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Abstract 

Certain types of gender-based violence, like domestic violence and sexual violence, have been 

a widespread problem in Russia over the last two decades. As the Russian government is 

increasingly reluctant in its attempts to solve this, especially when paired with international 

interference, Russian NGOs focused on women’s rights have had to reach out to other 

resources in their attempts to secure women from gender-based violence. This thesis 

contributes to the debates on the role of NGOs in such ventures and on the circumstances in 

which this happens by researching how and in which domestic and international contexts 

Russian NGOs have tried to securitise women from gender-based violence on a domestic and 

international level between 2000-2020. Using securitisation theory as a framework, the thesis 

analyses the domestic context, international resources, and securitising moves of several 

NGOs. It finds that NGOs have had to deal with the growing emphasis of the Russian state on 

traditional values, diminishing the urgency of the issue. By reaching out to foreign media and 

international organisations, the NGOs have tried to convince a variety of audiences of the 

danger of gender-based violence. 
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ABBREVIATIONS 

 

CEDAW  Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, or 

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 

Women. Referred to as CEDAW Committee and CEDAW Treaty 

CoE Council of Europe 

DV Domestic violence 

ECHR European Convention on Human Rights 

ECtHR European Court of Human Rights 

EU European Union 

FGM  Female genital mutilation 

GBV   Gender-based violence 

HRW   Human Rights Watch 

INGO   International non-governmental organisation 

IO   International organisation 

NGO   Non-governmental organisation 

SU   Soviet Union 

UDHR   Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

UN   United Nations 

UNHRC  United Nations Human Rights Council 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Experiencing threats from one’s partner, conflict-related sexual violence, or female genital 

mutilation: these are all instances of gender-based violence (GBV) which is experienced by one 

in three women in the world.1 GBV, violence aimed at someone based on their gender, is also 

a serious issue in Russia, where domestic and sexual violence are difficult to report and 

prosecute.2 Although data are scarce, reports indicate that in 2008, 5398 cases of (attempted) 

rape,3 as well as 180 cases of bride abductions, were registered.4 Between 2011 and 2019, more 

than 9500 women were killed by their partners.5 In these troubling conditions, non-

governmental organisations (NGOs)6 and international organisations (IOs) try to improve the 

situation of Russian women by raising awareness of GBV and providing assistance to the 

victims. 

 This is an important yet challenging enterprise because GBV is intrinsically linked to 

gender inequality, value systems, and power structures.7 In Russia, this means that actors trying 

to tackle the problem have to deal with the reigning value systems affecting gender inequality. 

In a system that generally values men over women,8 Russian NGOs focusing on gender 

inequality and GBV feel the need to securitise9 the victims of GBV in the face of this attitude 

– they need to convince others of the threat of violence and the urgency of doing something 

against it. Moreover, Russian NGOs and activists need to position themselves vis-à-vis the 

Russian government as well as IOs like the UN.  

To find out how these NGOs have gone about raising this security issue, this thesis answers 

the following research question: How and in which domestic and international context have 

 
1 “Gender-based violence”, UNHCR, accessed on 14 June 2022, https://www.unhcr.org/gender-based-

violence.html. 
2 ANNA National Centre for the Prevention of Violence, Violence Against Women in the Russian Federation: 

Alternative Report to the United Nations Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women 

(Moscow: July 2010), 18, accessed 14 June 2022, 

https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=INT%2fCEDAW%2fNG

O%2fRUS%2f46%2f9974&Lang=en.18. 
3 However, it is expected that no more than 10% of rape victims go to the police. ANNA National Centre for the 

Prevention of Violence, Violence Against Women, 20-21. 
4 Ibid., 37. 
5 Aliide Naylor, “Russia’s Domestic Violence Epidemic,” Cepa, 24 August 2021, https://cepa.org/russias-

domestic-violence-epidemic/. 
6 An organisation that is not affiliated with a government and does not have profit objectives, see Thomas 

Richard Davies, “Understanding Non-Governmental Organizations in World Politics: The Promise and Pitfalls 

of the Early ‘Science of Internationalism,’” (2017). 
7 “Gender-based violence,” UNHCR. 
8 Zhanna Chernova, “New Pronatalism? Family Policy in Post-Soviet Russia,” Region 1, no. 1 (2012): 81. 
9 The process of presenting an issue as a big enough security threat that it legitimises extraordinary measures, see 

Buzan, Waever and De Wilde (1998). 
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Russian NGOs tried to securitise women from gender-based violence between 2000-2020? To 

answer this main question, the analysis is split into three subsidiary questions: 

1. What role has gender-based violence played in Russia since the fall of the Soviet Union 

and how have patriarchal and traditional values made victims of GBV into the 

subaltern?  

2. Which international resources have been available to Russian NGOs and how are NGOs 

limited by the Russian government in utilising these resources? 

3. How have Russian NGOs and activists tried to raise awareness of gender-based violence 

in Russia? 

By linking these questions on GBV, securitisation, the subaltern, and traditional values, this 

thesis intends to show the position that non-governmental actors can take in the securitisation 

process. It also intends to present the available actions and possibilities as well as the barriers 

they encounter when fighting GBV. Academically, it weighs in on the debate about the role of 

non-governmental actors in securitisation theory and about their relationship with the 

subaltern.10 It looks at the power of IOs in security issues and how IOs relate to local 

governments. Moreover, by linking traditional values with security and NGOs, the research 

sheds light on how values affect the process of securitisation and international cooperation. In 

addition, the thesis is relevant on a more practical level by giving insight into an vital issue that 

many people face every day. Gaining knowledge on how raising awareness of GBV in Russia 

has been tackled can be helpful for future endeavours to fight GBV, especially given the current 

international climate with regard to the sexual violence in the war in Ukraine. 

