffles sought to address how the 
gendering of labour recurred across geographic and political contexts. While the title of 
the series risks collapsing the ‘Soviet Union’ into Russia and reinforcing imperialism, 
the images themselves nonetheless point to the different ways in which inequalities 
play out in specific contexts, particularly in relation to socially reproductive care.75

Sharing the Second Shift
There were attempts to make connections with the Russian context in particular by 
UK feminists during the 1970s and 1980s, and to understand the unique contradictions 
of the Soviet situation. The British feminist magazine Spare Rib, co-founded by Marsha 
Rowe and Rosie Boycott in 1972 and run from 1973 as a collective until its closure in 
1993, printed a number of articles about women living under communism. These 
included a serialization of the novelist Natalya Baranskaya’s fictional account of a young 
Russian mother. First published in 1969 by the literary journal Novyi Mir, ‘A Week Like 
Any Other’ ran in Spare Rib from December 1976 to June 1977. The central character, 
Olga Nikolaevna, enjoys a level of technical proficiency and satisfaction in her job as a 
lab technician specializing in glass fibre-reinforced plastics that would have been rare 
in Britain at the time. However, Olga also recounts how having a second child severely 
disrupted her career.76 On the one hand, this focus on the socially reproductive sphere 
might seem like a potential rallying point for cross-cultural connectivity. On the 
other, Baranskaya’s narrative risks making Olga’s double burden conform to the heroic 
expectations placed on women in Russia, presenting a particularly Soviet problem.

Raffles’s 1989 trip occurred as the Soviet Union was on the brink of collapse, after 
several years of public debate about the position of women in Soviet society unleashed 
by perestroika. Mikhail Gorbachev had become General Secretary of the Politburo in 
1985. The following year, he announced a programme of economic ‘restructuring’ 
or ‘reconstruction’ (perestroika), with the aim of reforming the inefficiencies of the 
Soviet system by introducing elements of capitalist enterprise.77 Economic reform, 
Gorbachev believed, had to occur in tandem with political and cultural change through 
glasnost, a policy of greater ‘openness’. In the early years of the Russian Revolution, 
some Bolsheviks viewed women’s liberation as fundamental to a socialist society, 
but gendered inequalities were never fully addressed.78 While the revolutionary 
government implemented important reforms, notably a 1918 maternity insurance 
programme, the huge number of women entering the workplace in the 1930s was 
driven primarily by the demands of mass industrialization.79

During his dictatorship of the mid-1920s to the 1950s, Stalin decreed the woman 
question ‘solved’, leading in practice to a punishing rift between Soviet propaganda and 
women’s actual working conditions, which were often highly unequal and included long 
hours of domestic labour.80 This gap between official endorsements of gender equality 
and the reality continued into the Brezhnev era, exacerbated by a resurgence in patriotic 
machismo after the Second World War.81 Perestroika formally re-opened the so-called 
‘woman question’, which enabled discussion of the hardships women faced, exacerbated 
in the Soviet Union by the especial difficulties involved in obtaining consumer goods. 
Traditional gender roles meant that it was predominantly women who waited in long 
queues for essential items like food and clothing.82 Yet while it identified gendered 
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discrimination, and revealed the appalling conditions of many workplaces, perestroika 
failed to offer concrete solutions.83 Equally, as a process that entailed rationalization, 
there was widespread fear that cuts would fall hardest on women, together with a 
resurgence of patriarchal attitudes that they should return to the home.84

