
A key objective of democracy assistance for Russia is the promotion of civil soci-
ety. No effort to promote civil society in Russia can be successful, however,
without explicitly considering the contribution of women. Most studies esti-
mate that by the late 1990s two thousand to four thousand women’s organiza-
tions were active in Russia (women’s organizations are defined as organizations
with mostly women members, working in the interests of women).1 These orga-
nizations include educational groups, consciousness-raising groups, crisis cen-
ters, human rights groups, environmental groups, cultural clubs, lesbian sup-
port groups, charitable organizations, professional associations, employment
retraining centers, and political advocacy groups. Women are also the most ac-
tive members of many other Russian NGOs: One study found that in 1995 more
than 80 percent of the members of St. Petersburg’s charitable organizations
were women.2

In this chapter I examine Western assistance to women’s organizations, pay-
ing particular attention to organizations that identify themselves as feminist.
The mission of these organizations is not simply to improve women’s lives in a
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practical sense but also to remove the legal, social, and cultural impediments to
women’s equal access to government and market resources. I also include in
this category crisis centers and hot lines directed against domestic abuse and
sexual assault. Although feminist activists may or may not run the individual cri-
sis centers, feminist ideals were the basis for the movement in Russia. I concen-
trate on this subset of women’s organizations for two reasons. First, unlike many
other women’s organizations in Russia, these groups consider themselves to be
part of a transnational social movement. Most founders of contemporary Rus-
sian feminism drew their inspiration largely from contact with Western femi-
nists and feminist literature.3 A conceptual framework for a more “authentically
Russian” variant of feminism is only now being articulated. Second, feminist or-
ganizations receive a disproportionate share of Western assistance among
women’s organizations, and they are more dependent than other women’s orga-
nizations on such assistance for their survival.

My central argument is that although Western assistance has strengthened
the third sector, it has not helped, and in some ways has hurt, civil society as a
whole. Civil society and the third sector are often used interchangeably, but
there is a crucial distinction between the two terms. Civil society refers to an
overlapping network of autonomous voluntary associations—formal and infor-
mal, political and nonpolitical—that creates a space for public action between
the individual and the state. In a strong civil society such associations are woven
into the fabric of daily life and help structure citizens’ relations with each other
and with the state. These associations not only aggregate societal demands and
articulate them to government officials but also—and, more important, in some
scholars’ view—instill the habits of cooperation, solidarity, public spiritedness,
and respect for legitimate authority necessary for a stable democratic polity.4

The third sector, on the other hand, refers more narrowly to the formal, func-
tionally differentiated, and frequently professional nonprofit organizations that
interact with state and market actors. Strong third-sector organizations have the
skills and stability to provide a service consistently and efficiently over time, to
get their message out to the public, to articulate their demands to government
officials, and to monitor government actions to ensure accountability. But be-
cause many such organizations are run along the same lines as state and market
actors, they are less equipped to socialize individuals to become good citizens.

Western assistance cannot create the informal structures that make up civil
society; at best, it can reach a fraction of the formal organizations that constitute
the third sector. Within Russia’s women’s movement Western assistance has
helped institutionalize and strengthen key organizations to ensure the move-
ment’s survival in a hostile economic, social, and legal environment. It has
helped women’s organizations to communicate and maintain extended contact
with each other. The result has been the emergence of a small but growing
cadre of nonprofit professionals within the women’s movement that can manage
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their organizations and negotiate with government officials more effectively.
However, the real success of civil promotion should be measured not in terms
of organizational capacity but in terms of changed institutions and human be-
ings. Such changes happen gradually as a result of the sustained, informal in-
teraction among activists and between activists and the larger society. They
often occur not as the expected result of particular projects but as a result of pos-
itive externalities, that is, the “benefits that accrue to persons or sectors outside
the scope of the immediate organization or program.”5

Unfortunately, by focusing activists’ attention on organizational questions,
Western assistance to women’s organizations has frequently acted to diminish
such positive externalities. In some cases it has widened the gap between the ac-
tivists and the rest of society. Institutionalizing and professionalizing civic associ-
ations frequently transforms them into hierarchical, centralized, and corporate
entities that value their own survival more than their social mission. Their de-
pendence on Western assistance often forces them to be more responsive to out-
side donors than to their constituencies, removes incentives to mobilize new
members, and fosters interorganizational competition that discourages open
communication. These effects of assistance on third-sector organizations con-
tribute little to the habits of trust, tolerance, and solidarity necessary to civil soci-
ety. Lacking a firm base in society, the third sector in Russia remains highly vul-
nerable to political fluctuations, not only in Russia but also in Western countries.

Western donors could partially offset this trend by changing some of their
emphases. First, donors should pay closer attention to how decisions are made
within organizations to encourage wider participation and transparency. Sec-
ond, donors should take steps to avoid centralization within the movement as a
whole, by spreading out more small grants among a variety of organizations and
by increasing their efforts to connect women’s organizations with the Internet.
Third, and most important, donors should award grants that actively encourage
organizations to reach out to their communities with practical services that have
immediate, tangible effects on people’s lives. Western assistance to crisis centers
for abused women, for example, has proved particularly effective in this regard.

These conclusions are based on research trips to Moscow, Nizhni Novgorod,
St. Petersburg, and Yekaterinburg during the summers of 1998 and 1999. I inter-
viewed more than forty women’s activists and observed a number of confer-
ences, demonstrations, and public lectures. In Moscow I chose my subjects
from the list of signatories to a charter for cooperation among women’s organi-
zations sponsored by the Movement of Russian Women in April 1997, a group
that included both independent and state-sponsored groups, feminist, and some
charitable organizations.6 In Nizhni Novgorod, St. Petersburg, and Yekaterin-
burg I interviewed women activists whom I identified from local contacts and
from a directory of women’s organizations published in May 1998.7 I also inter-
viewed local program officers for several Western granting agencies, as well as
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representatives from other sectors of Russia’s civil society, particularly environ-
mental organizations. Three earlier trips to study women’s organizations and
trade unions in the town of Ivanovo, as well as subsequent research into the ef-
fect of transnational factors on the Russian third sector, also inform my argu-
ment; most of the organizations in Ivanovo did not receive financial assistance
from Western donors at that time.8 I also drew upon on the extensive secondary
literature on women’s activism in Russia.9

Since I completed my field research, the pattern of Western assistance to
Russian women’s organizations has changed in several respects. Most impor-
tant, in 1998 the Soros Foundation’s Open Society Institute opened an office of
the Network Women’s Program in Russia. The program’s budget of more than
$500,000 in 1999 and 2000 quickly made it the single largest donor to women’s
organizations in Russia.10 The World Bank, the Gender Equality Fund, and the
Canada International Development Agency have also begun programs in Rus-
sia devoted to women’s issues. In addition, both the U.S. Agency for Interna-
tional Development (USAID) and the Ford Foundation have made important
changes in their approach to issues of gender. USAID has announced a new ef-
fort against the trafficking in women for prostitution in Russia and in the former
Soviet Union.11 The Ford Foundation has cut back on its grants to civil society
organizations in the Russian feminist movement and concentrated its support
on gender studies in higher education, microfinancing of women’s small busi-
ness enterprises, and the campaign against domestic violence.12

This chapter begins by outlining the historical and contemporary challenges
facing civic activists in Russia, with particular attention to the role that women
and women’s organizations have played in Russia’s civic life. The next section
describes the strategies that Western assistance organizations have used to help
Russian women’s organizations overcome these challenges. Then I analyze the
positive and negative effects of these strategies on the movement. I conclude
with some lessons this analysis might hold for future strategies.

HISTORICAL AND POLITICAL CONTEXT

The rapid growth of NGOs in Russia is a rare sign of hope in an otherwise bleak
economic and political landscape. A report issued in 1997 by Charities Aid
Foundation/Russia notes that more than fifty thousand NGOs had registered
with the Ministry of Justice since the collapse of the Soviet Union.13 Even so,
Russia’s third sector remains in a precarious situation. The vast majority of the
new NGOs have few members and fewer resources; most do not outlive the en-
thusiasm of their founders. They tend to be little known in their communities,
and those that are known often meet with indifference or suspicion. The most
effective organizations, as a rule, survive only with the help of state funding or
international assistance.
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C I V I L S O C I E T Y I N R U S S I A

Russia has never had a strong civil society. The tsarist autocracy carefully moni-
tored all forms of civic activism, and the Soviet regime banned independent
public activism altogether. The social organizations that did exist in the USSR
depended upon the regime for funding and personnel and often acted as a
means of social control rather than of individual empowerment. Reacting to
these efforts by the party-state to dominate all public life, most Russians sought
to avoid the public sphere and retreated as much as possible into the sanctuary
of their homes, their families, and a small network of trusted friends. The result-
ing absence of public, horizontal ties among the population left no basis for a
coherent civil society when the party collapsed; instead, Russian society con-
sisted of a multitude of small private worlds cultivated in mutual isolation and
distrust.