 The thesis is structured as follows. In the introduction, the historiography section 

provides an account of the existing literature on the topic. Next, the theoretical framework 

explains the concepts and theory that are used in the research: NGO, securitisation theory, the 

subaltern, gender-based violence, and traditional values. Lastly, the methodology section shows 

per subsequent chapter how the subsidiary questions will be answered and which sources will 

be used for this. Then, the three main chapters will each answer one of the subsidiary questions. 

Finally, the conclusion answers the main question, discusses the limits of the research, and 

gives some suggestions for further research. 

 

 

 
10 Sarah Bertrand, “Can the Subaltern Securitize? Postcolonial Perspectives on Securitization Theory and Its 

Critics,” European Journal of International Security 3, no. 3 (October 2018): 281–283, 

https://doi.org/10.1017/eis.2018.3. 
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Historiography 

 

The literature that has been in the thesis pertains to four topics: GBV in Russia, the role of 

NGOs, the subaltern, and traditional values. Researchers on GBV in Russia have analysed 

different instances and types of violence and how the responses to them have developed. Janet 

Johnson, who studies gender violence in Russia, describes the development of gender violence 

since the fall of the Soviet Union (SU). She also studies the role of NGOs and foreign 

intervention in this development.11 Together with Aino Saarinen, Johnson analyses the role of 

NGOs and women’s centres in fighting against gender violence in an increasingly authoritarian 

state.12 Jäppinen and Johnson identify the decreasing visibility of violence against women as 

the state’s focus shifts more toward child abuse.13 Semukhina analyses why in 2017 domestic 

violence (DV) was decriminalised in Russia.14 These sources provide useful context to the 

development of GBV in Russia, and link it to NGOs and the roles of the Russian government, 

and Russian values. By adding the idea of the subaltern, this thesis further analyses the 

constraints faced by the victims of GBV.  

Second, in the literature on the role of NGOs, the possibilities and limits of their work 

are discussed. Buchely (2013), Davies (2017) and Tana Johnson (2016) focus on how NGOs 

matter in international relations. Buchely writes about the intermediary position of NGOs 

between the state and civil society. She finds that international relations can affect the goals of 

NGOs, so they need to be aware of their accountability, as they represent others.15 Davies finds 

that representation and legitimacy can be blind spots in NGOs’ behaviour in international 

politics.16 Tana Johnson thinks NGOs can have a fruitful cooperation with international 

 
11 Janet Elise Johnson, Gender Violence in Russia: The Politics of Feminist Intervention, (Bloomington, US: 

Indiana University Press, 2009). http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uunl/detail.action?docID=485247. 
12 Janet Elise Johnson and Aino Saarinen, “Assessing Civil Society in Putin’s Russia: The Plight of Women’s 

Crisis Centers,” Communist and Post-Communist Studies 44, no. 1 (March 1, 2011): 41–52, 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.postcomstud.2011.01.002. 
13 Maija Jäppinen and Janet Elise Johnson, “The State to the Rescue? The Contested Terrain of Domestic 

Violence in Ppostcommunist Russia,” in Gender Violence in Peace and War: States of Complicity, ed. Victoria 

Sanford et al. (New Brunswick, US: Rutgers University Press, 2016), 146-157. 

https://doi.org/10.36019/9780813576206-011. 
14 Olga Semukhina, “The Decriminalization of Domestic Violence in Russia,” Demokratizatsiya 28, no. 1 

(Winter 2020), 15–45, https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A614996973/AONE?u=utrecht&sid=bookmark-

AONE&xid=7ee8bce9. 
15 Lina Buchely, “The NGO-Isation Dilemma: International Cooperation, Grassroots Relations, and Government 

Action from an Accountability Perspective: A Case Study of Colombian Migration NGOs and the National 

System of Migration,” Buffalo Public Interest Law Journal 31 (2013), 63–116, 

https://digitalcommons.law.buffalo.edu/bpilj/vol31/iss1/2. 
16 Thomas Richard Davies, “Understanding Non-Governmental Organizations in World Politics: The Promise 

and Pitfalls of the Early ‘Science of Internationalism,’” European Journal of International Relations 23, no. 4 

(December 1, 2017), 884–905, https://doi.org/10.1177/1354066116679243. 
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bureaucracies because they promote transnational cooperation and are less bound by the rules 

of the international system.17 Daucé (2014) and Joachim (2003) focus on other aspects of 

NGOs. Joachim analyses how the UN has tried to improve women’s rights to assess the ways 

non-state actors can influence state interests.18 Daucé links NGO success with Russian policy 

and finds that, increasingly, administrative and legal measures limit what NGOs are capable 

of.19 The literature on NGOs shows how they can affect other actors, such as governments and 

intergovernmental actors. However, these sources do not analyse how values can affect NGOs’ 

effectiveness and what they need to be aware of when working with marginalised groups. By 

combining this literature on NGOs with the literature on GBV and traditional values, this gap 

is addressed and used to answer the research question. 

The literature on the subaltern finds its basis in the question of whether the subaltern 

can speak. Hansen argues that women in certain dangers are unable to express their security 

problems and that it is thus important to acknowledge gender when researching specific security 

issues.20 Bertrand claims that the subaltern cannot speak, by introducing mechanisms excluding 

them from securitisation because someone else always has to speak for them.21 MacKenzie 

studies the representation of sexual wartime violence and argues for more attention to women’s 

experiences, in order to understand the dynamics and political dimension of sexual violence in 

a patriarchy.22 These works are relevant in understanding the position of victims of GBV and 

the actions NGOs need to take. They focus less on which options remain open to the subaltern 

or to others for effectively securitising. This thesis uses NGOs in Russia as a way to see how a 

subaltern can be spoken for. 

