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IN the late 1980s and early 1990s, an explosion of
new forms of civic engagement brought tens of thou-

sands of women into public life in Ukraine. Several very
promising federated women’s organizations emerged,
uniting thousands of women into a new and vocal pub-
lic that worked through the independence movement to
demand path-breaking changes in state policies concern-
ing families.1 During the 1990s, hundreds of new
women’s organizations were established, many of which
benefited from extensive foreign funding and training.

Many observers were hopeful that the establishment
of new women’s non-governmental organizations—par-
ticularly women’s rights NGOs that worked closely with
foreign women’s rights advocates—would have a strong
political impact. Despite the professionalism of this
wave of new women’s rights initiatives, however, women
as a group were not able to build on their earlier politi-
cal advances.2 Rather than forming a mobilized public
capable of engaging broader networks of citizens in
challenging the authoritarian political system that came
into existence under President Leonid Kuchma, orga-
nized women’s activism instead entered a period of de-
cline and divisiveness. Disabled by internal conflicts,
the women’s movement was powerless to prevent a
gradual reversion to the Soviet political system, which
excluded women from political influence and confined
women’s issues to subordinate state structures pertain-
ing to the family. The  conditions that prevented femi-
nist-inspired activism and advocacy from achieving its
intended impact in Ukraine under Kuchma are explored
in the discussion that follows.
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The Soviet Gender Regime

During the Soviet era, Ukraine was subjected to the
maternalist gender regime common to state socialist
countries.3 The Communist Party claimed to have lib-
erated women from all forms of gender oppression.
Despite legal guarantees of gender equality, the social-
ist political system perpetuated oppressive traditions that
treated childbearing and family duties as the primary
focus of women’s concern. This maternalist system pro-
vided working mothers with relatively generous mater-
nity leaves and inexpensive childcare and granted
“Mother Heroine” awards to women who bore ten or
more children. Nevertheless, it offered women as a col-
lectivity few opportunities to develop into a meaning-
ful political force.4

Women were prevented from developing organiza-
tional channels that would promote communication,
coordination, and commitment among women in posi-
tions of authority. In the 1930s, the Party abolished its
Women’s Section (Zhinviddil in Ukrainian, Zhenotdel
in Russian), the structure that coordinated work with
women Party members. Women’s issues were subse-
quently delegated to a secondary tier of Soviet state and
Party structures concerned primarily with encouraging
higher birthrates and providing services to children.
These structures offered few opportunities for Soviet
women to develop into a distinct mobilized public
united around broadly shared definitions of new po-
litical claims. They served instead primarily as trans-
mission belts for official policies that perpetuated
norms that held women primarily accountable for fam-
ily responsibilities.

Despite state claims that women and men were equal,
women’s advancement, both in the workplace and in
the Party, continued to be blocked by the discrimina-
tory belief that women were “mothers first, workers
second.” Women were encouraged to work, but were
relegated mainly to low wage, dead-end menial jobs or
traditionally “feminized” occupations concerned with
children and family welfare.5 As a consequence of gen-
der bias, not only were women workers segregated into
lower-paid, less prestigious jobs, but men held nearly
all the managerial positions even in feminized occupa-
tional fields.6 Occupational stratification and segrega-
tion into lower-prestige economic sectors also hampered
advancement to Party leadership. Although women were
encouraged to join the Communist Party and related
official organizations, men occupied nearly every posi-
tion of genuine authority.7

As a result of long-standing state practices that ex-

cluded women from decision-making positions,
women’s political interests were camouflaged in offi-
cial maternalist rhetoric even after the Soviet Union
began to reform and opened up issues for debate. Be-
fore the disintegration of the Soviet Union in 1991,
General Secretary Mikhail Gorbachev acknowledged
that a few women’s issues had still to be resolved. How-
ever, the Soviet leader did not raise the issue of gender
inequality or even suggest solutions to the host of prac-
tical issues, such as chronic shortages of food and other
basic goods, that oppressed so many women. Instead,
he suggested that women needed to commit themselves
more wholeheartedly to their family responsibilities. As
Gorbachev put it, “many of our problems . . . are par-
tially caused by the weakening of family ties and a slack
attitude to family responsibilities. This is a paradoxical
result of our sincere and politically justified desire to
make women equal with men in everything.” It was time,
he said, to curtail Soviet women’s employment and pub-
lic activity to “help make it possible for women to re-
turn to their purely womanly mission.”8 To help women
better carry out their duties as wives and mothers, he
initiated a revival of the defunct women’s organizations
called Women’s Councils (Zhinochi rady in Ukrainian,
but typically referred to by their Russian abbreviation,
Zhensovet).

Officials soon claimed that there were thousands of
Women’s Councils in Ukraine’s workplaces, with a to-
tal membership of nearly half a million. In reality, how-
ever, these official women’s organizations existed
primarily on paper and failed to attract a popular fol-
lowing.9 Like most official organizations, Women’s
Councils were widely considered to be ineffectual and
nepotistic rubber-stamp organizations controlled by
Party cronies who lacked any real commitment to in-
creasing the political power of the demographic con-
stituency they represented or of serving its needs.10

Instead of creating an institutional network of lead-
ers capable of responding to political liberalization with
concerted and sustained political action on behalf of
women as a group, the official women’s organizations
and Party structures associated with women’s issues
were weak organizations that existed primarily on pa-
per and were concerned only with matters that benefited
the Party power structure. Women’s Councils and simi-
lar party structures concerned with women’s issues did
not create opportunities for women to address the
disempowering practices that crowded most women into
low-wage or dead-end jobs and compelled women to
devote much of their time and energy to procuring vari-
ous scarce goods and services—most of them “guaran-
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teed” by the state. Instead, they contributed to public
perceptions that under Soviet rule, women as a group
had no grievances or unmet needs of their own and had
benefited from generous state policies that had furthered
their advancement.