The public activism characteristic of the perestroika period reflected this
fragmentation. Though many informal organizations (neformaly) emerged
when Mikhail Gorbachev relaxed party control, most were small and weak,
with few ties to society or to the government. Rather than articulating the inter-
ests of particular constituencies, as one might expect in a civil society, these
“movement organizations,” as Steven Fish has dubbed them, pursued more
comprehensive goals of raising public consciousness and transforming society as
a whole.14

C I V I C A C T I V I S M A F T E R 1991

The movement organizations did not fare well in the first decade of the post-
Soviet era.15 The economic upheaval of the transition caused most Russians to
worry about more immediate, tangible goals than raising public consciousness.
A combination of rampant inflation, declining production, and a retreating
state created a demand for more practical social welfare organizations, but the
response was disappointing. A sense of civic powerlessness dominated society:
Many people expected the state to supply their education, employment, hous-
ing, health care, and even recreation, as it had under the Soviet regime, and the
continued concentration of political and economic power gave them little rea-
son to believe that public action would change anything. Most Russians again
retreated into private worlds, relying on their gardens, their networks, and barter
to insulate themselves from economic turmoil.16

Not all Russians retreated, however; a significant number of activists, mostly
women, emerged to fill the gaps left by the retreating state. Unfortunately, few
of these organizations had the technical competence to make much of an im-
pact. The new activists had little or no experience in managing independent or-
ganizations. Most saw their role as a temporary one of providing services that the
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state would provide in more stable times and so did not consider how their ac-
tivities might fit within a broader, more permanent mission. They were working
in a chaotic, even hostile, environment. No law regulating NGOs existed until
1995; Russia has no tradition of private giving, and the existing tax code offers
few incentives to begin such a tradition.17

The greatest challenge facing Russian NGOs, however, is to overcome the
legacy of cynicism and suspicion that many Russians feel toward all public or-
ganizations. The task is not an easy one. Many early NGOs fueled such distrust
by exhibiting little or no commitment to social change. Even committed social
service organizations frequently reproduced the Soviet pattern of small private
worlds, where the director and a few other activists—often personal friends or
former coworkers—allocated organizational resources according to personal
loyalty rather than more disinterested criteria. Such practices reinforced the
perception that NGOs exist primarily to enrich the organizers, discouraging
others from participating in NGO activities.

The Soviet legacy of small private worlds also made it difficult for the new
NGOs to work together: They had no common sense of mission, they had few
means of contacting each other, and they distrusted people outside their own
circle. Anastasia Posadskaya, an organizer of the First Independent Women’s
Forum, reported with dismay that many of the representatives at the forum had
little interest in closer coordination: “We have our group. You have your center.
You have your support group. We have already found each other. Why should
we organize this? For whom?”18

W O M E N I N R U S S I A N C I V I L S O C I E T Y

Women had played an active role in Russia’s small civil society before the 1917
revolution, but the Soviet regime condemned the independent women’s move-
ment as bourgeois, as it did other groups. The women’s groups that did emerge
under the Soviets were created mostly to mobilize women’s support for the new
regime. Indeed, in the public realm, at least, the status of Soviet women com-
pared favorably in many ways to that of their sisters in the capitalist countries.
But whereas the regime’s ideology proclaimed the equality of men and women
in the public sphere, it never addressed the additional expectations placed on
women in their roles as housekeeper and mother, leaving women with the full
burden of domestic responsibilities in addition to their work outside the home.
Such unspoken assumptions about women’s domestic roles limited their oppor-
tunities in the workplace as well. Women were concentrated in less prestigious
and less remunerative jobs, such as textiles, retailing, health, and accounting,
where, it was thought, their “natural” aptitudes as mothers and housewives
could be put to good use. Even in these occupations, women would not receive
the promotions that they deserved because most supervisors thought the women
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would be distracted by maternal duties. On average, Soviet women earned only
70 percent of Soviet men’s earnings.19

W O M E N’S O R G A N I Z A T I O N S T O DAY

political organizations

When the Soviet regime collapsed in 1991, there were two state-sponsored
women’s organizations (though they had been administered jointly since 1987).
First, the Soviet Women’s Committee was designed to bolster the Soviet
Union’s international image as a champion of peace and women’s rights. Sec-
ond, a network of women’s councils, or zhensovety, was created to mobilize
women within Russia and to act as as a social welfare organization.20 For the
most part the zhensovety defined their role as helping women to fulfill their du-
ties to the state as wives and mothers. They arranged public lectures, fairs, and
other events to encourage the party’s family values and provided material and
moral support to single mothers, mothers of large families, and other “problem
families.”21

When the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, this “official” women’s movement
reconstituted itself as the Union of Russian Women.22 For the most part the or-
ganization maintained its earlier emphases on political mobilization and social
welfare and, as before, retained its policy focus on the social problems facing
women in their maternal role. In pursuing this agenda under post-Soviet condi-
tions, however, the organization has taken positions more compatible with
Western feminism, such as helping women to get elected to positions of power
and defending women against discrimination. In 1993, the Union of Russian
Women led a coalition of women’s organizations to form a political bloc,
Women of Russia, that received 8 percent of the vote and the right to be repre-
sented in the Duma. Unfortunately, the bloc proved ineffective within the
Duma and failed to gain 5 percent in the 1995 elections, the minimum neces-
sary for representation. Soon after that Yekaterina Lakhova, President Boris
Yeltsin’s adviser on women’s questions, left the bloc to found her own organiza-
tion, the Movement of Russian Women, which was more closely aligned with
Yeltsin.23

feminist organizations

During perestroika, while official women’s organizations still pursued the ideal
of Soviet womanhood, a number of activists came together to form the first in-
dependent women’s movement since the Revolution. Inspired largely by con-
tact with feminists and feminist literature from the West, these new activists
formed small associations to raise social consciousness about gender inequality.
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Some new activists were able to use existing structures funded by the state as a
base for their activities. For example, they created the Moscow Center for Gen-
der Studies (MCGS), within the Institute of the Socioeconomic Study of Popu-
lation of the Academy of Sciences. But the activists also created a number of ne-
formaly outside state structures. In March 1991 more than two hundred women
from throughout Russia met in Dubna, outside Moscow, to form the First Inde-
pendent Women’s Forum. A Second Independent Women’s Forum in Novem-
ber 1992 drew more than five hundred women.

Like members of other movement organizations created during perestroika,
Russia’s feminists did not fare well in the transition. In addition to problems
with funding, space, and time, the feminists had difficulty finding a con-
stituency in Russian society. The reasons for this difficulty are complicated, but
two stand out. First, Russian women often identified the struggle for equal
rights with Soviet-style emancipation and so accepted the Soviets’ narrow defi-
nition of equality. Many Russian women in the post-Soviet era say they feel no
discrimination; they also feel that such “equality” has not done them any good.
Second, feminism’s aim to politicize relations between men and women threat-
ens the sanctity of the household, that sanctuary of privacy that Russians had
protected fiercely under Soviet rule.24

While Russian feminists found few allies at home, they had little trouble
forging ties with women in the United States and Western Europe. Indeed,
without help from the West the Russian feminist movement might not have sur-
vived.25 The Moscow Center for Gender Studies, for example, suffered the crip-
pling economic difficulties that afflict all Russian academic institutions until it
registered as a nongovernmental organization in 1994 and received an institu-
tional grant from the MacArthur Foundation.26 Even organizations that have
not received much direct international assistance, such as the Feminist Alterna-
tive in Moscow and the Society of Independent Activists in Tver’, have bene-
fited from the resources and networks created with Western help.