 Lastly, several authors write about the role of traditional values in Russia, which are 

conservative ideas about the family and sexuality. This is relevant for the thesis due to the 

centrality of gender in the research topic. Wilkinson argues that vaguely defined traditional 

values are a vehicle for the state to regulate citizens’ behaviour. They enable the state to 

 
17 Tana Johnson, “Cooperation, Co-Optation, Competition, Conflict: International Bureaucracies and Non-

Governmental Organizations in an Interdependent World,” Review of International Political Economy 23, no. 5 

(September 2, 2016), 737–767, https://doi.org/10.1080/09692290.2016.1217902. 
18 Jutta Joachim, “Framing Issues and Seizing Opportunities: The UN, NGOs, and Women’s Rights,” 

International Studies Quarterly 47, no. 2 (2003), 247–74, https://www.jstor.org/stable/3693544. 
19 Françoise Daucé, “The Government and Human Rights Groups in Russia: Civilized Oppression?,” Journal of 

Civil Society 10, no. 3 (July 3, 2014), 239–54, https://doi.org/10.1080/17448689.2014.941087. 
20 Lene Hansen, “The Little Mermaid’s Silent Security Dilemma and the Absence of Gender in the Copenhagen 

School,” Millennium 29, no. 2 (June 1, 2000): 285-287, https://doi.org/10.1177/03058298000290020501. 
21 Sarah Bertrand, “Can the Subaltern Securitize,” 281–283. 
22 Megan H. MacKenzie, “Conclusion: Displacing War Mythology and Developmental Logic,” in Female 

Soldiers in Sierra Leone : Sex, Security, and Post-Conflict Development, (New York: NYU Press, 2012), 138-

142, https://doi.org/10.18574/nyu/9780814761373.003.0008. 



8 

 

legitimise any policy by claiming traditional values.23 Sharafutdinova continues this line of 

thought by analysing the response to the feminist band Pussy Riot and concludes that using 

traditional values to consolidate power has increased since the 2000s.24 Muravyeva states that 

by presenting traditional values as part of the Russian identity, the values become more difficult 

to argue with.25 Erofeeva analyses the role of the Russian Orthodox Church and finds that 

limiting abortion, LGBT+ rights, and protection from DV are ways to keep their political 

power.26 Chernova arrives at a similar conclusion by looking at Russian abortion rights – she 

finds that Russian authorities have linked the idea of the Russian family with the idea of a 

national Russian identity.27 These texts offer a comprehensive analysis of the pervasiveness and 

consequences of traditional values but focus largely on how they legitimise policy and not on 

how they affect NGOs. This gap will also be addressed by this thesis, as it analyses the link of 

these values with the limits faced by securitising actors. 

   

Theoretical Framework 

 

This thesis uses several concepts to structure the research. The most important ones are 

explained below: NGO, securitisation theory, the subaltern, gender-based violence, and 

traditional values. These concepts are often referred to in the chapters of the thesis and 

determine what elements need to be looked at in the analysis. 

 

NGO 

An NGO is a non-governmental organisation, which means that members of the organisation 

cannot be linked to the state and thus operates independently from a government.28 An NGO 

also has non-profit objectives, which generally means it has some social or political goal. In its 

interactions with governmental and intergovernmental actors, NGOs are often seen as 

 
23 Cai Wilkinson, “Putting ‘Traditional Values’ Into Practice: The Rise and Contestation of Anti-

Homopropaganda Laws in Russia,” Journal of Human Rights 13, no. 3 (July 3, 2014): 366-369, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14754835.2014.919218 
24 Gulnaz Sharafutdinova, “The Pussy Riot Affair and Putin’s Démarche from Sovereign Democracy to 

Sovereign Morality,” Nationalities Papers 42, no. 4 (July 2014), 615–21, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00905992.2014.917075. 
25 Marianna Muravyeva, “Conservative Jurisprudence and the Russian State”, Europe-Asia Studies 69, no.8 

(September 2017), 1145–52, https://doi.org/10.1080/09668136.2017.1377504. 
26 Lyubov Vladimirovna Erofeeva, “Traditional Christian Values and Women’s Reproductive Rights in Modern 

Russia—Is a Consensus Ever Possible?,” American Journal of Public Health 103, no. 11 (November 2013): 

1931–34, https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2013.301329. 
27 Chernova, “New Pronatalism?” 
28 Davies, “Understanding Non-Governmental,” 892. 
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advocators for certain norms and as aiming to get states to adopt international norms in their 

practices.29 In this thesis, NGOs are the main actors to be observed, as are the norms and 

practices that they promote. It specifically looks at Russia-based NGOs looking to promote 

actions against GBV in order to ultimately change the Russian state’s practices on this issue. 

 

Securitisation theory 

Securitisation theory, introduced by Buzan, Waever, and De Wilde, suggests how an actor can 

legitimise immediate action or extraordinary policy by politicising an issue in such a way that 

it will be seen as a big enough threat for requiring this action.30 The theory identifies certain 

actors and actions operating in this process. The securitising actor is the actor who does the 

securitising and states that something is being threatened. This is usually a political leader, 

pressure group, or government.31 It identifies an issue as an existential threat, meaning that it 

endangers the continued existence of the threatened group. The people or thing, such as the 

state, that is being threatened and needs to be protected is referred to as the referent object.32 

To get people to accept the issue as an existential threat, the securitising actor performs a 

securitising move: the discourse or action through which the issue is named a threat.33 Although 

securitisation theory traditionally looks at speech acts as securitising moves, this thesis also 

looks at the actions of the securitising actors. The last important factor for securitisation is the 

audience, those who need to be convinced by the securitising move.34 This thesis uses the wider 

understanding of the audience of Léonard and Kaunert, who emphasise that there are usually 

multiple audiences to a securitising move, and for the move to be successful the securitising 

actor should consider the different contexts and understandings of the world the audiences 

have.35 If an audience is convinced, this may not immediately lead to policy change, for not all 

audiences have the power of authority to accomplish this. Instead, it can give moral support 

which, if it sufficiently changes the public mood, might lead to increased support for eventual 

policy change.36  

 
29 Ibid., 893. 
30 Barry Buzan, Ole Waever and Jaap de Wilde, Security: A New Framework for Analysis (Boulder: Lynne 

Rienner Publisher, 1998): 23. 
31 Buzan, Waever and De Wilde, Security, 40. 
32 Ibid., 36. 
33 Ibid., 25. 
34 Ibid. 
35 Sarah Léonard and Christian Kaunert, “Reconceptualizing the Audience in Securitization Theory” in 