Gender and the Politics of Rukh
The late 1980s marked the beginning of a period of in-
tense political contestation that increased the Soviet
establishment’s vulnerability to new claims. Expand-
ing political opportunities facilitated the emergence of
the first independent women’s organizations. These or-
ganizations reshaped the political realm, publicly chal-
lenging Ukraine’s power structure to address issues that
had gone unacknowledged during the Soviet era. They
did so by refashioning official rhetoric to form a
maternalist collective-action framework that women in
the independence movement used with great success.

Once the Soviet system began to relax its use of re-
pression, women in Ukraine abandoned the official or-
ganizations. In western Ukraine and Kyiv, many threw
their energies into helping the independence movement
increase its political power. The emergence of the popu-
lar Rukh movement created new local institutional
spaces within which dozens of women became charis-
matic leaders and developed local followings for new
forms of civic activism. The leaders of Rukh and its
closest and most influential allies (e.g., the Native Lan-
guage Society, the Ukrainian Catholic and Orthodox
Churches, the Ukrainian Helsinki Union) were nearly
all men.11 However, at the local level, particularly in
repressive eastern Ukrainian locales where male activ-
ists were more likely to experience reprisals and intimi-
dation, it was often women who organized Rukh’s local
following.12 Women educators, scholars, and perform-
ers helped Rukh by sponsoring poetry readings, con-
certs, and theatrical performances.13 These cultural
events created an environment conducive to reinterpret-
ing the grievances many people experienced in their
everyday lives as injustices that demanded political ac-
tion. At the close of seemingly apolitical cultural events,
it was far easier to overcome lingering fears of repres-
sion and persuade those present to engage in higher-
risk and more overtly political Rukh activities.

Once Rukh had been formally established, local
women leaders began to expand the scope of their ac-
tivities and focus on mobilizing women as a distinct
group. Three new independent women’s organizations
coalesced around a “maternalist” form of activism that
used novel tactics ranging from vigils to demonstrations

to force the state to deal with issues that had routinely
been ignored by the political establishment: military
hazing, the decline of the Ukrainian language and cul-
ture, and environmental problems.

Violence in the Soviet armed forces was a problem
that troubled a wide range of ordinary citizens, includ-
ing the many thousands of women who formed Sol-
diers’ Mothers Committees in the late 1980s. Women
from Rukh helped to strengthen local support for the
Soldiers’ Mothers Committees proliferating throughout
Ukraine.14 Soldiers’ Mothers and Rukh activists worked
together in western Ukraine and Kyiv to greatly expand
the group’s activities.15 They conducted the first inde-
pendent investigations into deaths in the Soviet armed
forces and successfully used the resulting public sym-
pathy to pressure Ukraine’s parliament to recall Ukrai-
nian soldiers serving in other republics and to authorize
the formation of national armed forces. Rukh activists
shielded thousands of deserters and draft-dodgers, es-
tablished the country’s first shelter for victims of vio-
lence, and helped soldiers’ mothers to develop a system
of monitoring and advocacy on behalf of victims of
military hazing.

Women educators, scholars, and intellectuals in west-
ern Ukraine founded the Union of Ukrainian Women
(Soiuz Ukrainok). This organization modeled itself on
an eponymous association that had existed throughout
western Ukraine before Soviet rule. The union focused
its efforts on engaging women in cultural-revival ac-
tivities and raising the status of the Ukrainian language.
Chapters quickly spread throughout western Ukraine.
A strong municipal chapter and national headquarters
were later established in Kyiv.16 By the mid-1990s, the
group had established chapters in every major Ukrai-
nian city and claimed to have 15,000 members.17

Women in the Kyiv branch of Rukh established the
Women’s Society of Rukh (Zhinocha Hromada Rukhu).
The Women’s Society went beyond cultural revival to
develop a political agenda that would engage women in
forming new and better state institutions and policies
that would facilitate the expansion of women’s politi-
cal influence.18 The Women’s Society lobbied Ukraine’s
parliament to close the Chernobyl nuclear power sta-
tion and held the first public meetings to provide accu-
rate information about the health consequences of
radiation fallout from the 1986 Chernobyl nuclear power
accident. It organized the first public discussions of
women’s political interests.19 These activities later led
the Women’s Society to sponsor the first conferences
evaluating the social, economic, and political status of
women in Ukraine.20 By the mid-1990s, the Women’s
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Society had a sizable membership of more than 11,000.
Drawing creatively on the Soviet state’s maternalist

rhetoric, the founders of these organizations engaged
women in politics as Berehyni, “guardians of the hearth,”
or activist-mothers. Women who established new
maternalist groups developed a widely resonant
maternalist collective-action frame that attracted thou-
sands of ordinary women and men in a wide range of
political campaigns demanding that the state humanize
its treatment of children and families in Ukraine.
Maternalist groups overcame the powerlessness that had
long prevented women from participating in politics.
For the first time in many decades, women were granted
institutional channels through which to develop the skills
and resources needed to bargain effectively with the
political establishment.

