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ver the past two decades, gender relations have 
become an issue of growing public and academic in-
terest in many post-Soviet states. This can be clearly 
seen in the increase in gender studies publications, 

research, and dissertations, as well as in the introduction of gen-
der studies courses in university curricula and the establishment 
of gender studies research centers. At the same time, the major 
focus of most of these projects has been on women, feminini-
ties, and sometimes sexualities, which are primarily discussed 
in relation to patriarchy and gender inequalities. Masculinities, 
meanwhile, remain on the fringe of academic discussion to date. 
This paper aims to discuss the underproblematization of men 
and masculinities in the post-Soviet context with a particular 
focus on Ukraine. It offers an overview of the dynamics and con-
textual peculiarities of the development of men and masculini-
ties studies, questions their comparability with the “Western” 
history of this discipline, and discusses the potential of this field 
of studies in the post-Soviet context.

Gender studies in  
Western academia
Academic interest in the analysis of men and masculinities 
from a gender perspective is quite recent, not only in post-
Soviet countries, but also in Anglo-Saxon countries (Australia, 
the US, and Great Britain), where this field of studies primarily 
emerged.1 The explicit emergence of this field dates back only to 
the late 1970s. The initial interest in men and masculinities from 
a gender perspective is related to the second wave of feminism, 
as well as to other, rather mixed factors, such as gay liberation 
movements, the spread of both pro-feminist and antifeminist 
men’s rights organizations, growing public concerns with the 
changing roles of men, and debates on the crisis of masculin-
ity. Despite the different agendas pursued by these initiatives 
— which ranged from criticizing and combating patriarchy to 
protecting men’s traditional roles — they contributed to the rec-
ognition of men’s gendered experience and questioned the con-
cept of masculinity. Strengthening emancipatory movements 
and discourses related to gender and sexuality coincided with 
the development of gender, LGBT, queer, and men and mascu-
linities studies in academia in North America and Europe. The 
pro-feminist men and masculinities studies aimed to contribute 
to a more critical analysis of men’s experiences, one that did 
not seek to empower men, but instead constituted an important 
exploration of gender power relations by looking at how power 
is reproduced, sustained, and normalized in relation to men. To 
emphasize this pro-feminist orientation of the contemporary 
research, the field is sometimes labeled “critical studies on men 
and masculinities”.2

The dominant analytical perspectives in men and masculini-
ties studies have been substantially reconsidered since the late 
1970s.3 The key emphasis of the first wave of studies on men 
and masculinities was to demonstrate the socially constructed 
nature of masculinity and its detrimental effects on men’s psy-
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chological and physical well-being, but 
since then — as a result of the immense 
criticism this approach received — the 
focus has shifted to complex relations of 
masculinity and power. The second wave 
of men and masculinities studies (since 
the 1980s) emphasized the limitations 
of sex role theory and drew attention to 
pluralities of men’s experiences. Inspired 
by Gramsci’s theory of hegemony, R. W. 
Connell4 introduced the concept of he-
gemonic masculinity, which has become 
one of the most influential in the field. 
The third wave of men and masculinities 
studies (since the two thousand aughts) 
has been inspired by post structuralism, 
intersectionality theories, and queer and 
postcolonial studies. It has deepened the 
focus of analysis on material and discur-
sive gender power relations, and on link-
ages between social action, power, and 
fluid, contingent, and performative iden-
tity processes. Despite the growing recognition of cultural diver-
sities and global and transnational processes, the Anglo-Saxon 
tradition continues to dominate men and masculinities studies.

Challenges of the  
post-Soviet context
The post-Soviet context represents dynamics of political, social, 
and gender transformations that are rather different from those 
found in Western Europe and North America. Although particu-
lar aspects of gender agendas in post-Soviet states may vary due 
to local political, economic, cultural, and religious situations, the 
Soviet heritage is one of the important common reference points 
in the process of establishing new gender hierarchies. It affects 
the current nation-building processes and visions of gender 
relations. One of the important peculiarities of some post-Soviet 
countries, including Ukraine, lies in the parallel coexistence of 
mutually exclusive gender agendas, i.e. gender-egalitarian and 
gender-traditional discourses. The former reflects the aspira-
tion of the country to be seen as a part of Europe and to follow 
its democratic traditions. Ukraine is one 
of the few post-Soviet countries that has 
adopted a special law on equal rights and 
opportunities of women and men5 and 
has supported a range of state initiatives 
aimed at promoting gender equality. At 
the same time, the absence of effective 
mechanisms and efforts to enforce the 
legislation on gender equality, combined 
with regular sexist speeches by leading 
Ukrainian politicians, reveal the merely 
formal or declarative character of these 
legal initiatives. Despite the integration 