Securitization Theory: How Security Problems Emerge and Dissolve, ed. Thierry Balzacq (Oxon: Taylor & 

Francis Group, 2010), 60, https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203868508. 
36 Léonard and Kaunert, “Reconceptualizing the Audience,” 67. 
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 For the analysis, this thesis considers Russian NGOs to be the securitising actor that 

tries to secure Russian women – the referent object - from GBV – the existential threat. The 

analysis focuses mainly on the securitising moves made by the NGOs and on the different 

audiences they try to convince. It also considers the context in which these audiences are 

targeted by the securitising move, in order to make clear which specific type of support they 

might be offered. However, the analysis does not look at the effectiveness of the act of 

securitisation and at the exact extraordinary measures it may lead to. This is because the analysis 

is not meant to be an evaluation of the success of the NGOs, but rather looks at the role they 

take up in fighting GBV and the characteristics of their securitising moves depending on the 

audience. 

 

Subaltern 

The idea of the subaltern, as described in the historiography, originated as a critique of 

securitisation theory. The concept refers to a group within a society that is “marginalised, 

disenfranchised or ‘bottom rungs’”.37 By definition, the subaltern has less access to power and 

resources than others within their society. As a securitising actor needs a certain amount of 

power to convince audiences of the existential threat, a subaltern, who does not have this power, 

will have a difficult time securitising themselves. In this case, others will have to securitise for 

the subaltern, which can be difficult to do correctly because it requires a lot of knowledge, 

empathy and interpretation.38 Chapter 1 shows why victims of GBV can be considered the 

subaltern in Russian society. As such, NGOs are securitising for them. 

 

Gender-based violence 

According to the UN, gender-based violence “refers to harmful acts directed at an individual 

based on their gender.” 39 This can take many forms, such as sexual, physical, and mental harm, 

threats, coercion, DV, and child marriage. This thesis focuses on GBV rather than ‘regular’ 

violence because it is directly related to gender inequality and thus to a subaltern group that 

cannot securitise themselves. This means there are various values and actors to consider when 

trying to understand the problem, which makes it an interesting problem to study. In Russia, 

types of GBV that are prevalent are DV, sexual violence, human trafficking, bridal abductions, 

 
37 Bertrand, “Can the Subaltern Securitize”, 282. 
38 Ibid., 283. 
39 “Gender-based violence,” UNHCR. 
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and honour killings.40 To limit the scope of the research, this thesis mostly looks into the 

dynamics of DV and sexual violence. 

 

Traditional values 

Traditional values refer to a set of conservative values used in Russian political discourse that 

prescribe the morality of society. Traditional values are often employed by and connected to 

Orthodox Christianity and focus inter alia on protecting the family, limiting abortion, and 

limiting LGBTQ+ rights. Traditional values and GBV are connected: traditional values place 

certain expectations and limits on women, which may lead both to an easier acceptance of GBV 

and the prioritisation of other values, such as the ‘traditional’ family, over women’s safety. 

Since they are used by the state as a legitimisation of policies, traditional values can also be 

seen as a tool of the state in securitising certain issues.41 This concept is therefore important for 

understanding the context in which victims of GBV and NGOs have to move. 

 

Methodology 

 

This thesis aims to answer how and in which context NGOs have tried to securitise women 

from GBV between 2000-2020. To answer this, the chapters are structured according to three 

subsidiary questions. The first question is what role has gender-based violence played in Russia 

since the fall of the Soviet Union and how have patriarchal and traditional values made victims 

of GBV into the subaltern? The period between the fall of the SU and the year 2000 is included 

to give an idea of what preceded the timeframe of the analysis. This chapter provides the 

historical background that frames the NGOs’ securitisation and shows the position of the 

Russian state during this time. This is important for understanding the context that the audiences 

live in. It also analyses why victims of GBV are the subaltern and what this means for NGOs 

as securitising actor. It also shows the scope of GBV in Russia. The first part of the question is 

answered by using academic literature on GBV, traditional values, and the patriarchy in Russia 

such as Jäppinen and Johnson42, Arbatova43, Connolly,44 and Wilkinson.45 It also uses data from 

 
40 ANNA National Centre for the Prevention of Violence, Violence Against Women, 2. 
41 Wilkinson, “Putting ‘Traditional Values’ Into Practice,” 365-368. 
42 Jäppinen and Johnson, “The State to the Rescue?” 
43 Nadia Arbatova, “Russia and the EU: A New Framework for Russian Domestic and Foreign Policies,” Irish 

Studies in International Affairs 19 (2008): 33-42, https://www.jstor.org/stable/25469834. 
44 Richard Connolly, “Western Sanctions and the Russian Response,” in Connolly, Russia’s Response to 

Sanctions: How Western Economic Statecraft Is Reshaping Political Economy in Russia (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2018), 56-77, https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108227346. 
45 Wilkinson, “Putting ‘Traditional Values’ Into Practice. 
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reports on GBV from the United Nations (UN)46 and Human Rights Watch (HRW)47 to 

illustrate the prevalence of GBV in Russia. 

 The second subsidiary question aims to show the international possibilities for NGOs. 