charitable organizations

Women have been particularly active in the social welfare groups that emerged
after the Soviet Union’s collapse.27 Julia Zelikova, a researcher in St. Petersburg,
offers three reasons for the disproportionate activism of women.28 First, women
bore more of the costs of reform than men did. Women were the last hired and
first fired from state enterprises, and the state budget offered them little help,
such as unemployment benefits. Many women created organizations to find
collective remedies for their difficulties, including organizations to help widows
or mothers of disabled children, professional organizations for women in de-
fense industries, and organizations to retrain the recently unemployed. Second,
many new charitable organizations were linked with the Russian Orthodox
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Church, where traditional conceptions of “self-sacrificing” Russian woman-
hood promoted sympathy for others. Finally, because the reforms had pushed
women out of politics and the marketplace, many ambitious, energetic women
found no other way to have an active public life. Indeed, many social welfare
activists had earlier worked in social organizations sponsored by the old regime,
particularly with the trade unions or local chapters of the zhensovety, and
looked to autonomous social welfare organizations to continue their work (and
preserve their social status) under the new conditions. Relying on connections
in the regional bureaucracies, these former activists have often been more suc-
cessful than other groups in getting local government support for their activities.

committee of soldiers’  mothers

One of the best-known and most active networks of independent women’s orga-
nizations in Russia today is the Committee of Soldiers’ Mothers. This organiza-
tion began in 1989 to protect Soviet, and later Russian, conscripts against
human rights abuses. The committee’s activities have included public protests
against the brutality of senior recruits against younger ones (dedovshchina) and
against the conscription of students. In their most celebrated activity the moth-
ers sponsored a peace march to Chechnya in 1995 and facilitated the exchange
of prisoners in that war. They have staged fewer public demonstrations in recent
years but continue their efforts to support and advise young men (and their
mothers) about how to avoid conscription, defend themselves against charges of
desertion, and receive adequate medical care if they are ill.

WESTERN ASSISTANCE STRATEGIES

Western donors to Russian women’s organizations selectively help self-identified
feminist organizations more than they do other women’s organizations. This is
true of transnational feminist organizations such as the Global Fund for
Women and the Frauenanstiftung of Germany, as well as of donors such as the
Ford and MacArthur foundations, that identify women’s rights as a priority
within larger contexts of human rights and civil society. Because Russian femi-
nists have based their movement on Western ideas, Western donors understood
and recognized their mission and priorities. Russian feminists also were more
likely than other women’s groups to look to the West for assistance. Olga
Lipovskaya notes that “feminist organizations are more experienced than non-
feminist groups in cross-cultural relations with Western counterparts, have a
better knowledge of foreign languages and were the first to set up projects that
cooperated with Western organizations and which benefited from funding.”29

Whatever their larger missions, all donors to women’s organizations identify
building a strong third sector as an important objective in its own right. The
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strategies that donors use to achieve this goal vary along three dimensions (see
table 3.1) that correspond with the different tasks that they seek to accomplish:
building NGO infrastructure, public advocacy or community outreach.30 Need-
less to say, the boundaries between these tasks are not precise: Assistance to im-
prove relations with the media, for example, may be described either as public
advocacy or community outreach.

Grants also differ with respect to their beneficiaries: individuals or organiza-
tions. The hope behind grants targeting individuals is the empowerment of
women by providing them with the skills and knowledge necessary to pursue
their interests more effectively. Examples include training grants to improve or-
ganizational capacity, travel grants and exchanges to strengthen networks, and
research grants to improve public advocacy. Broadly speaking, grants to organi-
zations are designed to institutionalize the women’s NGO sector and preserve a
space in which individuals can pursue their interests. The two are often indis-
tinct. For example, representatives of groups providing Internet access to the re-
gions tended to refer to the targets of their efforts as organizations, whereas or-
ganizations designed to train activists to use the Internet described their targets
as individuals.

A third dimension of variation among assistance strategies concerns their
conceptual frameworks and their terms of involvement. Donors pursue proac-
tive strategies when they participate actively in identifying the goals and meth-
ods of a particular project, and they use reactive strategies when they respond to
local requests and are less committed to a particular goal or strategy. Strategies
may be informed by ideas that originated in the West or by ideas generated by
domestic actors. Grants may be multidimensional, if they allow organizations to
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table 3.1 Typology of Western Assistance Strategies in Russia

Tasks of Assistance

Infrastructure: organizational capacity and networking / public advocacy / com-
munity outreach

Target of Assistance

Individual activists, scholars, journalists, NGOs

Terms of Involvement

Proactive vs. Reactive
Imported Ideas vs. Domestically generated ideas
Multidimensional (program based) vs. Unidimensional (project based)
Process oriented vs. Product oriented
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perform a range of services within a particular program, or unidimensional, if
they are targeted to accomplish a specific task or project. Finally, grants may fa-
cilitate a process, such as training, education, or communication, or fund the
creation of a particular product, such as a database or a research paper.

Apart from the differences in their strategies, Western granting organiza-
tions also have certain practices in common. For example, agencies often give
responsibility for grant money to one person, usually the local NGO director,
because of the lack of a reliable banking infrastructure, the complicated and
disadvantageous tax codes, and the undeveloped governance of the organiza-
tions themselves. Second, granting agencies also tend to give repeat grants to
organizations, partly because of a commitment to build long-term partnerships
with local organizations, partly because these organizations prove to be good at
what they do, and partly out of inertia. By 1998 most assistance agencies had
shifted their attention outside Moscow and St. Petersburg to build up women’s
organizations in the regions. Even Moscow organizations were likely to win
grants only if their project entailed some outreach to organizations in the
provinces.31

N G O I N F R A S T R U C T U R E

In discussing assistance efforts to overcome inexperience, organizational weak-
ness, and mutual isolation within the independent women’s movement, donor
organizations use four types of strategies: large multidimensional grants to a few
select organizations to act as “resource centers” or umbrella organizations; small
multidimensional or unidimensional “seed” grants spread out among many or-
ganizations; somewhat larger unidimensional grants to organizations for specific
products and/or processes; and individual grants for training, travel, and ex-
change.

resource centers and umbrella organizations

The strategy with perhaps the greatest effect on the independent women’s
movement in Russia entails multidimensional long-term grants to pay for the
salaries, office space, and other operational costs of a few select organizations
that in turn are expected to provide a range of services to other organizations in
the sector, including training, legal and financial consultations, facilitating and
arranging seminars and conferences, and distributing information regarding the
activities of other women’s organizations in Russia and around the world. Such
grants have established three core organizations in Russia’s independent
women’s movement: A Ford Foundation grant helped create the Information
Center of the Independent Women’s Center (ICIWF); the Consortium of Rus-
sian Women’s Non-Governmental Organizations grew out of a grant from Win-
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rock International, a large international NGO based in the United States; and
the St. Petersburg Center for Gender Issues was established with help from the
German feminist group, Frauenanstiftung. The Moscow Center for Gender
Studies (MCGS), supported since 1994 by a grant from the MacArthur Founda-
tion, performs some of these services as well. Because multidimensional grants
established each of these organizations (except the MCGS), they must be con-
sidered proactive rather than reactive, though in each case they emerged only as
a result of a negotiation with Russian partners.

The Consortium of Russian Women’s Non-Governmental Organizations was
established as part of the United States—Newly Independent States Women’s
Consortium sponsored by Winrock International’s Women’s Leadership Pro-
gram with funding from USAID’s Civic Initiatives Portfolio. The Consortium of
Russian Women acts as an umbrella organization to link women’s organizations
throughout the Russian federation. Under its first director, an American named
Martina Vandenberg, the consortium emphasized building coalitions among
women’s organizations as its chief mission. Under its current director, Yelena
Yershova, it has made public advocacy a greater priority, reflecting in part her
own strengths and experience. In 1998 the consortium’s list of activities included
training in leadership, advocacy, fund-raising, governance, and strategic plan-
ning; organizing seminars and meetings; distributing a newsletter; helping
women’s organizations to establish Internet access; and distributing seed grants
to smaller women’s organizations. More recently, the consortium has added to its
priorities the struggles against domestic violence and trafficking in women for
prostitution, as well as the support of women’s small business enterprises.32

Through 1998 the Ford Foundation was the greatest benefactor of women’s
organizations among the private foundations. Most of the foundation’s grants to
the women’s sector have been long-term, process-oriented, and multidimen-
sional grants.33 In the early 1990s the foundation’s largest beneficiary among
women’s organizations was the ICIWF, which publishes and distributes a
newsletter for women’s organizations, helps coordinate lectures and seminars,
and offers training programs. Ford grants also funded programs to promote
women’s studies at the university level as well as efforts to promote crisis centers
against violence against women. After an internal review in 1998 the Ford Foun-
dation shifted its strategy toward women’s empowerment in Russia. Rather than
providing support to feminist resource centers like the ICIWF, Ford has instead
tried to introduce a “gender lens” into its programs that would consider more
broadly how projects might affect the status of women in society. Ford still funds
projects in gender education and the campaign to fight violence against
women, however, and has added microfinancing of women’s small business en-
terprises to its list of priorities.34