Raffles noted a general sense of wariness and distrust regarding Gorbachev’s actual 
desire for change.85 Her written observations capture the debates and uncertainties 
about gendered attitudes to labour that perestroika unleashed, and the disjunctions 
between state narratives and experience. As well as taking photographs in workplaces, 
Raffles made studies of schools, nurseries, markets, shops and playgrounds. As the 
scholar Tithi Bhattacharya underscores, socially reproductive labour power is not 
only reperformed by the family or within the domestic sphere, but through ‘public 
education and health care systems, leisure facilities in the community, and pensions 
and benefits for the elderly’.86 Raffles’s images map a comparably expanded site of 
socially reproductive labour. A snatched, candid photograph shows a woman crouched 
in a small, desultory-looking outside recreation area, watching two children play 
(plate 8). The scene echoes an image from To Let You Understand showing the door to 
the Greendykes Parent Support Group, with two children waiting outside in their 
prams. The atmosphere of isolation in the Soviet Women image chimes with the neglect 
and abandonment vividly inscribed onto the surfaces of the Edinburgh buildings, 
establishing continuity between these sites. By connecting these experiences, but 
not conflating them, Raffles’s photographs indicate how the analysis of socially 
reproductive labour might provide a way of linking struggles around the globe.

Raffles’s engagement with the connection of low wages with dangerous working 
conditions and domestic labour can perhaps most readily be appreciated through her 
contact sheets. Each sheet reveals Raffles’s movement across myriad spaces. The effect is to 

8 Franki Raffles, Soviet 
Women, 1989. Black-and-white 
photographic print. © The 
Franki Raffles Estate. Photo: 
University of St Andrews 
Library and Edinburgh Napier 
University, Franki Raffles 
Photography Collection, 2014-
4-206, box 3204.
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make the continuum between subordination in socially reproductive and low-paid work 
palpable. The thirty-six images of one contact sheet from Soviet Women move from an ice-
rink where children are having a skating lesson with a woman instructor, to a bottling plant 
with machines tended by a woman in overalls, before jumping once again to a furniture 
factory where a woman in a dress handles long planks of wood (plate 9). Although this single 
roll of film reveals the range and breadth of Raffles’s research into gendered labour, it is 
also instructive regarding her visual vocabulary. Each workplace is very different, but every 
photograph captures enough information to locate the figures in relation to their wider 
context, from the young skaters watched over by heroic socialist wall-reliefs, to the woman 
standing sentry by the files of bottles. This architectural consciousness, manifested through 
what Jenny Brownrigg has identified as Raffles’s preference for the ‘establishing shot, which 
clearly shows the environment within which the worker operates’ means that each image 
links in turn with the others, presenting the socialization and indoctrination of children as 
part of the same infrastructure as a factory shift.87

A similar effect can be found in Raffles’s To Let You Understand contact sheets. Raffles 
shot four images of prams outside the Greendykes Parent Support Group using the end 
of a film that had previously been used in Jenners department store on Princes Street 
(plate 10). These images were taken at Christmas, as attested by the luxurious fir tree 
filling the central atrium. We see women shopfloor workers selling goods, and their 

9 Franki Raffles, Soviet 
Women, 1989. Contact 
sheet. © The Franki Raffles 
Estate. Photo: University 
of St Andrews Library and 
Edinburgh Napier University, 
Franki Raffles Photography 
Collection, 2014-4-098a, 
box 3384.
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customers lingering around an Yves Saint Laurent cosmetics counter. Other workers in 
the back office manage a flow of parcels, surrounded by the bureaucratic accoutrements 
of box files and piles of paper. Like the Soviet Women contact sheet, this sequence charts 
a course from low-paid labour on the shop floor and in clerical offices, through to 
social support and childcare. It is particularly significant for its situation of women 
workers in a site that is simultaneously one of production and consumption, revealing 
how the shop floor and back-office workers together generate a feminized consumer 
phantasmagoria, but experience it differently due to the stratifications of class.

Raffles’s attempt to approach Scottish and in particular Russian contexts 
relationally was also manifested in an exhibition of photographs from To Let You 
Understand in Rostov-on-Don, and one of Soviet Women in Scotland. When Raffles showed 
her Edinburgh photographs in Russia, viewers expressed shock that childcare was such 
a serious problem in the UK, and that there were so few play areas.88 Raffles described 
how: ‘There was a great deal of surprise from people looking at the photog [sic] that 
women’s lives and working conditions were so hard, but it’s just like here people said.’89 
In 1990, Raffles showed images from Soviet Women at the Pearce Institute in Govan, a 
building intended as a ‘gift’ to the working people of Glasgow by the family of the 
shipbuilder William Pearce. However, the act of translation seems to have been less 
immediate, with one reviewer concluding that it was difficult to get a sense of the 
exact political status of the women in the photographs.90 There were limits to Raffles’s 