By understanding which international resources have been available to Russian NGOs and how 

NGOs are limited by the Russian government in utilising these resources, this thesis considers 

if and how NGOs are able to securitise women from GBV by involving international actors in 

their securitising moves. First, academic literature by Murdie48, Ware49, and others is used to 

illustrate how NGOs and international NGOs (INGOs) might work together on value-based 

issues. Then, the effectiveness of international enforcement mechanisms is studied to see how 

these can complement Russian NGOs in their securitisation. Last, this chapter analyses Russia’s 

statements in the meeting notes of Security Council meetings on Women, Peace and Security 

between 2000-2021. These provide insight into the views of the Russian government on 

international interference and indicate how the government can limit the opportunities given by 

the international mechanisms.  

The last subsidiary question is a primary source analysis to answer: How have Russian 

NGOs and activists tried to raise awareness of gender-based violence in Russia? Relating it to 

the findings from the earlier two chapters, this chapter looks at what Russian NGOs have done 

and said in their securitising moves and which audiences they have targeted domestically and 

internationally. For this, three sets of sources are used. Firstly, the projects of the Russian NGOs 

the women’s centre ANNA50, Nasiliu.Net51, and the women’s centre Kitezh52 are studied. These 

organisations try to fight GBV in Russia. The roles of the founders of these organisations are 

alsy analysed: Anna Rivina, head of Nasiliu.Net, and Marina Pisklakova-Parker, who started 

ANNA in 199353. Analysing how these women and their organisations have spoken and written 

about GBV and what kind of actions they have undertaken, the thesis intends to show how they 

 
46 United Nations Economic and Social Council, Report of the Special Rapporteur on Violence against Women, 

its Causes and Consequences, Yakin Ertürk: addendum, E/CN.4/2006/61/Add.2 (26 January 2006), accessed on 

14 June 2022, https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/566255. 
47 Human Rights Watch, “I Could Kill You and No One Would Stop Me” Weak State Response to Domestic 

Violence in Russia (US: 25 October 2018), accessed on 14 June 2022, https://www.hrw.org/report/2018/10/25/i-

could-kill-you-and-no-one-would-stop-me/weak-state-response-domestic-violence. 
48 Amanda Murdie, Help or Harm: The Human Security Effects of International NGOs (Redwood City, US: 

Stanford University Press, 2014). 
49 Anthony Ware, Context-sensitive Development : How International NGOs Operate in Myanmar (Sterling, US: 

Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2012. 
50 “Anna - Tzentr Protiv Nasilija v Otnoshenii Zhenshchin,” ANNA, accessed on 14 June 2022, https://anna-

center.ru/. 
51 “Glavnaja - Nasiliu.net,” Nasiliu.Net, accessed 14 June 2022. Https://nasiliu.net/. 
52 “Kitezh Tzentr,” Kitezh, accessed 14 June 2022, https://kitezh-center.ru/. 
53 Madeline Roache, “Russia’s leaders won’t deal with a domestic violence epidemic. These women stepped up 

instead,” TIME, 3 March 2021, https://time.com/5942127/russia-domestic-violence-women/. 
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have tried to securitise women from GBV in Russia. Next, statements from these same activists 

and NGOs in foreign media are analysed to see how the actors have represented GBV to 

international audiences. Here, articles and videos from several media outlets such as The 

Guardian and The Moscow Times are analysed. Lastly, reports by NGOs to the UN on violence 

against women are studied to investigate how they have tried to securitise by reaching out to 

IOs and which audiences were reached through this. 
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CHAPTER 1: GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE IN RUSSIA 

 

To understand how to take action against a problem, it is necessary to grasp why something is 

an issue. This chapter looks at how Russian society has dealt with GBV between the fall of the 

SU and 2020 and how patriarchal and traditional values have made victims of GBV into the 

subaltern. First, a historical overview of these three decades is given in which the development 

of Russia’s GBV activism, state mechanisms and politics is described. This provides the context 

for the subsequent analysis of the thesis and sets out the scope of the problem. Then, it is shown 

how the prevailing patriarchal and traditional values in Russian society have led to the 

marginalisation of victims of GBV, putting them in the position of the subaltern. This section 

also shows the lack of securitisation or even counter-securitisation from the Russian 

government regarding GBV. In sum, this chapter shows how the actions open to Russian NGOs 

have been determined by the national context and how this affects their position in the 

securitisation process. 

  

The 1990s: the emergence of women’s centres 

 

In the SU, the perspective on women balanced between them being an important part of the 

workforce and being the mothers of the Union’s future. The first position was promoted through 

policies such as relatively equal pay and labour opportunities, which was rather progressive for 

that time.54 The latter created a large emphasis on gender roles that elevated the importance of 

the family for the good of communism. As such, domestic violence (DV), though disapproved 

of, was seen as a private family situation rather than a crime or gender issue.55 Assistance to 

victims occurred on a more informal basis. Thus, despite the SU’s progressive attitude to certain 

women’s rights, violence against women was not discussed much. 

The fall of the SU and the end of the Cold War in 1991 started a chaotic decade but also 

opened Russia up for contact with the West. This in turn came with attention from Western 

organisations interested in GBV in Russia. Foreign funding from these organisations enabled 

Russians to start women’s centres aimed at protecting women from GBV. With the 

establishment of ANNA in 1993, which was the first helpline for DV, and Syostri, an 

organisation focused on sexual assault, women’s crisis centres in Moscow started to raise 

 
54 Gillian Pascall and Nick Manning, “Gender and Social Policy: Comparing Welfare States in Central and 
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awareness of GBV in a more organised manner.56 The second half of the 1990s saw a quick 

increase in the amount, location and specialisation of women’s centres. These centres offered 

legal assistance and started campaigns such as self-defence training.57 The biggest limit these 

centres faced was that they were usually unable to offer long-term shelter, as this was very 

restricted by regulations.58 This meant that it was difficult for women to escape an abusive 

partner who lived with them. Still, due to the foreign funds that had come in with the global 

alliance of feminist and human rights organisations, women’s centres were relatively successful 

when compared to the rest of Russia’s civil society.59 The new focus of civil society on the 

dangers of GBV, though still marginal, laid the foundations for the later work Russian NGOs 

would carry out. 