Rukh’s Decline and the Fragmentation
of Women’s Activism
Rukh acted as an organizational center within which a
new group of charismatic women developed highly ef-
fective forms of activism and established promising new
women’s organizations that were independent of the
state and the Communist Party. When Rukh’s strength
declined after independence, these new women’s orga-
nizations remained important channels for engaging
women in public life. However, they faced a new set of
challenges for which they were ill-prepared.

The same processes of disintegration that led to the
independence movement’s decline also weakened Rukh-
affiliated women’s groups. The rapid expansion of
grassroots women’s activism in the late 1980s and early
1990s had been facilitated by the unexpected disinte-
gration of the Soviet state and the growing strength of
independence activism. In its heyday, the independence
movement had a highly centralized organizational struc-
ture rooted in Rukh, substantial consensus on its primary
goals, and a high degree of geographic concentration in
Western Ukraine and Kyiv. Once the Soviet Union col-
lapsed and its chief goal was achieved, however, the
independence movement rapidly disintegrated. At the
root of this disintegration was growing disagreement
within the Rukh leadership over new goals and how to
achieve them in an independent Ukraine.

Ukraine’s independence left women activists strug-
gling to understand what role they could or should play
in public life.21 An independent Ukraine had been their
primary goal. The country independence was not ac-
companied by the promised resolution of various long-
standing problems. Instead, a host of new problems, such

as hyper-inflation and unemployment, now confronted
women throughout Ukraine. Economic and social un-
certainties resulted in broader public demobilization that
further exacerbated the effects of Rukh’s disintegration
on women activists. Struggling with hyper-inflation and
wage and pension arrears, many activists had little time
or energy left for civic affairs.22

The disintegration of the opposition movement cre-
ated new opportunities for the resurgence of the
nomenklatura, which found itself well-positioned to
exploit the power vacuum that followed the Soviet state’s
collapse. They began to obstruct reforms. During glasnost,
women reformers in western Ukraine and Kyiv had en-
joyed considerable support from pro-reform allies in
the state apparatus and the new reformist political par-
ties.23 However, in the 1990s, even in Lviv and other
former Rukh strongholds, reformers began to encoun-
ter growing hostility from local state structures and the
revitalized nomenklatura.24 In the changed political con-
ditions after Ukraine’s independence, the establishment
of a strong, independent civic organization, especially
in the machine-politics-dominated south and east,
proved an elusive goal.25 Many newer and more fragile
local chapters of Rukh-affiliated women’s groups nearly
collapsed in the struggle to define themselves and to
decide what role to play in building a new Ukrainian
state.26

With independence, an influx of competitors spurred
the disintegration of nationwide coalitions of reform-
ers. In Kyiv and eastern Ukraine, Rukh-affiliated
women’s federations soon found themselves surrounded
by a growing field of competing organizations. These
included dozens of quasi-governmental groups that pur-
ported to be non-governmental organizations but were
in reality clients of well-placed patrons who were hos-
tile to reform. The former Communist Party elite quickly
reinvented itself, preserving the same set of relation-
ships to the power structure under new names. The
Women’s Councils were renamed the Union of Women
of Ukraine (Spilka Zhinok Ukrainy). The leadership
declared that the Union was a non-governmental orga-
nization, but it retained its privileged position within
the power structure. Centrist pro-presidential parties
formed allied women’s groups and women’s parties that
operated primarily during elections to co-opt or divide
grassroots networks of women activists. The main
clientelistic women’s organizations were wings of cen-
trist, pro-presidential oligarch parties closely allied with
Leonid Kuchma. The People’s Democratic Party
(Narodno Demokratychna Partiya) of Valerii Pusto-
voitenko, a former prime minister, formed a women’s
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wing called Diia (“Action”), as well as two short-lived
women’s political initiatives that operated only during
elections, the Women’s Party and later the Women for
the Future Party. Pustovoitenko’s alliances also domi-
nated the leadership and composition of the National
Women’s Council of Ukraine. Nominally a non-gov-
ernmental organization, the National Women’s Council
further blurred relationships between women’s NGOs,
the government, and pro-presidential political parties.
Ostensibly a coalition to which all major women’s NGOs
belonged, the National Women’s Council was headed
by a People’s Democratic Party member and
Pustovoitenko appointee who was in charge of the State
Ministry of Family and Youth. Its membership was
dominated by quasi-governmental pro-presidential party
women’s wings.

Further complicating coalition building among na-
tional-democratic women, various smaller women’s
organizations emerged as alternatives to Rukh-affiliated
women’s groups and forged alliances with right-lean-
ing political parties that competed against Rukh. On the
far right, the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists
funded the League of Ukrainian Women, the Olena
Teliha Society, and an organization once known as
Mothers and Sisters for Ukrainian Soldiers, later re-
named Mothers and Sisters for Ukrainian Youth. The
center-right Sobor and Green parties competed for alli-
ances with the Olena Teliha Society. Competing against
one other for the same limited pool of potential donors
as well as for members, national-democratic women’s
organizations undermined each other, particularly in
regions where local chapters were weak.27

