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In his 2004 article on an orthopaedic ward of a Bangladeshi hospital, 
Shahaduz Zaman wrote:

When I stated the goal of my research, I argued that a hospital ward is not an 
end in itself, but that it can mirror various features of the life of the country 
of which it is a part. It is evident that biomedical practice in the orthopaedic 
ward of the Bangladeshi hospital has taken a definite shape due to some par-
ticular social and cultural factors. Broken limbs caused as a consequence of 
various criminal acts, patients’ position in the ward, the involvement of rela-
tives in patient care, the frustration of the staff members and the indigenous 
solutions for medical and administrative problems have contributed to form 
the distinguishing characteristics which Wilson (1965) called the ‘personal-
ity’ of the ward. … The hospital is therefore not a ‘tight little island’, rather 
its culture is simultaneously created by its population and constrained by the 
political- economic context in which individuals and the institution itself are 
situated (Zaman 2004).
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Zaman’s work came to my mind as I was reading Pregnancy and Birth in 
Russia: The Struggle for Good Care (Temkina et al. 2023), as this book is 
a brilliant example of the sociological explorations into the unbreakable bond 
between culture and health – between the 'tight little island' of the ward or 
clinic and the outside world.

Pregnancy and Birth in Russia: The Struggle for Good Care traces the 
challenges of maternity care in contemporary Russia as part of the changing 
structure and function of the Russian healthcare system affected by both the 
legacies of Soviet paternalism and global neoliberal economic doctrines. Ad-
dressing the question of what constitutes “good maternity care”, the book of-
fers multiple perspectives on maternity care based on the experiences of ex-
pecting mothers, health providers, and administrators.

Maternity care is the book’s field of study. The book’s introduction situ-
ates it within the context of the current Russian healthcare system by tracing 
the historical, social, and economic processes that shaped the system as 
a whole. After a methodological section focused on studies in healthcare set-
tings, four analytical chapters explore the impact of Soviet and post- Soviet 
legacies, the power of consumerism in defining good maternal care and the 
role of providers, and the political struggles for good care. The book’s conclu-
sions highlight the themes underlying the book as they trace the problems of 
Russian maternity care in a web of patriarchy and paternalism, hybridization 
of the healthcare system, and market reforms. The authors’ ultimate answer to 
the question ‘what constitutes good maternity care in the 21st century’s Russia’ 
is that good maternal care is not solely a project of women’s empowerment, as 
the literature on maternity care often suggests, but rather a complex process of 
negotiations between multiple actors and social processes.

Two of the themes outlined by the authors of Pregnancy and Birth in Rus-
sia highlight the importance of this book and its authors’ journey into the 
world of maternity hospitals in Russia: ‘sociologists in white,’ that is sociolo-
gists working within healthcare settings, and the hybridization of healthcare 
systems in general and in Russia in particular, and its impact on 'good care.'

The first theme echoing in the book, and phrased as 'sociologists in white,' 
is methodological choices, and the breadth of fieldwork conducted for this 
book. No less important is the depth of the relationships the authors were able 
to build in highly hierarchical institutions that are notoriously unwelcoming to 
outsiders (and not just in Russia). Much of the book addresses issues that are 
rooted in Russian culture and history, as well as the unique structure of the 
Russian healthcare systems. However, the authors also do a remarkable job of 
describing and analyzing scenarios that are very familiar to other ‘sociologists 
in white’ studying hospitals worldwide ‒ from the suspicious and intimidating 
head nurse to the moment the researcher finds herself in sterile garments in the 
operating theater wondering how she got there and how come this is an ok 
place to be, before realizing that most people in the room have no idea who she 
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is, nor do they care. Walking this fine line between the particular (the Russian 
healthcare system) and the universal (studying healthcare systems), the authors 
of Pregnancy in Russia provide the readers with a compelling account of not 
only maternity hospitals in Russia, but also of the process of conducting socio-
logical studies in hospitals with their limitations, surprises, and successes.

Another methodological strength, that plays an important role in the 
analysis provided in the book, lies in its methodological innovation. Breaking 
away from the tradition of lone-wolf ethnographers, the authors team up to 
gain a deeper understanding of the hospitals they study. Unlike most ethnog-
raphies written by multiple authors, this is not a combination of studies follow-
ing the same themes, but a true collaboration based on complementary roles 
allowing the researchers to gain access to multiple angles of observation on the 
same field. Not only this choice improves the accessibility and the multiple 
viewpoints such a team can have, but also shapes a unique way in which the 
three researchers form a text that speaks with one coherent voice without blur-
ring the three separate perspectives.

Through this unique ethnographic perspective that a group of collaborating 
ethnographers once called 'the wolf-pack strategy' (Closser et al. 2016), we learn 
about the hospital from multiple perspectives and physical spaces. Coordinating 
such a project must have been an enormous challenge. However, many lone-wolf 
ethnographers would be jealous of what Temkina, Novkunskaya, and Litvina 
were able to experience as a team. A second theme echoing in the book is the 
fragmented, or 'hybrid' as the authors describe it, nature of the Russian health 
system and its impact on all involved in pregnancy and birth in Russia. In this 
analysis lies an important lesson – happy health systems are all alike, while every 
fragmented health system is fragmented in its own way. Thus, while the study of 
health systems (especially outside the field of health policy and management) 
often results in a description of a 'broken' fragmented system, only a few of the 
studies, albeit the excellent ones, take the time to study, analyze, and explain how 
the current system came to be through a complex network of often contradicting 
and conflicting historical, economic, and social processes and influences

Health systems are monsters to explore, explain, and understand. In his 
2010 article, Julio Frenk addressed what he saw as the misconceptions sur-
rounding health systems. According to Frenk, health systems are seen as either 
'black- boxes' – too complicated to understand – or 'black holes' – no amount of 
resources will suffice to achieve the desired outcomes (Frenk 2010). Frenk’s 
argument is focused on the strengthening of the health system. However, his 
argument resonates here as well. Health systems are complicated, but not inac-
cessible. Understanding their structure, power relations, history, and influ-
ences is a crucial stage in understanding how they impact both patients and 
providers. This understanding will also help to elucidate how the 'tight little 
island' relates to the outside world. In their book, Temkina, Novkunskaya, and 
Litvina unpack these processes to show how maternity hospitals in Russia 
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became what they are, and how these processes of fragmentation are experi-
enced by both pregnant women and health providers.

Outlining the legacy of the Soviet health system and the impact of post- 
Soviet policies and neo-liberal free-market influences on the latter, the authors 
of Pregnancy in Russia do an exceptional job of tracing the context in which 
their field of study came to be. These are hard times to be an observer of soci-
ety, and I applaud Temkina, Novkunskaya, and Litvina for their achievement. 
May we all have such courage to speak the truth and complexity of the fields 
we study in uncertain times.
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