Because Ford Foundation grants usually emerge from extensive negotiations
with prospective grantees, characterizing them as either reactive or proactive is
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often difficult. The local program officers—native English speakers with long
experience in Russia—have a great deal of influence in the setting of local pri-
orities and awarding of grants, and they have tried to listen to local activists. Still,
negotiations are complicated. For example, the ICIWF was created in the early
1990s when Anastasia Posadskaya, then director of the MCGS, recommended
that the organizations of the Independent Women’s Forum approach the Ford
Foundation to fund an umbrella organization that would coordinate their work
more closely. The organizations came up with a draft proposal that would unite
about thirty different projects in a nonhierarchical organization. After yearlong
negotiations a somewhat different vision shaped the grant: a more institutional-
ized, centralized organization that would act as an information and resource
center.35

Another large donor to the Russian women’s sector has been the John D. and
Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation. For the most part the MacArthur Foun-
dation awards grants to individuals for nonpartisan research. But it also awards a
small number of larger multidimensional grants to select organizations for insti-
tutional development, such as the grant that the foundation awarded to the
MCGS in 1994. Unlike the other large institutional grants, the grant to the
MCGS did not create a new organization but instead allowed an existing or-
ganization to continue the activities that it had always considered to be the core
of its mission.36 MCGS members advised government officials during the pere-
stroika period and played a crucial role in organizing the first and second Inde-
pendent Women’s Forums. Though research remains the organization’s first
priority, MCGS members have been involved in many different projects
funded by Western granting agencies, including a USAID-funded “gender ex-
pertise” center involved in policy advocacy, training projects for women NGO
leaders, and a gender studies summer school funded by the Ford Foundation.

A third donor offering large, long-term, and multidimensional grants to im-
prove networks among women’s organizations is the Frauenanstiftung, which is
affiliated with the Heinrich Böll Foundation of the German Green Party. The
Frauenanstiftung has an explicitly feminist agenda, defining its mission as “the
development and support for women’s studies and women’s education, docu-
mentation and consulting centers, and support for communication and net-
works between women’s organizations.”37 It too awards grants after extended ne-
gotiations between foundation officials and selected local activists, though the
Frauenanstiftung’s grants tend to be more reactive and less restrictive than those
of the Ford Foundation. Unlike most other donors, furthermore, the Fraue-
nanstiftung sponsors conferences and exchanges designed to keep its beneficiar-
ies in touch with each other; at least one grantee expressed appreciation for the
Frauenanstiftung’s effort to make its grant recipients feel like partners in a com-
mon enterprise.38 Some Frauenanstiftung grantees in Russia have included the
St. Petersburg Center for Gender Issues, which acts as an educational and re-
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source center for women’s organizations in the region, and the Archive-Database-
Library (ADL) project, which grew out of the ICIWF as a central clearinghouse
for information regarding the history and status of the Russian independent
women’s movement. (The ADL did not receive a second grant and has since
split into three separate components.)

Finally, the Network Women’s Program of the Soros Foundation’s Open So-
ciety Institute began operating in Russia in 1998 and within a year became the
single largest donor to women’s organizations in Russia. This program has its
headquarters in the United States and is directed by the former head of the
MCGS, Anastasia Posadskaya. The director of the Moscow office is also a long-
time women’s activist, Yelena Kochkina. In its first three years the Network
Women’s Program in Russia has offered many small grants for a variety of activ-
ities, including infrastructural support, gender education, improving the image
of women in the mass media, and policy advocacy, among others. Since 1999 it
has also provided financial support to four “partner organizations,” including
the ICIWF and the MCGS, as well as the Tver’ Center for Gender Studies and
the Interuniversity Program for Women’s Studies in Ivanovo.39

seed or minigrants

Seed grants and minigrants are designed to help fledgling organizations become
established within the third sector. The grants can be unidimensional or multidi-
mensional, product or process oriented, but they are usually reactive rather than
proactive. The Global Fund for Women, for example, provides grants of as much
as $15,000 with no conditions to small promising organizations. Winrock Inter-
national and the Eurasia Foundation also sponsored a small grant program
through the Consortium of Russian Women. These were unidimensional grants
to purchase office technology, gain access to the Internet, organize a conference,
conduct policy-related research, and publish a newsletter. Because both Win-
rock International and the Eurasia Foundation depend heavily upon funding
from USAID, the consortium’s project was discontinued when USAID priorities
shifted away from seed programs and toward funding large resource centers and
other infrastructure projects.40 In 1999 small grants again became available
through the Network Women’s Program of the Open Society Institute.41

unidimensional grants

Many unidimensional grants awarded to women’s organizations are designed to
strengthen networks. USAID, for example, offered a grant to the Women’s In-
formation Network to create a directory of Russian women’s organizations. The
Eurasia Foundation too has invited applications for grants to fund training ses-
sions, conferences, brochures, newsletters, and databases.
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One of the most common goals of unidimensional infrastructural grants in
recent years has been to connect women’s organizations to the Internet. Most
notably, the Network of East-West Women, with funding from Eurasia, Ford,
MacArthur, and World Learning, has connected more than two thousand
women from more than thirty countries, including ten groups in different re-
gions of the Russian federation.42 The network also maintains a number of elec-
tronic mailing lists, enabling women throughout Eastern Europe and beyond to
gain information about their counterparts in other countries. Both the Fraue-
nanstiftung and the Global Fund for Women have also supported the Women’s
Innovation Fund “East-West,” a small organization of just two or three members
that teaches computer and Internet skills to women activists.

individual assistance

Training programs are designed primarily to teach NGO activists general prin-
ciples of organizational administration, such as creating a charter, outlining a
strategic plan, projecting an image, raising money, and resolving conflicts.
Western instructors provided most of the training in the early 1990s, but more
recently Russian graduates of “training-of-trainers” courses have done most of
this work, funded by Western assistance.

Western agencies also provide travel grants and exchange programs to enable
activists to attend conferences or to learn from the practices of other organiza-
tions within Russia and abroad. Ford, Eurasia, and other assistance agencies
made it possible for representatives from independent women’s organizations to
take part in the NGO Forum at the 1995 U.N. Fourth World Conference on
Women. In recent years the Network Women’s Program of the Open Society In-
stitute ran several grant competitions for travel to conferences and exchange
programs and in 2001 announced a new “Global Access” competition designed
to improve the ability of Russian women activists to understand and gain access
to women’s transnational advocacy.43

P U B L I C A DVO C A C Y

In order to improve the condition of women while strengthening the account-
ability of the Russian government, assistance organizations provide grants to
help activists improve their ability to articulate their interests to government of-
ficials. In general, foreign assistance strategies to improve public advocacy over-
lapped or resembled strategies to improve infrastructure. The Consortium of
Russian Women and the MCGS, for example, have both received grants from
Promoting Women in Development to improve public advocacy.44 MCGS
used its grant to support a “gender expertise” program that analyzed upcoming
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legislation and its effects on women and organized seminars, press conferences,
and publications to disseminate the findings.45 The Network Women’s Program
has also made “gender public policy” a priority.

A more unusual form of public advocacy funded by unidimensional grants
targets law enforcement officials rather than decision makers. One of the more
effective programs for preventing domestic abuse or the trafficking in women
and children for prostitution, for example, has been to educate local police
about the seriousness of the problem and teach methods of enforcement that
have proved effective in other countries.46

Finally, the MacArthur Foundation provides indirect support to public advo-
cacy with individual grants for nonpartisan research that “will arm policy advo-
cates with arguments” on issues of national significance.47 Like the Ford Foun-
dation, the MacArthur Foundation defines its priorities in the United States but
awards the individual grants after an open competition judged by a panel of
both Russian and American scholars.

C O M M U N I T Y O U T R E A C H

Donors have offered relatively little support to efforts to mobilize popular sup-
port for a feminist agenda. Some exceptions include the efforts of the Ford
Foundation and Frauenanstiftung to fund gender-based education, as well as re-
search funded by the MacArthur Foundation to improve the image of women
and the women’s movement in the media. The Network Women’s Program of
the Open Society Institute also has identified as priorities both gender-based ed-
ucation and work with the mass media.