Foreign funding soon became a new and even more
powerful source of divisiveness.28 Foreign-funded
women’s programs began to arrive in Ukraine in 1994
in preparation for the Fourth World Conference on
Women, which took place in Beijing in 1995. Foreign
foundations and development agencies subsequently set
up ongoing women’s-empowerment programs in
Ukraine. The arrival of foreign-financed women’s pro-
grams brought a large increase in the number of small
women’s organizations founded around a women’s-
rights agenda. Foreign-funded women’s-rights advocacy
campaigns sought to raise awareness of sex trafficking
and domestic violence and to aid in the establishment
of gender research institutes, anti-trafficking centers,
hot lines, and shelters. Foreign foundations also made
grants that introduced special courses to combat gen-
der stereotyping into the curricula of higher and sec-
ondary educational institutions. But quite a number of
these new initiatives had little public impact. Frequent

shifts in foreign policy and grant-making priorities en-
couraged local activists to move frequently from one
hot-button issue to another. Similar organizations often
built no ties to each other, subsisted only on their own
narrowly defined issues, and did not engage in coali-
tion building. Moreover, rather than building the capac-
ity of existing local women’s groups, some of the new
foreign-funded groups were formed at the expense of
Rukh-affiliated groups. The Rukh Women’s Society and
the Union of Ukrainian Women lost many of their most
gifted leaders to the organizational splintering that re-
sulted from the lure of foreign grants and travel oppor-
tunities and the frustrations of Rukh-based activism.29

Rukh’s disintegration, the resurgence of the nomen-
klatura, and the arrival of foreign assistance projects
unleashed fierce competition for funding and patron-
age that exacerbated disagreements over the proper goals
and styles of activism. Although the absolute number
of women’s organizations and initiatives grew steadily
over the 1990s, rivalries and divisiveness led to the for-
mation of increasingly isolated local publics.30 Even
groups that at first had worked on similar issues proved
unable to cooperate or form coalitions around common
agendas. Indeed, by the late 1990s women’s non-gov-
ernmental organizations were focusing most of their
activities on self-perpetuation. Many had become cli-
ents of political parties. Others had splintered into fac-
tions or simply ceased to exist after failing to receive
sufficient resources to continue their activities. The pri-
mary audience, both for truly independent organizations
and even for some quasi-governmental groups, became
foreign donors and foundations rather than the domes-
tic community.

The State’s Creeping Authoritarianism
The splintering in the ranks of the reformers and the
co-optation of civic activists permitted the state to ig-
nore women’s interests during Kuchma’s presidency.
Factionalism largely prevented reformers from challeng-
ing the government’s growing authoritarianism and its
general unwillingness to develop mechanisms for imple-
menting new policies and laws. Busy with the struggle
for foreign grants and enmeshed in patronage relation-
ships, most women’s rights initiatives could do little in
response to government corruption, secrecy about state
budgets, and the lack of accountability among lawmak-
ers and government officials, not to mention increasing
restrictions on political activities. Media smear cam-
paigns that treated civic activists and organizations as
dominated by Western (in particular, American) inter-
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ests unleashed suspicions that undermined efforts to
strengthen or build effective regional and nationwide
coalitions of reformers.

Divisiveness among women’s organizations permit-
ted civil servants and government officials to continue
to deny the importance not only of gender discrimina-
tion but also of the many other issues raised by
maternalist as well as feminist activists. Without any
unified pressure for a genuine reconstruction of gender
dynamics in Ukraine’s power structures, the presiden-
tial administration, leading members of parliament,
high-level government officials, and leaders of pro-
Kuchma political parties addressed women’s political
demands primarily by making sentimental, patriotic
speeches on Mothers Day and International Women’s
Day and by establishing quasi-governmental women’s
charitable organizations that the president and his allies
controlled from above and manipulated to promote his
interests during elections and popular referendums.31

Meanwhile, women’s issues continued to be equated
exclusively with the welfare of children and youth,
which also continued to be coded as “female” or “femi-
nized.” Consequently, women were relegated to weak
parliamentary commissions and poorly funded official
state bodies concerned with social services.

Civic activists were unable to develop a shared dis-
course and a shared platform that linked civic groups
around a common political agenda. As a result, they re-
mained weak and divided. Here foreign funders were to
blame, especially because of their frequent shifts in grant-
making priorities and their preference for working ex-
clusively with local groups that adopted foreign feminist
discourse. Dependence upon short-term foreign fund-
ing did not simply increase tensions among similar
groups that should have been working together. It also
led women’s rights groups to make frequent changes in
their campaign goals that undermined the political in-
fluence of their advocacy efforts in the parliament.

Gender and the Verkhovna Rada
Proponents of women’s issues and interests who posed
challenges to the power structure were unable to gain a
foothold in parliament during the Kuchma decade. The
patterns of gender inequality institutionalized during the
Soviet era in government bodies, legislative councils,
and state ministries and agencies went unchallenged and
persisted. Soviet leaders had once paid lip service to
women’s equality while doing nothing to achieve it.
Similarly, under Kuchma politicians adopted the newly
invented discourse of the Berehynia, praising women

as guardians of the Ukrainian nation, but ignoring de-
mands made by maternalist activists. Even traditional
women’s issues withered in importance as a result of
the growing hostility toward reformers on the part of
the parties and factions that blocked the implementa-
tion of new policies and laws.32 Reforms, even when
couched in the discourse of patriotic family values,
were rarely approved by elected officials—lawmak-
ers in particular.