 

The 2000s 

 

Despite the new focus on GBV of the period, there are no trustworthy data available on its 

prevalence. Russia did not undertake studies or surveys on whether women faced sexual or DV, 

and the lack of legislation on such violence means that many cases were not registered.60 The 

legal framework lacked the structure to combat DV and did not have a definition of 

discrimination on the basis of sex.61 Since DV was tried through private prosecution, meaning 

that a victim has to bring their own case forward, and many women did not have the resources 

for this, they were mostly excluded from justice.62 Despite the growing awareness, a survey 

from 2004 on the attitude towards violence against women in Moscow finds that only 33,3% of 

the male and 52,9% of the female participants thought it to be a serious problem. 18,6% of the 

men and 7,4% thought violence to be justified if a man found out that his wife had been 

unfaithful.63 Estimates – but not official data - from the Russian Ministry of Internal Affairs 
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61 United Nations, CEDAW, Concluding observations of the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination 

against Women (16 August 2010), 6, 

https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CEDAW%2fC%2fUSR

%2fCO%2f7&Lang=en. 
62 ANNA National Centre for the Prevention of Violence, Violence Against Women, 6. 
63 Andrew Stickley, Olga Kislitsyna, Irina Timofeeva, and Denny Vågerö, “Attitudes Toward Intimate Partner 

Violence Against Women in Moscow, Russia,” Journal of Family Violence 23, no. 6 (2008): 450-451. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10896-008-9170-y. 



16 

 

from 2008 indicate that 14.000 women a year were killed by relatives and that 40% of all serious 

violent crimes happened within the family.64 These numbers show the prevalence of the issue. 

Yet, the 2000s started well for the Russian activism scene – the number of women’s 

centres kept growing and foreign funding kept coming in.65 However, the terrorist attacks in 

the US on 11 September 2001 caused a shift in the global NGO focus and many sources of 

funding dried up in the early 2000s.66 On top of that, growing friction between global and local 

interpretations of what help to women should look like emerged. There were disputes over the 

role of feminism and what should be understood under GBV.67 Moreover, a strategy that was 

applicable in one country could not always be applied to the Russian context.68 Thus, the 

activism that had flourished in the early 2000s soon faced new challenges. 

 There also occurred a change in the relationship between Russia and the West compared 

to the previous decade. Vladimir Putin started his first presidential term in 2000, and though 

the positive stance towards Europe continued, Russia wanted to be seen as more of an equal 

partner in the interaction.69 On the one hand, there was a lot of cooperation on economic, energy 

and strategic levels.70 On the other, the expansions of the European Union (EU) and NATO 

were met with fierce disapproval from Russia, who felt this was an infringement on its sphere 

of influence.71 In their turn, the EU was worried about similar security issues because of 

Russia’s 2008 war in Georgia.72 This decade saw a lot of cooperation and even interdependency 

between Russia and the West, but with an underlying sense of suspicion that would affect NGOs 

in the following decade.  

 

The 2010s 

 

The ultimate turn in the relationship between Russia and the West came in 2014 when Russia 

annexed Crimea and instigated a military intervention in the Donbas region.73 The international 

community was taken aback by this operation and a broad sanctions regime from the US, EU 
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and other countries followed, aiming to express their disapproval and urging Russia to change 

its course of action.74 Russia responded to this with a campaign to securitise its economy; the 

international sanctions were continuously presented by the Russian government as an 

infringement on its national sovereignty.75 As will be shown in the next chapter, this discourse 

is illustrative of Russia’s view on foreign interference during the decade. 

 This attitude can similarly be seen in Russia’s domestic legislation. In 2012, the so-

called “foreign agent” law was introduced. This law requires NGOs to register as foreign agents 

if they receive foreign funding and are politically active.76 It led to an environment in which 

Russian NGOs that are foreign agents are looked at with distrust. At the same time, they were 

urged to depend more on state programs to make them less susceptible to foreign influences.77 

As many women’s rights organisations received foreign funding, they were brought into a 

difficult position by this law and several have had to shut down.78 Their effectiveness depended 

on how much they adhered to the government, which was concerning when their goals did not 

match.  

 At the same time, awareness of GBV and in particular DV grew. Some striking cases 

gained a lot of media attention, sparking discontentment. In 2017, Margerita Gracheva was 

attacked by her husband, who cut off both her hands. She had been to the police before when 

her husband beat her, but they had sent her home telling her they could not do anything. She 

survived the attack but to ensure her husband would serve more than a couple of years in prison, 

Gracheva had to go to the media to get public attention for her case.79 Another high-profile case 

was that of the Khachaturyan sisters – three young women who, after having been sexually and 

physically abused by their father for years, killed him and were consequently charged with 
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murder as a result of a conspiracy. 80 This provoked more inquiries into the Russian attitude and 

legislation on DV. 

 Partly because of this, several noteworthy changes were made in the second half of the 

2010s. In 2016, there was a short period of time in which a difference between violence among 

‘close persons’, family or people who are living together, and strangers was legally established. 

Before this, there was no mention of DV in Russian law at all.81 However, in 2017 DV was 

once again decriminalised: first-time offenses of poboi, which means simple battery and implies 

violence that does not cause injury, were moved from the criminal code to the administrative 

code. Because of this, punishment became either 15 days in prison, a fine of around €300, or 

community service. Moreover, the victim has to press charges instead of the state.82 According 

to ANNA, this results in fewer cases reported to the police but in a large increase in calls to the 

Centre’s crisis hotline.83 The decade thus ends with increased attention for GBV, but with less 

inclination of the state to address this. 