of gender-egalitarian principles in current Ukrainian legislation, 
the dominant public discourses and practices remain patriar-
chal.

The popularity of the gender-traditional discourse is largely 
connected to resistance to the communist past, a resistance that 
has become vital for the framing of national identity in the post-
Soviet Ukraine. According to the new national narratives, resto-
ration of traditional gender relations is often presented as a way 
to revitalize the Ukrainian nation, to preserve the family, and to 
renew moral traditions that the Soviet system destroyed. These 
views have received particular support from the national media, 
as well as from political, religious, and non-governmental orga-
nizations. This tendency, also common in other postcommunist 
and postsocialist countries, is sometimes referred to as a “patri-
archal renaissance”.6 The situation in recent years is particularly 
aggravated by the advent of “anti-gender organizations”, by the 
intensification of a self-styled “moral agenda”, and by legislative 
initiatives to ban abortion and “propaganda for homosexual-

ity”.7 There has been a wide range of ini-
tiatives of far-right and religious groups 
aimed at the protection of traditional 
Christian values, the traditional family, 
and national identity. The form of these 
initiatives has varied from Internet at-
tacks and trolling of organizations and 
persons promoting gender equality is-
sues to the organization of massive street 
demonstrations (called “family carni-
vals”) and violent attacks against events 
and people connected with LGBT issues. 
The common discourse behind most 
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“�Ukraine is one 
of the few post-
Soviet countries 
that has adopted 
a special law on 
equal rights and 
opportunities of 
women and men.”

Some of the books on men and masculinities studies published in the post-Soviet space:
Sharon Bird and Sergei Zherebkin (eds.), Naslazhdenie byt’ muzhchinoi: Zapadnye teorii mas-
culinnosti i postssovetskie praktiki [The pleasure of being a man: Western theories of mas-
culinity and post-Soviet practices] (Saint Petersburg: Aleteya, 2008); Igor Kon, Muzhchina 
v meniaiushchemsia mire [A man in a changing world] (Moscow: Vremia, 2009); Tetyana 
Bureychak, Sotsiologia masculinnosti [Sociology of masculinity], (Lviv: Magnolia, 2011). 
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of these initiatives and attacks emphasizes corrupt morality, a 
weakening of the institution of the family, and the undermining 
of national traditions, all of which are seen as consequences of 
gender equality politics, feminism, and the visibility of the LGBT 
community.

Promoting pro-feminist gender studies in such conditions 
is rather challenging, as it goes against the dominant political 
and public discourses. Although women and gender studies are 
taught in many Ukrainian universities nowadays, the field is still 
not formally recognized. Even where courses on gender studies 
have been introduced, they often have a marginal status within 
the curriculum and are treated as unimportant and unserious, 
e.g., as an attempt to follow fashion, or as a mere diversion for 
the students. Apart from the symbolic devaluation of gender 
studies, some other common challenges for the development 
of this academic field are connected with the dearth of good 
academic resources in the Ukrainian and Russian languages, the 
inaccessibility of international academic databases and the most 
recent international scholarship in the field, and the limited 
number of translated works even by the classical gender studies 
and feminist writers. Although this situation has improved, the 
problem remains significant. All these challenges are highly rel-
evant to men and masculinities studies.