Because of the long-standing pattern of exclusion
from the upper echelons of the Communist Party and
the weakness of women’s civic organizations, women
in Ukraine were poorly positioned to take advantage of
the new political opportunities presented by competi-
tive elections. Consequently, their overall legislative
representation declined sharply with the advent of com-
petitive elections and the demise of gender quotas. In
the mid-1980s, there were 234 women deputies in the
Ukrainian legislature, which represented 36 percent of
the deputies of the Supreme Soviet of the Ukrainian
SSR. Since then, the number of women in Ukraine’s
legislature has declined significantly. After the 1990
elections, the percentage of women in Ukraine’s national
legislature, the Verkhovna Rada, declined from one-third
to 3 percent. It subsequently rose slightly, first to 5 per-
cent in 1994 and then to 8 percent in 1998, but fell again
to 5 percent in the 2002 parliamentary elections.

The proliferation of new forms of women’s activism
and organization helped to raise some important issues
in public, but these had little resonance in parliament.
Pressure from international organizations aided the pas-
sage of new programs and plans to achieve gender equal-
ity and combat gender discrimination. In 1995,
Rukh-affiliated women’s organizations came together
with their chief ideological rivals and participated in
parliamentary hearings to add guarantees against gen-
der discrimination under Article 24 of Ukraine’s con-
stitution. The actions of the Permanent Commission in
the Verkhovna Rada initiated one of the first analyses
of the social and economic status of women in Ukraine
and called for new forms of regulation to improve
women’s social and economic status.33

Nonetheless, little was accomplished by these early
efforts. Dismissive attitudes toward gender issues pre-
vailed in legislative and executive institutions—even
among women. Legislators generally viewed protect-
ing families as the state’s main role in women’s lives.
Much as in the Soviet era, the politically powerful saw
no need to further empower women. Women’s equality
remained marginal to the concerns of leading legisla-
tors. A bill on equal rights and opportunities for men
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and women was proposed by a proto-women’s rights
lobby in 1999, failed to gain political support, and was
rejected by parliament in 2001. Many of the deputies
who voted against the bill claimed that it went against
Ukraine’s national interests and served the personal in-
terests of its sponsor, whose wife, a women’s rights
advocate, had allegedly received millions of dollars from
foreign foundations to “play at gender.” Critics in the
Rada scoffed that Ukraine could ill afford this until it
solved the problems of needy children.34

Just as in the Soviet era, women lawmakers contin-
ued throughout the 1990s to be appointed to low-pro-
file parliamentary committees associated with the family
or with children, rather than high-profile committees
concerned with the distribution of major resources or
the resolution of issues deemed politically significant.
Consistent with the Soviet-era practice of gender-cod-
ing policy issues, in 2003 three of the nineteen women
members of parliament sat on the Motherhood and
Childhood Protection Parliamentary Committee. Only
two parliamentary committees—one of which was con-
cerned with youth policy, sports, and tourism—were
chaired by women.35 There was not a single woman on
the parliamentary committees concerned with organized
crime and corruption; European integration; law en-
forcement, national security, and defense; pensioners,
veterans, and the handicapped; freedom of speech; and
construction, transportation, and communication. Need-
less to say, several of these committees dealt with policy
domains that have been a central focus of women’s ad-
vocacy work on behalf of victims of organized crime,
soldiers and handicapped veterans, and victims of do-
mestic violence.

The marginality of women in parliament may explain
why, despite their acceptance of maternalist rhetoric,
they failed to organize a women’s caucus concerned with
resolving the child-welfare issues that the Soviet gen-
der regime had deemed to lie at the center of women’s
political interests. It is less surprising that they failed to
pursue the “new” issues (e.g., domestic violence, gender
equality) that foreign-funded women’s rights advocacy
programs made a priority. No specific parliamentary body,
committee, or group during the Kuchma presidency took
an interest in equal-opportunity issues—indeed, par-
liamentary hearings suggested that such topics would
be met with ridicule. Overall, women’s rights advo-
cates were unable to develop the political legitimacy
that would have enabled them to grow into a lobby
able to challenge the widespread belief among law-
makers that there is no gender discrimination in
Ukraine and that Women’s Day, Mothers’ Day, and

elections are the only times elected officials should pay
attention to women.

Political Parties
Women’s issues were also marginalized in parliament
because women’s advancement with the new party sys-
tem continued to be blocked and because women’s po-
litical influence was limited by coercive patron-client
relations. In the 1990s, as during the Soviet era, men
occupied nearly all of the top leadership positions in
the country’s political parties. Only a few women were
able to rise to national political prominence.36 The hand-
ful of high-profile women who led parties of political
significance belonged to warring factions. The Father-
land Party (Yulia Tymoshenko), the Agrarian Party of
Ukraine (formerly led by Kateryna Vashchuk), the Pro-
gressive Socialist Party of Ukraine (Nataliya Vitrenko),
the Democratic Party of Ukraine (Hanna Antonieva),
and the Congress of Ukrainian Nationalists (formerly
led by Yaroslava Stetsko) tended to disagree about most
of the major questions raised in parliament. The leader-
ship of the People’s Democratic Party, the chief pro-
presidential party of power, hand-picked loyal members
to head women’s parties such as the All-Ukrainian Party
of Women’s Initiatives, the Women of Ukraine Party,
and the All-Ukrainian Union for the Future of Women.
Sponsored and controlled by oligarchs and allies of
President Kuchma, these women’s parties were part of
a highly effective strategy to confuse voters and further
erode public support for the reformist parties.