Most prominent has been the assistance given by the Ford Foundation; the
American Bar Association; Women, Law, and Development, International; and
other donors to crisis centers and hot lines designed to help victims of domestic
abuse in Russia. The movement against domestic violence in Russia owes its ex-
istence almost entirely to ideas imported from the West. Marina Pisklakova, a
researcher at MCGS, started the first hot line in 1993.48 She had always been
aware that domestic abuse existed but, like most Russians at the time, had re-
garded it as a private matter afflicting individual women. She began to see do-
mestic violence as a social problem requiring a social response only through a
colleague familiar with Western literature on the topic. She began the hot line
after a trip to Sweden, where she learned how to do it. By 1999 about thirty new
organizations had arisen in Russia to help victims of domestic violence. In 1998
funding for Pisklakova’s organization in Moscow, Anna, came mostly from a
multidimensional grant provided by the Ford Foundation. The grant also pro-
vides money to support the Association of Crisis Centers, which links such or-
ganizations throughout the country. More unidimensional grants have come
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from Women, Law, and Development and others to provide legal advocacy and
psychological help for individual victims, as well as to publish pamphlets and
leaflets for mass distribution throughout Russia.

One noteworthy program that made outreach to the larger population a pri-
ority was a pilot program in the early 1990s funded by the East-West European
Network. The program enrolled more than sixty unemployed women in
Moscow in a six-month course that offered job retraining and psychological sup-
port. The program still existed in 1998 but at that time depended more on the
local employment office for financial support.49

THE EFFECT OF WESTERN ASSISTANCE

How well has Western assistance helped the Russian independent women’s
movement overcome the challenges facing Russian NGOs? First, Western sup-
port has made it possible for the women’s movement to survive at all. Though
some independent feminist organizations have carried on without outside as-
sistance, they probably could not have remained sufficiently active and con-
nected to be called a movement had Western funds not sustained a core of or-
ganizations.

Also, Western assistance has helped individual grantees overcome the orga-
nizational weakness, inexperience, and mutual isolation that plagued the move-
ment in the early 1990s. Most of my interviewees who were activists and had re-
ceived Western assistance could state clearly and concisely their organization’s
mission and its role in contemporary Russian society. They were familiar with
the personalities and activities of other women’s groups throughout the country.
They were confident in handling the legal and financial challenges confronting
a Russian NGO and skilled at writing grant proposals. More important, organi-
zations funded by the West were somewhat less likely to depend on one person
and more likely to survive a change in leadership than organizations without
such funding.50 They were no longer ad hoc organizations.

Yet if Western assistance has helped the independent women’s movement
become a vigorous participant in Russia’s third sector, it has done little to foster
the kind of informal connections—the positive externalities—necessary to inte-
grate it more fully into Russian society. Several factors have limited the donors’
effectiveness. First, the continued absence of NGO infrastructure in the regions
has limited donors’ ability to reach beyond a few urban centers. In many cases
regional activists are simply not aware of the possibilities for external assistance.
Others recognize the possibilities but cannot write successful grant proposals.
Indeed, writing proposals for Western donors is a difficult, culture-specific skill.
Most funding agencies recognize this problem and offer help in writing grant
proposals, but activists who have contacts in the West or in Moscow fare better
than those who do not.51
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One of the greatest limitations facing the independent women’s movement
and its Western donors, however, remains the profound resistance to feminism
in contemporary Russian society. For example, one of the original purposes of
the St. Petersburg Center for Gender Issues was to provide open lectures and
seminars to attract and educate nonactivists, but attendance was so poor that the
organization shifted its emphasis to helping other women’s organizations in the
surrounding regions.52 Feminist organizations also face greater challenges than
other organizations in working with the media and other institutions of Russian
society that could help put their ideas forward. Active environmental groups
usually can find sympathetic primary school teachers to distribute material and
information to their students; feminist organizations usually cannot.

In some respects Western assistance actually has widened the distance be-
tween the Russian women’s movement and the rest of society by creating a
cadre of professional activists involved in their own networks, with their own
norms and practices. At least initially, funding from the West reinforced the
feminists’ orientation toward the women’s movement in the United States and
Western Europe rather than toward other women’s organizations in Russia. Few
assistance agencies provided organizations with the incentives or the opportu-
nity to define their agendas and activities to reflect the needs that Russian
women themselves perceive as most urgent.53 Rather, they usually identified
priorities based on the issues, values, and preconceptions of their own local en-
vironments, such as the current emphasis on the struggle against domestic vio-
lence. One exception to this trend can be seen in the prominent emphasis on
women’s economic issues found in the Network Women’s Program, whose pro-
gram officers are Russian activists.54

Western assistance has further diminished the positive externalities of civic
activism by contributing, perhaps inevitably, to the bureaucratization of the
movement. Third-sector organizations devote much of their time and energy to
routine activities such as preparing reports to donors and Russian tax authorities
and writing new grant proposals. This often requires a professional accountant
and other staff members, who may or may not share a commitment to the orga-
nization’s social mission. Such third-sector organizations increasingly resemble
corporate entities that pursue their own organizational interest before they pur-
sue their social mission. Though such organizations are often more effective at
presenting demands to governmental bodies and coordinating the activities of
disparate organizations, they may undermine the informal, open-ended, and
horizontal ties that make up an essential part of civil society.55

Organizations that depend on grants often lose their initiative. Multidimen-
sional process-oriented grants allow somewhat more flexibility in this respect
than do unidimensional grants, but the requirements of even multidimensional
grants often mean that core organizations are expected to do too much with too
few resources, leaving their efforts scattered and unfocused.56 This tendency is
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further exacerbated by changes in the priorities of donor organizations—“the
flavor of the month,” as one program officer put it57—which make it impossible
for organizations to maintain a sustained, focused effort in any one area. Some
shifts in priority reflect efforts to broaden and deepen the Russian third sector,
such as the new emphasis on reaching out to the regions. Others simply reflect
new trends in the West.58 In either case organizations that depend on grants
struggle to keep up. For example, the projects that the Consortium of Russian
Women’s Non-Governmental Organizations has added to its list of activities
since 1998—the struggle against domestic violence and trafficking in women for
prostitution, as well as support for microfinance—correspond closely to donors’
changing priorities, but member organizations probably have had no time to
develop any expertise in these issues.

Third, although Western efforts have succeeded in reducing the isolation of
Russian women’s NGOs, they have not been as effective at promoting the soli-
darity and trust associated with civil society. Competition for grants among pro-
fessional social movement organizations can be divisive in the United States as
well, but the mutual mistrust and a near absolute dependence upon a relatively
small number of Western donors has magnified the problem among Russian
NGOs. Activists in different organizations have become less willing to share
ideas with each other; one even swore me to secrecy regarding a project she
planned to develop for a grant.59

Most damaging, perhaps, has been the common practice of giving one per-
son the responsibility for administering a grant. Whereas Russian feminists, like
their counterparts in the West, had sought to avoid hierarchical structures in
their movement as much as possible, the donors’ practice often forced women’s
organizations to name a director who then had decisive influence over organi-
zational decisions. In a few cases directors abused this trust to appropriate grants
for their own use.60 But even in the vast majority of cases where directors are
truly committed to the cause, the concentration of responsibility and the ab-
sence of transparent, participatory procedures feed into the Soviet legacy of mis-
trust. Rather than instilling habits of compromise and mutual responsibility, the
practice has bred ill will and even contributed to rifts in several women’s orga-
nizations.61

Finally, donor practices have had the unfortunate consequence of reinforc-
ing the prevailing belief that assistance resources are distributed according to
personal connections rather than merit. As noted, organizations that have com-
petent English speakers or contacts with the West are more likely to win grants.
According to the veteran activists Natalya Abubirikova and Maria Regentova,
knowledge of English has become “a means of power and control” and “a con-
vertible currency.”62 Western donors also tend to award grants to organizations
that have successfully fulfilled grant requirements in the past. Given the ex-
treme importance of personal connections in other parts of contemporary Rus-
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sian society, it is not surprising that people regard the NGO community as a
closed society into which one can gain access only by knowing someone. One
activist who worked for a short time at the Soros Foundation said all her friends
began sending their applications to Soros because they believed that she would
approve them.63 More troubling, another acquaintance said she would not sub-
mit an application for a research grant because she did not know anyone at the
foundation and did not want to waste her time.