10 Franki Raffles, To Let You 
Understand, 1987–88. Contact 
sheet. © The Franki Raffles 
Estate. Photo: University 
of St Andrews Library and 
Edinburgh Napier University, 
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Collection, 2014-4-760, box 
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desire to relate these very different contexts, with the danger that the images might risk 
exoticizing their subjects and reducing them to stereotypes – or that they might simply 
become unreadable in different settings.

Concluding with Complexity: Lot’s Wife
By 1991, having lost control of the Baltic Republics and the Southern Caucuses, the 
Soviet Union was unravelling at a dramatic rate. In 1992, Raffles began a new series 
which built on Soviet Women, but which foregrounded the experience of displacement 
amidst accelerated globalization. For this project, Raffles travelled to Israel for the 
first time since her childhood.91 Titled Lot’s Wife, it invoked the Biblical figure whom 
God turns into a pillar of salt on looking back as she and her family fled Sodom 
and Gomorrah. As well as making photographic portrait studies, Raffles conducted 
interviews with women who had migrated to Israel from countries across the former 
Soviet Union, many of whom were Jewish (though not all), together with figures 
including the director of a women’s shelter.92 The interview recordings and transcripts 
reveal a huge array of experiences and perspectives, as Raffles attempted to map the 
‘complex reasons’ which had prompted their relocation: ‘so many strands running 
through it all’.93 Conducted in the immediate aftermath of the First Intifada of 
1987–91, when Palestinians rose up against Israel’s occupation of the West Bank and 
the Gaza Strip, the migration that the project tracked needs to be understood within 
the long process of settler colonialism connected to the Zionist movement during 
the first decades of the twentieth century, which resulted in the mass displacement 
of Palestinian people and their removal from the land.94 As such, Raffles situates 
Lot’s Wife within an overlapping palimpsest of dislocation and violence, in which the 
British government’s support of Zionism played a central role – as expressed in the 
Balfour Declaration of 1917 and subsequently implemented through British colonial 
rule of Palestine after the First World War, followed by the partition of Palestine in 
1947 and the establishment of the Israeli state, which resulted in the trauma of the 
1947–48 war and the Nakba (The Catastrophe), when 80 per cent of the Palestinian 
Arabs who lived in the area that became Israel were forcibly expelled by militia.95

Although Lot’s Wife was not displayed during Raffles’s lifetime, the designs for 
the project’s presentation in her archive show the photographs embedded in long 
segments of selected interviews drawn from conversations with nine women – Sofya, 
Tanya, Nadya, Ada, Natalya, Yanna, Helena, Anna and Marina – who had been living 
in former Soviet republics including Estonia, Moldova, Ukraine and Uzbekistan, as 
well as Russia.96 Several discussed their experiences of anti-Semitism in the Soviet 
Union, their stories resonating with the longer history of racism against Jewish people 
in Europe which had culminated in the Holocaust. Yanna, who arrived in Israel from 
Moscow, described how: ‘It was dangerous to bring us up in the Jewish tradition. 
[…] In Moscow it was only possible to be a Soviet citizen, nothing else.’97 Once in 
Israel, the interviewees faced economic hardship and difficulties finding work, due 
to factors including language barriers, and feeling unwelcome and resented. One 
of the research conversations Raffles recorded summarized the worries that recur 
throughout Lot’s Wife: ‘I was an accountant in a big factory in Russia but here I don’t 
know what I will do. […] Just now there is no work and work is the main problem. 
Without work I am nothing.’98 Raffles’s research tracked the increased levels of 
domestic violence experienced by many women from the former Soviet Union, 
exacerbated by the stress of the move, and financial difficulties on arrival.99