Gender studies in the post-Soviet context originated from 
women’s studies. Despite the broadening of the scope of prob-
lems discussed and the diversification of the research agenda 
of the humanities and social sciences by the recent addition of 
gender perspectives, the focus on women remains dominant 
in gender studies in Ukraine. An explicit academic interest in 
men and masculinities in the post-Soviet space has emerged 
predominantly in Russia in the early part of the past decade. In 
contrast to Anglo-Saxon history of men’s studies, this interest 
was to a much smaller degree connected with grass-root activ-
ism and pro- or anti-feminist men’s organizations. The interest 
originated within academia as a part of gender and women 
studies. The temporal dynamics of the academic development 
of research on men and masculinities in Russia is reflected in 
the publications on these issues.8 The first academic books 
on men and masculinities from a gender perspective were 
published at the beginning of the two thousand aughts. This 
publication process, however, was not sustained, and had 
significantly decreased by the end of the decade. Despite the 
peculiarities of the Ukrainian context, 
the similarities of the post-Soviet gender 
processes in Russia and Ukraine make 
these publications important and rel-
evant resources for Ukrainian scholars.

Men and masculinities studies as 
an academic subject is still marginally 
represented in Ukrainian academia. 
Although many gender studies courses 
taught at the universities integrate 
discussion of masculinities, teaching 

men and masculinities studies as a separate discipline is still 
uncommon. Only two universities have offered such courses up 
to now.9 Although the reception of these courses has been posi-
tive,10 this situation cannot be seen as representative. The fact 
that there are no similar courses indicates low interest in this 
area or challenges in its fulfillment, insufficient institutional sup-
port, and a lack of experts in the field.

Western theories and  
post-Soviet practices
The influence of the Anglo-Saxon theoretical traditions on the 
development of men and masculinities studies in the post-Soviet 
context is in evidence on at least two levels — terminological and 
theoretical. The Anglo-Saxon terminology in gender studies is 
widely applied and integrated in the vocabulary of post-Soviet 
gender studies. It has, in particular, resulted in the translitera-
tion of the term “masculinity” and its validation as a category of 
gender analysis. This shows that it was easier to adopt what was, 
in the local context, a relatively value-free term, instead of rede-
fining the semantically loaded term muzhnist (“masculinity” in 
Ukrainian).

Another influence of the Anglo-Saxon theoretical tradition 
on the post-Soviet men and masculinities studies is the ap-
plication of Anglo-Saxon theories in the analysis of post-Soviet 
masculinities and men’s experiences. The problematization 
of the applicability of the Western theoretical heritage to the 
post-Soviet context is not unique and has been discussed by 
gender studies scholars for a long time.11 This discussion is also 
highly relevant to men and masculinities studies, which, due to 
its rather short history, has not developed any significant theo-
retical models that would be able to capture the peculiarities 
of the local masculinities. Given the insufficiency of local meth-
odological tools, importing theoretical terms from the West 
becomes almost inevitable. To legitimize this practice, Igor Kon 
remarks that, since there is much more research on men and 
masculinities conducted in the West, it is likely that the quality 
of the research is higher. “If you have little milk, how can you 
get the cream?” he asks, metaphorically referring to the insuf-
ficiency and potentially lower quality of the local research on 
men and masculinities.12 At the same time, the uncritical ap-
plication of theoretical tools developed in a different context 
may be problematic, which is not commonly recognized by the 
post-Soviet scholars.

Analysis of publications on men and 
masculinities in Ukrainian academia 
gives a good picture of the content and 
accents of the research in this field. Most 
of them have been published since the 
second half of the two thousand aughts, 
which indicates the newness of inter-
est in men and masculinities issues in 
Ukraine. The publications examine a 
wide range of problems, such as the 

 “�the Anglo-
Saxon tradition 
continues 
to dominate 
men and 
masculinities 
studies.”
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socialization of boys, discussed by Martsenyuk;13 fatherhood, 
by Koshulap14 and Martesnyuk;15 nationalism and masculinity, 
by Bureychak;16 Cossackhood as a contemporary model of mas-
culinity and a historical practice, by Bureychak17 and Zhereb-
kin;18 dominant social roles of Ukrainian men, by Janey et al.;19 
homeless men, by Riabchuk;20 men and sports, by Bureychak;21 
Martsenyuk, and Shvets;22 men as clients of social work, by Strel-
nyk;23 representations of masculinities in Ukrainian literature, 
by Zagurskaya24 and Matusiak;25 and men’s subcultures, by Hry-
mych.26