 

Victims of GBV as the subaltern 

 

The values that dominate Russian society and that are declared by the Russian state play an 

important role in creating an environment in which GBV is not considered to be the danger it 

is. A 2006 UN report on violence against women in Russia finds that the inferior position of 

Russian women indicates “deep-rooted patriarchal values.”84 Russia has a patriarchal culture, 

“which lauds machismo for men and rewards traditional forms of femininity for women”85 and 

consequently can use the idea of manliness as a definition of power.86 Women and femininity 

are placed in a lower position of power, so by using gender norms one can legitimise the 

political power of the male.87 This distinguishment was reinforced when Vladimir Putin came 

into power. He is portrayed as the ultimate example of strength and masculinity and therefore 
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the most suitable person to lead Russia. Masculinity is also used to delegitimise other countries 

by liking them to typical female qualities.88 This type of patriarchal discourse, emphasising the 

importance of strength and the shame of weakness, affects the position of women as they are 

consequently portrayed as less strong and capable.89 Thus, in cases of GBV, the reigning 

discourse means that a man is often automatically considered to be more capable. 

 The idea of typical gender roles in society is also being upheld by the emphasis the 

Russian government places on ‘traditional values’. These values are often mentioned by the 

Russian government or Orthodox Church and, while not officially defined, focus on sustaining 

the so-called traditional family unit of a married man and woman with children. By idealizing 

this family and equating it with the state, a danger to the traditional values implies a danger to 

national security. 90 Therefore, the state can legitimise its policies by portraying them as a threat 

to traditional values. Similarly, any issue that is remotely related to the role of the family can 

be either dismissed as a private problem or elevated to a threat to the state.91 Traditional values, 

like patriarchal ones, are therefore a tool used in Russia to legitimise certain policies. 

 Because of the patriarchal and traditional values, it is difficult for women in Russia to 

fight against GBV. Their position in a patriarchal society gives them less access to power than 

men. Research done in 2010 by ANNA shows that women who tried to report DV were regularly 

sent away by the police who claim that this is a personal problem that should be solved within 

the family.92 The patriarchal culture has made it so that the woman is less important than the 

man, and the strength and position of the man are more appreciated than the consequences of 

this for the woman. Although it might seem that traditional values, and thus the protection of 

the family, would mean that DV is a threat to the family and thus should be tackled, the contrary 

has happened. Reporting DV might break up a family, and as the family is the cornerstone of 

the Russian state, reporting DV is also a danger to the state. Standing up for women’s rights 

becomes a stance against what is considered to be the Russian identity.93 

 Thus, the prevalence of patriarchal and traditional values causes women to be taken less 

seriously when trying to securitise themselves from GBV. The Russian government has not 

done a lot to tackle GBV and has even counter-securitised the issue by framing reporting the 

issue within traditional values as a threat against Russia. The decriminalisation in 2017 can be 
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considered a move of counter-securitisation in its own right, as it is a policy that makes the 

threat seem smaller rather than larger. Russian patriarchy already put women in a lesser position 

than men. Add the impact of traditional values and the actions of the Russian government on 

GBV, and female victims of GBV have even less access to power and resources – their problems 

are not taken seriously and they cannot get the help they need to improve their situation. This 

puts them in a marginalised position in Russian society and thus in the position of the 

subaltern.94 As this makes it difficult for victims of GBV to properly securitise themselves and 

the Russian government is not doing much to securitise them, NGOs can try to fill this gap and 

play a role in the securitisation process. 
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CHAPTER 2: FOREIGN ACTORS AND MECHANISMS 

 

Whereas the first chapter looked at the national context of the securitisation of GBV in Russia, 

this chapter analyses the international possibilities and tries to answer: which international 

resources have been available to Russian NGOs and how are NGOs limited by the Russian 

government in utilising these resources?95 First, using academic literature, the chapter looks at 

the cooperation between local NGOs and international NGOs (INGOs) to see the limits and 

opportunities of INGOs. Next, it studies international human rights treaties and their 

enforcement mechanisms to see the role these can play in helping victims of GBV. Last, it 

considers the attitude of the Russian government on international interference in women’s rights 

by studying the Russian statements made in the meetings of UN meetings on Women, Peace 

and Security.96 

 

INGOs 

 

In the cooperation between a local NGO and an INGO, there are many factors that both actors 

have to take into account to effectively seek or give aid. The first factor to consider is 

representation, which is important both for how the NGO is seen domestically and for how the 

INGO presents its involvement to the NGO. For a local NGO, how it is represented by the 

cooperation with an INGO matters in two ways. First, if their input is not adequately taken into 

account in the execution of the INGOs’ actions.97 When a local NGO is not allowed to actively 

help with the implementation, there is a chance that this solution will not entirely fit the 

problem.98 Second, if it seems like a solution is mostly offered by the INGO, the local 

population might either not feel like the NGO really contributes or, more seriously, feel like 

they are being misrepresented by the NGO. This becomes a bigger problem when elevated to 

the government level; tension between the national government and the INGO can hinder the 

effectiveness of cooperation. If the national government views transnational cooperation 
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negatively, the NGO might alienate whatever goodwill they have with the government.99 The 

Russian foreign agent law is a good example of this: by working together with a foreign entity, 

local NGOs are painted as non-Russian. A Russian NGO thus has to balance getting foreign aid 

and acknowledging what this might mean for their position in Russian society. Similarly, an 

INGO needs to know the local historical and political context of an issue to understand the 

problem and how best to tackle it.100 If either partner does not relate to the issue at hand, the 

work is likely to be less successful.101 Understanding how a problem is represented locally is 

thus the first requirement for successful cooperation. 

Another important factor for cooperation is having shared values. If the global and local 

interests in the values affected by the foreign aid align, the (I)NGOs will face less backlash 

from their respective supporters.102 If either is uninterested, there will be little enthusiasm for 

change.103 If there are contrasting values, competition for resources or conflict over the values 

will occur and cooperation will be unlikely.104 International organisations, therefore, have to 

consider how aid will be received – given funding might be spent differently by the NGO than 

expected if insufficient research has been done into local values.105 If shared values are missing, 

an international organisation will have to spend time and resources on creating those values in 

the target state before moving on to more concrete actions.106 Accordingly, problems that are 

more value-related require a different approach than those on which people more or less agree. 