N G O I N F R A S T R U C T U R E

resource centers and umbrella organizations

The core organizations have served a particularly valuable service in keeping
the women’s movement alive by providing focal points for coordinating and in-
stitutionalizing contacts between women’s organizations, especially with organi-
zations in the regions. In December 1995, for example, a seminar sponsored by
the ICIWF and the Archive-Database-Library project produced the new Associ-
ation of Independent Women’s Organizations, which included thirty organiza-
tions from seventeen different regions.64 The Web site of the Consortium of
Russian Women lists ninety-nine members in thirty-seven different regions,
and, as noted, the Association of Crisis Centers had about thirty members in
June 1998.65 Most important, these two organizations have been able to bring to-
gether organizations from different branches within the Russian women’s move-
ment, including self-identified feminist organizations, members of the Move-
ment of Russian Women, and some charitable organizations in the regions.66

The Association of Crisis Centers has been particularly successful in garnering
support from more traditional women’s organizations in the regions. For exam-
ple, contacts with an American activist—a visit by Susan Hartman of Connect
US-USSR in Minneapolis—inspired the hot lines in Nizhni Novgorod in 1998,
but the women running them had been activists during the Soviet era and re-
lied upon their connections with local authorities for operational support.

Unfortunately, many of these links were superficial, based on utilitarian mo-
tives rather than ideological commitment. Moscow organizations seek to in-
clude regional organizations within their circle to win prestige and grants; re-
gional organizations often rely on connections with Moscow organizations to
help them write grants or provide them with recommendations.67 Links to
Moscow also bring local credibility and opportunities for travel.68 One hot line
in Nizhni Novgorod was associated with a shelter for abandoned children. The
director clearly regarded the children as her priority and the hot line as a means
to gain more resources for it.69 She admitted to having read little, if any, of the
voluminous literature supplied by Western-oriented organizations, and she re-
mained skeptical of their feminist philosophy. She accepted feminism “half and
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half,” she said, because in Russia, she believed, men were the victims of domes-
tic violence as much as women.

A more serious danger is that funding of resource centers may concentrate
access to Western funding within a few powerful organizations. Several ac-
tivists—nearly all those whom I interviewed in Ivanovo, Nizhni Novgorod, and
St. Petersburg—complained that the large core organizations in Moscow tried
to protect their privileged access to Western grants and to the informational and
organizational resources that they have accumulated as a result of such grants.70

At least two activists complained that Western assistance had created a new
women’s nomenklatura.71

Several activists also expressed a fear that an organization created to serve the
women’s movement might be confused with the movement itself. In 1995 Abu-
birikova and Regentova wrote that the ICIWF “began quite actively to substi-
tute itself for the entire IWF [Independent Women’s Center], though it never
received any such authority.”72 In 1998 several activists raised similar concerns
that the director of the Consortium of Russian Women’s Non-Governmental
Organizations would begin to present herself as representing the women’s
movement as a whole.73

seed grants

Seed grants seemed to be quite effective at providing critical initial support to
women’s organizations in Russia. Many people whom I interviewed maintained
that small grants from the Eurasia Foundation, the Consortium of Russian
Women, or the Global Fund for Women allowed them to buy the office equip-
ment or learn the grant-writing techniques that enabled them to develop fur-
ther. The greatest limitation on seed grants is that the organizations that receive
them often do not know how to use assistance effectively or are so isolated
within a region that they have little effect. One activist in Moscow argued that
seed grants to regional organizations often result in computer technology that
sits unused in empty offices.74 Even so, small seed grants offer a relatively inex-
pensive way to offset the centralization and suspicion that arise when too much
Western money is concentrated in too few hands. At least one activist appreci-
ated the minigrants precisely because they made Western assistance more ac-
cessible to a wider range of organizations and activities than the larger grants to
core organizations were.75

unidimensional grants

The strategy least successful in fostering informal connections between organi-
zations, and between organizations and society, are unidimensional grants, es-
pecially reactive ones. Such grants often encourage a blinkered efficiency,
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where grantees had to worry more about accomplishing a set of discrete tasks
than about exploring the best approaches to achieve their overall goal. Several
activists complained that unidimensional grants, particularly those funded by
government-sponsored organizations, provide little or no flexibility to react to
changing conditions.76 Product-oriented grants were particularly restrictive, but
donors’ dependence on quantifiable indicators to evaluate process-oriented
grants meant that here too activists were more concerned about completing a
task than with keeping the process going. Finally, the search for such grants fre-
quently caused organizations to take up projects that fit only tangentially with
their mission and that they were ill prepared to fulfill effectively.

One form of unidimensional grant praised by almost everyone with whom I
spoke was that designed to link regional organizations with the Internet. In addi-
tion to the inherent advantages of rapid communication, participation in elec-
tronic mailing lists disseminates information without the need for a coordinating
body and so may also help offset some problems of centralization within the
movement. Yet these projects also suffered from problems found in other unidi-
mensional grants. In some regions the phone lines needed to support Internet
access are expensive and unreliable, yet the grants that helped set up Internet
connections did not provide for the maintenance of phone lines. The success of
such projects also depended on how they were implemented. For example,
Sarah Henderson compared a relatively successful Internet project administered
by the Network of East-West Women (NEWW) with a less successful one car-
ried out by the Consortium of Russian Women.77 As the name implies, NEWW
is devoted exclusively to establishing a network among women’s organizations.
Instructors spent at least a week with personnel from each of ten organizations to
introduce them to the new technology and then automatically placed them on
an e-mail list, providing them with a ready-made audience and source of infor-
mation. By contrast, the consortium, which had contracted to provide Internet
access to thirty-five organizations, had little previous experience with this sort of
project and was running several other projects at the same time. The training
sessions were relatively rushed, and the clients were not placed on an e-mail list
so that they could immediately take part in discussions among activists. As a re-
sult, many of the organizations linked by the consortium often used their elec-
tronic mail—if they used it at all—for mostly personal reasons.

individual assistance

Western-funded training has had considerable success in creating a cadre of
NGO professionals in the women’s sector, but such training has tended to im-
part general principles of management without necessarily applying them to
specific conditions in Russia. In the most egregious cases trainers used material
created for less developed countries with high levels of illiteracy, which insulted
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the many women activists in Russia with advanced degrees.78 The most inap-
propriate material has largely disappeared with the increasing number of Rus-
sian trainers, but much of the training material in 1998 was still informed by
Western models that might not be appropriate to Russia. For example, some les-
sons on fund-raising focus on writing grant proposals rather than finding imagi-
native techniques for raising money from indigenous sources.

Training that focuses on abstract concepts without explicitly connecting
them to the Russian context tends to divide the third sector from the Russian
population. Organizations may adopt ideas in a ritualistic manner to demon-
strate their professionalism to Western donors, without necessarily thinking of
the practical effect in carrying out an organization’s mission. One activist, for
example, complained that her organization had spent months working on a
strategic plan, which resulted in an ambitious agenda that it could never ad-
dress.79 Indeed, the very language of third-sector professionals, with such En-
glish terms as capacity building and training of trainers, helps them talk to each
other but has no meaning to the rest of the population.

By contrast, travel grants for conferences and exchanges have been effective
for establishing personal ties and diffusing ideas among women’s activists. Ac-
tivists spoke particularly enthusiastically about the “gender summer schools,”
which bring women from all over the country to participate in two-week inten-
sive seminars on gender studies. They also were enthusiastic about long-term
exchanges with other organizations that enabled them to interact with other ac-
tivists for an extended period. They also praised programs that allowed them to
learn from the experiences of activists in other countries, whether through an
exchange program or through participation in an international conference. The
only potential drawback to such grants is that activists may become involved so
deeply in the network of women’s activists that they have less contact with
women outside that network.

P U B L I C A DVO C A C Y

Women’s organizations always enjoyed substantial access to the political pro-
cess. Before the collapse of the Soviet Union, the MCGS, as part of the Acad-
emy of Sciences, had a hand in drafting laws on the status of women and the
family as early as 1990, while Yelena Yershova, director of the Consortium of
Russian Women, was a member of the “gender expertise” commission of the
Supreme Soviet Presidium.80 In the Yeltsin era each of the three major power
centers of the Russian government—the Duma, the Council of Ministers, and
the presidency—had a committee or commission devoted to issues concerning
women and families. Activists in the political organizations, rather than mem-
bers of the independent women’s movement, opened these points of entry, but
activists in the independent movement used them to gain access as well. They
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received political figures at conferences and seminars, attended hearings, and
drafted legislation. Valerie Sperling of Clark University argues that such con-
tacts between the independent movement and the political organizations have
had a significant influence on the latter’s willingness to speak out more force-
fully for women’s equality.81 Indeed, a key policy consultant to the Movement
of Russian Women is Svetlana Aivazova, who began her activism in the F-1
Klub, an independent organization of the perestroika period.