Political parties differed little in their neglect or dis-
missive treatment of most of the issues their members
or potential supporters might code as “female.” Several
parties had a sizable female membership. In 1999,
women members comprised 40 percent of the People’s
Movement of Ukraine and the Liberal Party of Ukraine,
45 percent of the Socialist Party of Ukraine and the
Green Party of Ukraine, and nearly 50 percent of the
Communist Party of Ukraine. Even these parties, how-
ever, gave relatively little attention to policy issues that
might appeal to women voters. Nor did they pay atten-
tion to overtly political issues raised by new advocacy
groups sponsored by foreign women’s-empowerment
programs. These parties were indifferent to women’s
political interests and cultivated their support only dur-
ing elections, when their affiliated women’s organiza-
tions engaged primarily in charitable and cultural
activities oriented to children and the elderly.

The most publicly visible and best-funded of the new
women’s wings were pro-Kuchma women’s programs
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and organizations. The People’s Democratic Party af-
filiate, Diia, the Union of Women of Ukraine (Spilka
Zhinok Ukrainy), and the Women for the Future party
were quasi-governmental groups that acted as exten-
sions of the government. Powerful patrons provided lav-
ish funding and generous opportunities to engage in
NGO activities (e.g., women’s leadership training) that
attracted foreign civil-society-building funding and
travel opportunities. The leadership of Diia operated a
well-funded women’s leadership school, attended in-
ternational women’s rights conferences, and engaged
in activities that often resulted in foreign women’s-em-
powerment grants, but in return, at election time, Diia
was expected to concentrate on sponsoring local con-
certs and parties for needy families. The Union of
Women of Ukraine (run by a member of the
nomenklatura who served as deputy chair in the Coun-
cil of Ministers) and Women of the Future (run by a
former minister at the defunct Ministry of Women, Chil-
dren, and the Family) organized scores of similar pre-
election media events at which leaders of these women’s
rights groups were filmed distributing gifts to needy
senior citizens or children.

Just as in the Soviet era, women legislators were bet-
ter represented at the lowest levels of political represen-
tation. The proportion of women in local legislatures rose
gradually after an initial decline following Ukraine’s
independence. In smaller locales, women once again
constitute as many as half of the deputies in some local
legislative councils. Despite these gains, they are un-
der-represented in legislative councils at the city and
regional or oblast level. On average, the proportion of
women serving on regional councils is 10 percent, twice
the current representation of women in parliament. There
were few women in the oblast and city councils that
were strongholds of Rukh and other national-democratic
forces.37 Women legislators were under-represented even
in Kharkiv, Ukraine’s second-largest city and the home
of many of Ukraine’s leading women’s rights activists,
gender scholars, and women politicians. In 2000, women
constituted nearly 20 percent in the Kharkiv municipal
council (seventeen out of a total of ninety deputies), but
only 10 percent in the Kharkiv oblast council (seven
out of sixty-eight deputies). The few women in Kharkiv
who occupied important political posts were closely
allied with pro-presidential or oligarchic parties. How-
ever, they tended to occupy subordinate posts in charge
of party-affiliated women’s associations. Although
women who lead the women’s wings of political par-
ties personally benefit from their positions, they remain
marginal within the party elite.

Government, Executive, and State
Institutions
Women also remained excluded from positions of au-
thority in government, executive, and state institutions.
Men continued to dominate the powerful decision-mak-
ing positions, while women occupied token positions
with little genuine authority.38 In the absence of effec-
tive public pressure to open up the closed government
elite, the nomenklatura regained control, impeding the
efforts of the few politicians, political activists, and civic
associations that sought to challenge long-standing pat-
terns of gender discrimination. In the struggle between
leftist, centrist, and rightist political parties and factions
over government posts, far fewer women were appointed
or elected to positions in government, the executive
branch, or state ministries and commissions. Women
who were former Communist Party leaders continued
to occupy token managerial positions in the state and
party structures associated with women’s issues. Just
as in the past, these women were dependent on their
male patrons. Moreover, Kuchma and his allies put their
own loyalists in charge of gate-keeping institutions, and
the gatekeepers were typically hostile to reformers of
every kind. Various obstacles were placed in the way of
efforts to enhance women’s visibility and influence in
political life and decision-making. Most notably,
clientelistic organizations were created that pursued
women’s rights in a manner guaranteed not to challenge
the power structure.

Genuine advocates of women’s practical or strategic
interests failed to find a foothold in executive bodies, state
ministries, and agencies during the Kuchma presidency.
Decision-making power on policy matters was concen-
trated in the Council of Ministers, where women had a
long history of token representation. Before 1990, women
held deputy chairs in the Presidium and in the Council of
Ministers, headed the Social Security Ministry and the
State Committee on Natural Preservation (Environment),
and served as vice-ministers in other ministries. By con-
trast, from 2002 to 2003, not one woman was appointed
to the Cabinet of Ministers of Ukraine. Women accounted
for only 8 percent of deputy ministers, and only 4 per-
cent of deputy chairs of state committees. A handful of
women were appointed to head state committees.

In the civil service women outnumbered men overall
but occupied few senior positions. Although women
dominated the civil service numerically and occupied
many middle-management and specialist positions (53
percent and 81 percent respectively), they were rarely
promoted to higher-category jobs. Women were under-
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represented in top-level government jobs (they occupied
only 15 percent of  the jobs in the two highest seniority
categories) and were unable to gain entry to the levels of
government at which decisions are actually made. For
example, in 1999 only nine women chaired executive
bodies in the central state administration (roughly 1
percent).39

The under-representation of women in positions of
authority in the central government and the civil ser-
vice diminished their influence over major national
policy areas and state-building processes. As a result
women’s issues were poorly represented in the state ad-
ministration in the 1990s. Women were typically assigned
to head low-profile, under-financed government struc-
tures concerned with the welfare of families or children.
Severe budgetary constraints and personal dependence
on higher-level patrons limited the effectiveness of such
programs. Few legislators, government officials, and civil
servants in government ministries acknowledged the sig-
nificance and salience of gender discrimination or other
issues raised by women’s groups. The few who did were
powerless to make effective changes on their own. The

creation of a “vertical” state mechanism to complement
and diversify the actions of central organs dealing with
the family and youth requires the founding of regional
administrative boards and departments.