The design for Lot’s Wife, or the story of Nadya pairs text in which Nadya relates her 
experience of anti-Semitism in Russia with a portrait of the speaker seated on her 
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sofa (plate 11). Raffles thus expanded the conversational, discursive ethos that had 
previously informed the creation and presentation of images in To Let You Understand 
and Soviet Women. Yet Lot’s Wife differs in that the photographs foregrounded in these 
designs show women and families inside their homes, conscious of the camera and 
posing for solo or collective portraits. At first glance, these images echo the normative 
construct of the family album in their framing and domestic settings. Yet while the 
photographs do not feature labour overtly, the surrounding texts constantly reference 
the struggle to remain economically afloat. Nadya gazes to the left of the picture 
frame with a weary, subdued air. Although her home looks comfortable, the way that 
Raffles has cropped the wall hangings, furniture covers, curtains and carpet creates 
an oppressive atmosphere. Raffles’s sustained engagement with the double burden is 
particularly evident in her photographs of women gathered together with children 
(plate 12). Lot’s Wife continues to challenge clear divisions between the site of waged 
work and the socially reproductive realm.

The emphasis on the architecture of the home, moreover, has an effect similar 
to that of the barrier in the sausage factory photograph from Soviet Women discussed 
earlier, communicating an awareness of limitations, not only in terms of the access 
afforded by the individual photographs, but also conveying the violent divisions, 
partitions, erasures and displacements of settler colonialism that condition these 
women’s lives, particularly in a wider context where forcing Palestinians from their 
homes and demolishing their buildings have been tactics of repression used by the 
state of Israel.100 Other images in Raffles’s photographic archive frequently home in on 
militarization and surveillance by the Israeli army, her vision snagging on guns held at 
waist height and coils of barbed wire; as Philimonos notes in her analysis of the series, 
she also documented protests against Israel’s presence in the Occupied Palestinian 
Territory.101 For Raffles, the women’s stories were interwoven with the displacement 
of Palestinians and of Palestine – as Raffles summarized it in her notes, ‘one person’s 
displacement for another’s settlement’ – while several of the interviewees condemn 
Israel’s repressive treatment of Palestinians.102 One woman makes a connection 
between their experience of persecution in Russia and the condition of Palestinians: 
‘Because coming from there as a minority they can see that it is not right. You cannot 
come from a minority and then say that another people who are a minority have 

11 Franki Raffles, Lot’s Wife, 
or the Story of Nadya, 1992–94. 
Designs for text and black-and-
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© The Franki Raffles Estate. 
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University, Franki Raffles 
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no rights.’103 An acknowledgement that such gestures of solidarity might be limited 
and indeed fundamentally compromised is demanded by any reading of Lot’s Wife.104 
But it is possible to consider such moments in this project as contributing to what 
the anti-Zionist Jewish feminist Nira Yuval-Davis described in her important 1984 
intervention in Spare Rib as the need to:

struggle against women’s oppression and against workers’ exploitation; against 
Palestinian oppression and against anti-Semitism; to express solidarity with 
liberation struggles in the Third World without losing a critical perspective; 
to be active on a local level without losing international and historical 
perspectives.105

This parallels the practice of feminist solidarity that Mohanty articulates, whereby 
‘difference and plurality emerge as genuinely complex and often contradictory’.106 
Raffles’s images tracing the gendered experiences of low pay, childcare, domestic 
labour and adverse working conditions shifted with space and place, prompting the 
viewer to consider how migration from the Soviet Union to Israel links back to British 
imperialism. Raffles’s images demand the use of feminist methodologies to think 
about global movement and displacement. They ask viewers to approach the ‘global’ 
not as simply the process of looking beyond bordered national constructs like ‘Britain’, 
but as an embodied experience of globalization that is gendered, racialized and classed, 
and embedded in long histories of colonialism and imperialism.

12 Franki Raffles, Lot’s Wife, 
1992–94. Black-and-white 
photographic print. © The 
Franki Raffles Estate. Photo: 
University of St Andrews 
Library and Edinburgh Napier 
University, Franki Raffles 
Photography Collection, 
2014-4-292-33a.
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