In 1998 both Yershova and Olga Voronina, the MCGS director, expressed
pride that the independent women’s movement successfully had introduced the
terms gender and domestic abuse into the country’s political lexicon.82 It is diffi-
cult to assess precisely how much Western assistance has contributed to such
success, but clearly it has provided the independent women’s movement with
the stability and financial wherewithal to hold the conferences, seminars, and
press conferences at which old contacts are sustained and new contacts are
made, and to do the research that makes its arguments more persuasive.83

A chief strategy of both the independent and political women’s organizations
has been to pressure the government to comply with international conventions
such as the Convention on the Liquidation of All Forms of Discrimination To-
ward Women, which the Soviet government ratified in 1981.84 Western assis-
tance has enabled the women’s movement to use this lever more effectively by
establishing contacts and disseminating information between the Russian
women’s movement and women’s organizations around the globe.85 Activists
particularly praised the grants that enabled independent activists to participate
in the United Nations’s 1995 Fourth World Conference on Women.86 As early as
1993 a presidential decree included NGOs in a national council created to pre-
pare the Russian delegation for the conference.87 After the conference both
Yeltsin and the Chernomyrdin government issued resolutions and decrees for-
mally accepting the conference’s results and creating the Interdepartmental
Commission on Issues of Improving the Position of Women to coordinate the
government’s work on women’s issues.88 Activists also took part in an interna-
tional conference funded by USAID to help the women’s movement monitor
how well Russia has conformed to these results.89

The strategy of appealing to international norms to increase political leverage
may help women’s activists gain symbolic victories that will shape outcomes in
the future. In the short term, however, this strategy can divert activists from the
more fundamental work of mobilizing support from below. For example,
whereas activists cite international conventions and U.N. conferences seeking to
eliminate discrimination against women, many Russian women simply do not
think discrimination is their problem. Also, Abubirikova and Regentova note that
“the energies directed to writing innumerable proposals” in connection with the
U.N. forum at Beijing might have been better directed to “give a powerful push”
to work out more effective strategies to mobilize women at home.90
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Indeed, despite women activists’ undoubted access to the political process at
the federal level, they have produced few significant, practical results.91 Even
Yershova, director of the Consortium of Russian Women, acknowledged that
public advocacy at the federal level can “at best get results on paper.”92 For ex-
ample, a bill on domestic violence that the Women of Russia bloc introduced in
the first Duma was so watered down in subsequent drafts that in 1998 the
women’s movement no longer supported it.93 There are three reasons for such
failure. The absence of public support and understanding for advocates of
women’s rights leaves them with relatively little clout in the legislature. Second,
state institutions are themselves so fragmented and starved for resources—par-
ticularly those institutions concerned with social issues—that they have not yet
allocated resources to implement and enforce the resolutions regarding the sta-
tus of women that have been passed. Finally, because the population is so little
involved in matters of politics, particularly concerning women’s rights, there
has been little effort to monitor government compliance with these resolutions.

Acknowledging the lack of progress at the federal level, Yershova argued that
her consortium can teach regional organizations lessons about public advocacy
that they can use more effectively at the regional level.94 However, my own ob-
servations are that the success of regional women’s groups depends mostly on
the personalities in charge of local government, the personalities in charge of
local women’s organizations, and the connections between the two. In Yekate-
rinburg a grassroots organization called the Urals Association of Women has be-
come a significant actor in local politics largely because of the energy and polit-
ical acumen of its former leader, Galina Karelova, who is now first deputy
minister for labor and social development. In Ivanovo the women’s organiza-
tions have received strong support from regional officials, won seats on the city
council, and influenced legislation to support impoverished mothers and their
families, largely because the Ivanovo zhensovet was exceptionally active during
Soviet times, and because one of the most active women’s advocates in the city
had been a high official in the Ivanovo Communist Party organization. Neither
group had received substantial help from outside donors.

C O M M U N I T Y O U T R E A C H

As I have noted, feminist organizations continue to have difficulties reaching
beyond their own network of activists. Several activists complained that
women’s activists spend too much time talking to each other.95 Until recently,
Western donors have done little to improve this situation. Even now, most assis-
tance agencies focus on strengthening infrastructure and lobbying efforts. In-
deed, by encouraging activists to adopt norms and practices that provide them
with privileged access to Western funds, the granting agencies may have created
an incentive for Russian women’s organizations not to look outside their own
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narrow circle for new members. As one participant of a seminar for environ-
mental organizations in Lipetsk argued, “The expenditures on mobilizing
human resources don’t pay for themselves.”96

In recent years, however, donors have altered their strategies somewhat to en-
courage activists to work more directly with the larger community.97 They have
been most successful where they have supported activities that are consonant
with existing norms and practices. For example, Western programs to promote
women’s studies and gender analysis in Russia’s universities have benefited
greatly from the experience and networks of the many Russian feminists who
began their career in academics. A database of Russian scholars working in
women’s studies published in 2000 has more than 250 entries from more than
thirty regions.98 To a large extent the growth in gender studies can be attributed
to a natural diffusion of ideas within a scholarly community that only recently
gained open access to scholarship in other countries. But in the academic
world, as in public advocacy, Western assistance has provided scholars with the
stability and the money to pursue this line of investigation and to share their
ideas at conferences throughout the country.

Skeptics might raise several questions regarding these academic efforts. First,
such programs reach only a relatively small part of the intellectual elite, and
many of the model syllabi in these programs consist almost entirely of literature
from the United States and Western Europe. To what extent can these programs
affect a wider segment of Russian society? Second, such programs have at-
tracted opportunists more interested in the funding than the ideas. Many fea-
tured scholars at one conference that I attended in Ivanovo in 1997 (funded in
part by UNESCO, the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Or-
ganization) included university officials who formerly taught classes in Marxism-
Leninism and whose papers exhibited little knowledge of existing scholarship.
Still, the programs have attracted enough students and serious younger scholars
to nourish hopes that social awareness about women’s issues will grow.

Efforts to overcome public cynicism and bring women into the public
sphere also work better when they offer assistance that tangibly improves peo-
ple’s lives in the short term. One moderate success story has been the prolifera-
tion of crisis centers dealing with domestic violence. Feminist activists against
domestic violence have worked hard to publicize the issue and make people
aware of the existence of these facilities. I saw several advertisements on televi-
sion during my short stays in St. Petersburg and Nizhni Novgorod. In St. Peters-
burg the local hot line organization staged a demonstration, followed by a press
conference. During the demonstration activists asked passersby on Nevsky
Prospect, the city’s key thoroughfare, to sign a placard with the slogan “There Is
No Excuse for Domestic Violence.” In the end, however, the campaign against
domestic violence has been able to enlist traditional women’s activists largely
because their activities correspond to the earlier social welfare function of the
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zhensovety and other Soviet-era social organizations: helping families in crisis
without necessarily challenging traditional conceptions of gender. Indeed,
some regional activists who belong to the Association of Crisis Centers do not
even understand, much less adhere to, the feminist ideals espoused by the lead-
ership of that association.99

The women’s organization that has reached outmost successfully to Russian
society has been the Committee of Soldiers’ Mothers. Like the crisis centers, the
committee offers services that tangibly improve women’s lives. Unlike the femi-
nist approach to domestic violence, the committee’s does not seek to transform
society; indeed, the assumption that mothers should put themselves on the line
in the interest of their sons conforms well with traditional views of Russian fem-
ininity. Yet two active feminists with sons told me that the committee’s work af-
fected them more deeply on a practical level than anything the feminist organi-
zations have done. The committee’s offices in Moscow, St. Petersburg, and
Nizhni Novgorod have long lines of petitioners waiting for advice, and weekly
open meetings are well attended.

The experience of the committee also offers a sobering lesson about the in-
fluence of Western assistance on civil society. The committee pursued a much
more aggressive strategy of public demonstrations before 1997, when it received
relatively little funding from the United States and Western Europe. Since then,
the mothers have held fewer public demonstrations and concentrated more of
their resources on individual cases and engaging in public advocacy through
conventional channels. This shift resulted in large part from a split within the
organization’s leadership, precipitated in part by an infusion of money that the
organization received as a result of being nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize.
In addition, the organization’s opposition to the second war in Chechnya has
been less popular than its opposition during the first war. However, at least one
member of the organization maintained that a strategy of public demonstrations
became less advisable once the organization began receiving substantial assis-
tance from the West, because such support would leave the group vulnerable to
the charge that it was a paid agent of a foreign power.100

CONCLUSIONS AND LESSONS

Western assistance to women’s organizations has been a mixed blessing for the
construction of civil society in Russia. The entire endeavor is built on a contra-
diction. To serve as a bulwark of democracy, civil society must be embedded
within the formal and informal institutions of Russian society. Western assis-
tance can reach only a fraction of the formally registered organizations and runs
the risk of drawing these organizations away from their domestic roots and em-
bedding them instead in a network of international NGOs and third-sector pro-
fessionals. In selecting feminist organizations over other women’s organizations,
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donors have compounded the problem by assisting organizations whose goals
from the beginning were more firmly based in this transnational network than
in Russian society.