Administrative structures perpetuated the segregation
into separate, low-priority policy domains of issues coded
as female under the Soviet gender regime. Women’s is-
sues were relegated to low-level peripheral state admin-
istrative organs concerned primarily with children and
youth (see Table 1). In response to the efforts of women’s
rights activists to encourage the state to develop more
extensive bodies and programs for the benefit of women,
the state machinery continued to mouth a commitment
to gender equality but in practice emphasized the role of
women only in regard to family and children, essentially
perpetuating traditional gender roles.

State Responses to International
Organizations and Treaties
Since the 1979 Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW),

Table 1

State Structures Concerned with Women’s Status

Dates of operation Body Head Changes

1990–1994 12th Parliamentary Heorhiy  Khodorovcky Dissolved at end of 12th
Permanent Commission (1990–1992) parliamentary session 
on the Status of Women,
Family, Mothers, and Children Valentyna  Yeshchenko

(1992–1994)

1993 to date Cabinet of Ministers, Division Lyudmyla Vynohradova
on the Status of Women,
Family, Mothers, and Children

1994–1998 13th Parliamentary Committee Yurii Spizhenko Dissolved at end of 13th
on Health, Mothers, and Children parliamentary session

1995–1996 Presidential Committee on the Olena Krandakova Dissolved when Ministry
Status of Women and Children of Family and Youth was

established

1996–1999 Ministry of Family and Youth Susanna  Stanik Reorganized in 2000 as
(1996–1997) department under State

Committee of Youth, Sport,
Valentyna Dovzhenko and Tourism during reform
(1997–1999) of system of state

administration

2000–2001 State Department on Family and Valentyna  Dovzhenko
Youth 

2002–ongoing State Committee on Family and Valentyna  Dovzhenko
Youth 

1998–2002 14th Parliamentary Committee Serhii  Shevchuk
on Health, Mothers, and Children
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international organizations have intensified their efforts
to encourage states to move beyond a focus on protect-
ing mothers and take action to ensure that women and
men are guaranteed equal rights in all spheres of soci-
ety.40 The Soviet state paid lip service to CEDAW and
related activities of international inter-governmental and
public bodies concerned with promoting gender equal-
ity, but did little to move beyond a focus on women as
mothers. Like the Soviet state, the Ukrainian state in
the 1990s formally acceded to gender-equality conven-
tions but persisted in a quasi-Soviet maternalist approach
to women’s rights that diverged from the norms and
practices of international organizations.41

During the Soviet era, there were no specific state
organs in Ukraine devoted to fulfilling commitments to
improve the status of women. Under Kuchma, Ukraine’s
maternalist state institutions continued to resist the ef-
forts of international organizations to move women’s
rights initiatives away from a focus on maternal duties
and toward a gender-equality paradigm. The first tenta-
tive efforts to raise issues of gender equality were made
by the Permanent Commission on the Status of Women,
Family, Motherhood, and Childhood. Established in
1990 and dissolved in 1994, this parliamentary com-
mission was charged with evaluating legislation, work
conditions, and the rights of the family, mothers, and
children. Although its initiatives on women’s rights were
primarily maternalist and concerned with child welfare,
the commission was the first official body to address
the question of discrimination against women and turn
government attention to Ukraine’s failure to fulfill its
obligation as a signatory of the United Nations Con-
vention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimina-
tion Against Women. International “gender-parity”
terminology was not widely used in its documents or
its understanding of its mission. For instance in 1992
the commission did not include gender equality as a
demand when it fought successfully for the passage of
the laws on “Changes and Additions to the Code on
Marriage and Family in Ukraine” and “State Assistance
of Families and Children.” Nor did it raise the issue of
gender equality in its development of plans of action
toward the creation of two state programs intended to
provide assistance to mothers and children, “Family
Planning” and “Children of Ukraine.”

The government of Ukraine officially supported the
world program of action adopted by the Fourth World
Conference of Women in Beijing and the program of
action approved by the Fifth Session of the United Na-
tions General Assembly in Vienna. In accordance with
the recommendations made by these international bod-

ies, the Cabinet of Ministers of Ukraine approved a
National Action Plan for 1997–2000 and a second Na-
tional Action Plan for 2001–2004, both aimed at im-
proving the position of women by enhancing their role
outside the family. The national plans seemingly adopted
the Beijing Conference’s argument that equalizing the
status of women and men depended on adopting the
principle of gender parity in all spheres of life. Similar
language stressing gender parity—and again inspired
by United Nations and other international documents—
was used in 2000 when Ukraine adopted a new Code on
Marriage and the Family that stipulated equal rights and
duties for men and women in family matters and mar-
riage. A 2001 presidential decree gave women equal
rights and opportunities in public and political life.