Analysis of references to Anglo-Saxon theories in the works of 
Ukrainian scholars reveals the following common patterns: (a) 
key concepts in the field are mentioned without being followed 
by an explanation of their application in the research;27 (b) West-
ern theories are most commonly referenced without reflection 
on their relevance and applicability to the local context;28 (c) 
Western theories are often taken for granted as appropriate and 
accurate with respect to the local context, and they are rarely 
questioned or modified.29 One can thus observe a minimal criti-
cal perspective towards the application of the Western theoreti-
cal tools in the research of Ukrainian scholars. This  situation can 
also be seen in frames of post-colonial theory as a kind of colo-
nization of the mind,30 where Western feminist theories are per-
ceived as normative points of references regardless of context.

The potential of studies  
in the post-Soviet context
Apart from many structural problems that hinder the devel-
opment of critical research on men and masculinities, an im-
portant reason for the low interest in the studies on men and 
masculinities in the post-Soviet context is misunderstanding or 
undervaluation of their potential by gender studies scholars in 
Ukraine. The few attempts to include the discussion of men and 
masculinities in gender research and gender studies have been 
accomplished mostly as a way to compensate for the previous 
lack of interest in this subject, and as recognition that men, too, 
are gendered. Although these research motivations are impor-
tant, they are not enough. Attempts to counter the strengthen-
ing of the patriarchal gender order in many post-Soviet states 
should not ignore the critical potential of research on men and 
masculinities. Problematizing and counteracting the power 
hierarchy, violence, discrimination, and symbolic exclusion 
cannot be effective if it is focused only on the experiences of 
people traditionally categorized as vulnerable and oppressed. 
Since men or particular groups of men commonly benefit from 
patriarchal privileges, leaving men and masculinities issues un-
explored means leaving those privileges unexamined, invisible, 
and hence unchanged. How this situation can be changed is an 
important question. It is doubtful that any significant and effec-
tive initiative for the promotion of studies on men and masculini-
ties will be introduced at the political level in the near future. 
Thus, a likely positive scenario for promotion of this field can be 
fulfilled by strengthening individual scholarly initiatives, con-
solidating efforts by scholars through diverse academic projects, 
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and promoting crossdisciplinary and transdisciplinary gender 
studies and studies on men and masculinities. This would open 
up new possibilities for fruitful dialogs and joint research. An-
other important vector for contributing to greater visibility and 
institutionalization of men’s studies is to transcend academic 
boundaries and establish closer cooperation between gender 
studies scholars and others involved in strengthening the pro-
feminist agenda, e.g. grassroots organizations, the media, and 
policy makers.

Conclusions
The analysis of the development of the research interest in issues 
of men and masculinities provides evidence that this direction of 
studies has not yet become a legitimate and strategic component 
of gender studies in the post-Soviet context. The experience of 
Ukraine in this respect does not stand out, despite the fact that 
the political climate there is less conservative, at least on a for-
mal level, than in many other post-Soviet states when it comes to 
the development of pro-feminist gender studies. The dominant 
discussion of gender relations and structures, inequalities and 
discrimination mostly focuses on their consequences for women 
as one of the most vulnerable groups. The knowledge about 
women thus remains knowledge of the “Other”, i.e., the group 
that is systematically discriminated against and that does not fit 
the norm. At the same time, the mechanisms by which certain 
social groups are empowered — for example, white middle and 
upper-class heterosexual Ukrainian men — the reproduction of 
the gender system which supports these gendered hierarchies, 
and the analysis of differences in men’s experiences are still 
poorly explored. Although there have been some attempts to 
“add men” into gender analysis, so far these attempts have pri-
marily been made in order to balance the gender perspective 
and demonstrate that gender is not only about women. Critical 
analysis and deconstruction of men’s privileges, which could 
intellectually and politically invigorate post-Soviet gender stud-
ies, has not yet taken place. Pro-feminist men and masculinities 
studies in Ukraine is emerging under rather problematic anti-
feminist ideological conditions. This, combined with limited 
local academic resources, limited access to international schol-
arship, and undervaluation of the critical potential of this field, 
further marginalizes this area of studies and makes developing it 
a tremendous challenge. ≈
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