Does it make sense, then, for assistance agencies to continue funding femi-
nist organizations? I argue that it does. First, the mission of the women’s inter-
national NGOs and the foundations is not limited to building civil society but
also promotes women’s rights. This is a laudable goal that only the feminist or-
ganizations pursue vigorously. Second, their links to the transnational move-
ment have given them independence from the state in a society where state
structures (or their ruins) still dominate. Funding feminist organizations creates
an alternative space for women’s activism that some of the other, more tradi-
tional organizations can also use. Finally, the skilled professionals within the
modern Russian feminist movement represent a valuable reservoir of human re-
sources that can serve the third sector more broadly and may engage in other
forms of public service.

I N F R A S T R U C T U R E

The strategy of creating strong central organizations to help connect and coor-
dinate the work of regional organizations has generally succeeded in sustaining
the movement in a difficult environment. The ability of independent feminist
organizations to reach out to activists among the formerly “official” organiza-
tions is particularly valuable. Even though such connections may reflect utili-
tarian calculations rather than ideological commitment, these initial contacts
provide a necessary first step toward substantive cooperation. Whatever their
motivations, former teachers of Marxism-Leninism are now writing articles
about women’s experience during the transition; former trade union officials
have established a hot line against domestic abuse in Nizhni Novgorod; and for-
mer members of the zhensovety are attending conferences and meetings where
they can talk to feminists. These institutional connections between Moscow
and the periphery have caused the independent Moscow activists to take a more
active interest in organizations that have roots in domestic institutions and ide-
ologies while providing some traditional activists with a new language (which
they may accept at least “half and half”) and material resources with which to
press their activities more independently of the state.

On the other hand, the tendency of such grants to concentrate power both
within organizations and within the movement as a whole is worrisome. Rather
than promote the norms and habits of mutual trust, tolerance, and compromise,
such centralization fosters distrust and resentment even as it reinforces the hier-
archical practices of the Soviet period. To avoid the concentration of power
within organizations, assistance agencies should encourage greater initiative
and wider participation in the decision making of grantees, even at the cost of
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efficiency. The experience of the pilot project by the East-West European Net-
work for retraining unemployed women demonstrates the advantages of such
an approach. Rather than asking one person to decide how the money should
be distributed, the donors asked the women themselves to decide who should
get what. Although this process caused some unpleasantness and even led a few
people to leave the project, I interviewed two activists who had participated in
the project and who maintained that such discussions increased participants’
stake in the organization’s success.101

Western assistance agencies could also take steps to avoid creating hierarchy
and mistrust within the movement as a whole. Funding umbrella organizations
like the Consortium of Russian Women’s Non-Governmental Organizations re-
mains essential, but donors should insist upon decision-making procedures that
encourage participation and accountability to constituent organizations. They
should also complement large grants to resource centers with seed grants to
smaller organizations. Finally, supporting women activists’ access to the Inter-
net will give them the opportunity to gain information without having to rely on
a few organizations in the center. (However, because many organizations still
do not have access to the Internet, donors should not neglect more traditional
means of communication.)

Western donors should also design their grants in ways that could foster the
positive externalities, the intangible and unquantifiable results that contribute
to a stronger civil society. First, grants should encourage innovative thinking
about how to solve problems rather than blinkered efficiencies in meeting tar-
gets. In this respect long-term multidimensional grants are preferable to short-
term grants designed to implement specific projects. When unidimensional
grants are necessary, donors should allow grantees as much flexibility as possible
in choosing their methods and rely on qualitative rather than quantitative meth-
ods of evaluation. Finally, Western donors should allow Russian activists a
greater role in identifying priorities and evaluating results. When Western
donors do push their own issues, they should remain as consistent as possible
and resist the temptation to embrace new priorities simply because they are
fashionable.

Similarly, the training sessions provided by Western donors have proved ef-
fective at creating skilled professionals but may have had the unintended conse-
quence of distancing the NGO community from the rest of society. Donors
should encourage recent trends in training that emphasize imaginative problem
solving within a specifically Russian context.102 A model might be the project of
Peace Corps volunteers in Nizhni Novgorod who set up an NGO incubator. It
provided local NGO leaders with a small stipend to enroll in intensive hands-on
training during which they were expected to accomplish a number of practical
tasks for their organizations. By the end NGO leaders had found a number of in-
genious methods of raising money from local business and government officials.
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Finally, infrastructure grants should try to foster informal connections be-
tween activists and between the activists and other Russian women. Sponsoring
conferences is a valuable way to introduce activists to each other, but longer ex-
changes and summer schools are more effective at fostering the informal net-
works that would extend beyond utilitarian calculation. Similarly, unidimen-
sional grants should not evaluate projects by examining how many different
regions a particular grantee has visited but by looking more closely at how the
grantee followed up on these visits.

P U B L I C A DVO C A C Y

Western assistance in the area of public advocacy has helped independent
women’s organizations make persistent and effective use of the points of access
opened by formerly “official” activists. Such assistance has helped activists fa-
miliarize policy makers with such concepts as gender discrimination and do-
mestic abuse, which may shape public discourse in future policy debates.

Beyond that, public advocacy has not accomplished much. The gains that
women’s organizations have made are largely symbolic: At best, they persuade
the government to endorse abstract slogans such as “the elimination of discrim-
ination,” but these are divorced from the practical realities facing Russian
women today. Moreover, existing strategies cannot mobilize the public support
necessary to make the government accountable; these strategies focus on gov-
ernment institutions that most people reasonably distrust and offer only the
prospect of long-term benefits when most Russians live in short-term time
frames.

One exception has been the efforts to work with local police to enforce exist-
ing laws on domestic abuse and trafficking in women for prostitution. Such a
strategy promotes concrete, observable, immediate improvements that may en-
courage greater public trust, both in local police and in NGOs.

C O M M U N I T Y O U T R E A C H

Western assistance has failed most significantly in encouraging Russian
women’s organizations to reach outside the NGO community to the larger Rus-
sian society. Western donors have been most successful in this regard when they
have funded activities that built upon existing norms and networks within the
activist community and the wider society. In addition, the relative success of the
crisis centers suggests that even ideas originating outside Russia may find a re-
ceptive audience if they offer tangible, observable improvements in women’s
lives.

In sum, Western assistance was vital to sustaining a small public realm where
women activists could participate in public life independent of the state. This
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remains true even under the Putin regime, as women’s organizations remain 
almost untouched by pressures placed on environmental and human rights 
activists.103

I have argued here that Western donors might enlarge this realm if they de-
voted somewhat less attention to the formal aspects of the third sector and more
to the informal aspects of organizational life that sustain a movement. In partic-
ular, they should examine existing practices that unnecessarily restrict access to
Western assistance to a relatively small group of activists, focus activists’ atten-
tion on organizational administration rather than on outreach to the commu-
nity, and lead to the pursuit of priorities that do not reflect the perceived needs
of Russian women. Fortunately, as donors have acquired more experience in
Russia, they have altered their practices somewhat. The new emphases on cre-
ating links to more service-oriented organizations in the regions and the intro-
duction of problem-solving approaches to NGO training are significant im-
provements. The strategies adopted since 1998 by the Ford Foundation and the
Network Women’s Program of the Open Society Institute also offer cause for
hope. Both foundations are trying to integrate a gender lens into all their pro-
grams, which may alleviate somewhat the isolating effect that Western assis-
tance has had on overtly feminist organizations. The shift in the Ford Founda-
tion’s emphasis toward projects like microfinance and the campaign against
domestic violence, which offer clients short-term tangible benefits, has a good
chance of bringing more women into the public sphere and overcoming the
isolation of Russia’s feminists. Similarly, by complementing its support of re-
source centers with small grants delivered to many organizations, the Network
Women’s Program will allow additional voices to be heard within the Russian
feminist movement, perhaps giving rise to a feminist philosophy that depends
less on Western theoretical frameworks and reflects more the experience of Rus-
sian women. The program’s emphasis on the economic and social problems
that pervade Russian women’s everyday experience also gives room for hope.
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