However, the government did not adequately fund,
develop, or staff programs to combat discrimination
against women outside the family. Maternalism, focused
on improving child welfare, remained dominant in ef-
forts by state bodies to implement international women’s
rights treaties. The government budgeted virtually noth-
ing to  fund its promise to achieve gender equality by
the year 2000. At best, the long-term national plan for
improving the status of women and enlarging their role
in society introduced new post-maternalist approaches
in the evaluation of women’s and men’s status in soci-
ety. It reflected a purely formal acceptance of the inter-
national understanding of gender equality and the
importance of gender parity in addressing issues such
as family planning, human rights, and the status of
women as well as reforming state approaches to the fam-
ily, adults, and children and improving legislation aimed
at the resolution of gender inequality. Recent documents
outline certain long-term aims of forthcoming national
action plans and state programs to bring about equality
between men and women through the creation of a na-
tional mechanism at the government level and nation-
wide state administrative structures responsible for
regulating legislation regarding the rights of women and
carrying out national programs. Some new state struc-
tures and reforms were initiated to assume a gender ori-
entation. However, gender-parity principles have not yet
undone the Soviet-era segregation of issues related to
children and the family into a poorly funded, low-pri-
ority female-coded policy domain.

State structures and institutions also provide evidence
that the initial steps in the mid-1990s to enact state com-
mitments to international gender equality norms were
followed by a return to a maternalist understanding of
women’s rights. The Committee on the Status of Women
was dissolved in 1995. At this time, women’s issues
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came under the jurisdiction first of the Presidential Com-
mittee on the Status of Women, Mothers, and Children
and then of the Ministry of Family and Youth, founded
in December 1996. The Ministry of Family and Youth
was the first top-level state agency to address the imple-
mentation and administration of national policy regard-
ing the welfare and status of families, women, youth,
and children.42 Its main task was to implement and de-
velop equal-rights policies that would improve women’s
status and bring Ukraine into conformity with interna-
tional norms on gender equality. However, the ministry
was able to achieve very little before it was closed in
1999 and the State Department of Family and Youth
was formed and entrusted with many of its functions.
In accordance with a quasi-Soviet, family-centered
policy approach, most of the department’s budget for
improving women’s status was earmarked for children’s
recreational activities. For instance, in 2002, the budget
for improving women’s status was less than 1 percent
of the State Committee on Youth and Family, the equiva-
lent of just under $5,000 (25,600 hryvnias). Moreover,
nearly all of this money was budgeted for children’s
recreational programs. Such programs differed consid-
erably from the kinds of activities women’s rights ad-
vocates have in mind when they talk about combating
gender inequality.43

Conclusion
After the Soviet Union’s collapse, international women’s
rights advocates assumed that progress toward women’s
empowerment depended principally on the development
of feminist-inspired women’s rights initiatives. Hun-
dreds of women’s rights organizations were founded in
newly independent Ukraine. However, this wave of
women’s rights activism was unable to develop suffi-
cient political leverage to pressure the state and gov-
ernment to address the issues and concerns women
raised. Ideological differences between advocates of
maternalist activism, which drew on pre-existing So-
viet discourse, and devotees of the feminist understand-
ings favored by international advocates undermined
efforts to raise awareness of women’s issues. The disin-
tegration of Rukh, the retrenchment of power structures,
and pressures from Western funders combined to cre-
ate inhospitable conditions that led to extreme divisive-
ness among women’s organizations.

Fragmentation and co-optation were not the only
forces that disabled women’s NGOs. Splintering per-
mitted the Kuchma regime to ignore women’s interests
and to co-opt women’s rights advocates to join quasi-

governmental organizations controlled by a power struc-
ture that was in reality hostile to reforms and reform-
ers. The governing elite funded virtual NGOs that
blended maternalism and feminism, but it did not ad-
equately fund, develop, or staff Soviet-style maternalist
programs aimed at children’s welfare. Nor did it devote
institutional resources to combat discrimination against
women outside the family and bring Ukraine into com-
pliance with international treaties and practices in the
European Union. Instead, maternalism focused on im-
proving children’s welfare remained the dominant ap-
proach of state bodies charged with implementing
international women’s rights treaties.

The strongest challenge to the dominance of the So-
viet nomenklatura was posed by the Orange
Revolution.The leaders of the Orange Revolution might
shake up Ukraine’s power structure in the future by
bringing proponents of reform into local, state, and na-
tional legislatures as well as state and government struc-
tures. After independence, the reformers associated with
Rukh were unable to implement new policies and were
easily defeated by the former members of the
nomenklatura who had won the presidency and regained
control of parliament and, more broadly, the state.
Throughout the 1994–2004 presidency of Leonid
Kuchma, the absence of a unified opposition permitted
oligarchic networks to consolidate their control over the
government, the economy, and the media. Kuchma and
his close allies blocked the implementation of reforms
that would have created an infrastructure for economic
growth and strengthened the rule of law. Individuals and
groups that support reforms are now better positioned,
and the government may in time begin to address the
broad range of issues raised by women’s organizations.

Despite broad-based protest and grassroots cam-
paigns on behalf of governmental change, pro-Kuchma
forces remain in control at the local level, especially in
the east. The presidential administration and its allies
have pressured the cabinet, parliament, and the courts
to decentralize power and further concentrate decision-
making in the hands of supporters of fundamental. Oli-
garchs still own and control major media outlets and
other crucial enterprises. However, democratization
should greatly increase the opportunities for indepen-
dent and grassroots civic activism on behalf of women’s
issues in the coming years.
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