Consequently, tackling GBV can become quite contested when the above factors are not 

taken into account. An example of what can go wrong can be seen in the operation against 

female genital mutilation (FGM) in the 1990s. The framing by Northern NGOs of FGM as a 

practice from primitive societies created a larger sense of FGM as a cultural custom instead of 

decreasing the practice.107 In this instance, Western action was understood as Western 

imperialism and the imposition of values. A commonly used strategy like naming and shaming, 
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in which a group or government is publicly called out and condemned for doing something, can 

be less effective in women’s rights campaigns due to the range of interpretations of such 

rights.108 It is therefore especially important to understand the norms and values surrounding 

the issue when attempting to improve women’s rights. 

The correct framing of the issue can help the success of the campaign, but also comes 

with certain pitfalls. Because bodily integrity is a more generally accepted value, it is easier to 

mobilise people against violence against women than against discrimination against women109 

or reproductive health.110 Choosing to focus on more widely accepted concepts makes it easier 

to adapt activities to a culture. Yet this framing also makes it easy to leave out several types of 

harm, like psychological harm, due to the broad interpretation of the definition.111 As will be 

shown later in the chapter, the Russian government prefers to focus on women’s participation 

in finding solutions rather than looking at GBV from a human rights perspective. Defining 

women’s rights in a way that is accepted yet also points at the intended factors of the issue is 

thus important when trying to reach the right audiences. 

 

Enforcement mechanisms 

 

Russia has been part of several international organisations that vow to defend human rights. 

Russia has ratified the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) via the UN’s Helsinki 

Accords in 1975 and up till 16 March, 2022 was a member of the Council of Europe (CoE) and 

thus endorsed the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR).112 This section looks into 

the reasons why Russia agreed to join these treaties at those times and whether or not they have 

been effective in enforcing its judgments and recommendations. It also looks at the Istanbul 

Convention of 2011 which Russia has not signed. As such, it gives insight into how these 
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documents can be of use for Russian NGOs and whether they are limited in this by the Russian 

government. 

The UDHR was established in 1948 by the UN General Assembly and presents the 

fundamental human rights that need to be protected. It asserts, for example, the right to life, 

freedom of expression, and freedom from torture.113 The UN monitors these rights through 

committees and councils such as the Human Rights Council and the CEDAW Committee. 

Alleged victims of human rights violations can go to these bodies.114 If the issue is discussed, 

the body will come up with reports and recommendations. The UDHR however does not have 

legal enforcement mechanisms but depends on the strong commitment of the states and the 

However, the UDHR is in itself not legally binding and is rather considered effective due to a 

very strong commitment by the states115 and the leverage it provides other actors.116 

Russia initially did not adopt the UDHR; this only happened in 1975 via the SU’s 

ratification of the Helsinki Accords. This document focuses on security and cooperation in 

Europe and was an important attempt to bring the two Cold War blocs closer together. The 

Accords aimed at cooperation on the international security, economic, scientific and 

environmental, and humanitarian levels.117 There is a human rights section, but this mainly 

focuses on freedom of press and travel.118 Yet it also includes the following: “They [the 

participating States] will also fulfill their obligations as set forth in the international 

declarations and agreements in this field, including inter alia the International Covenants on 

Human Rights, by which they may be bound.”119 Through this, the UDHR was automatically 

adopted by the SU when it adopted the Helsinki Accords. Like the UDHR, the Helsinki Accords 

are not legally binding. According to Dai, its importance lies in how the document offers new 
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opportunities for existing human rights movements in the SU.120 Despite the little enthusiasm 

about the contents, Brezhnev, the leader of the SU at the time, signed the Accords because he 

saw it as a concrete step in defining détente and peaceful coexistence.121 The adoption of the 

UDHR thus seems to be a by-product of its time. 

One of the committees that works to enforce the UDHR is the Committee on the 

Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW 

Committee) which enacts the CEDAW Treaty.122 This treaty states that “states should condemn 

violence against women and should not invoke any custom, tradition or religious consideration 

to avoid their obligations with respect to its elimination. States should pursue by all appropriate 

means and without delay a policy of eliminating violence against women.”123 Ergo, as Russia 

has ratified the UDHR, the country also vows to do what is necessary to stop violence against 

women. To this end, Russia reports every four years on its development on this issue, 

whereupon the CEDAW Committee evaluates these reports. The concluding comments of the 

Committee on Russia’s report from 2002 find that they welcome Russia’s participation in other 

Acts but recommend the adoption of specific legislation and definition regarding discrimination 

on the basis of sex and violence against women.124 This recommendation is reiterated in the 

reports from 2010125 and 2015.126 Despite this emphasis by the CEDAW Committee, Russia 

did not adopt the recommendation. These reports include more recommendations, but this 

illustrates that the CEDAW Treaty can be little binding if a country chooses to ignore a 

proposal. 
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The second important document is the ECHR,127 which is a convention outlining the 

basic human rights that have to be protected for the citizens and inhabitants of the countries of 

the CoE. This Council is not part of the EU but has 47 members that have ratified the ECHR to 

protect democracy and human rights.128 First signed in 1950 and brought into effect in 1953, 

this convention is an addition to the UDHR as it has more legally binding mechanisms than the 

UDHR.129 Russia became a member of the CoE in 1996 and ratified the ECHR two years 

later.130 Individuals can bring their cases of violations of their rights by the state to the European 

Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) if they have gone through all their legal options 

domestically.131 If the ruling is against the state, it has three obligations: make compensation 

payments, take further action to protect the individual, and take action to prevent similar 

violations.132 These measures mean that the ECHR has more immediate legal consequences for 

a member than the UDHR. 

Between 2003 and 2021, many cases of violence against women and DV have come 

before the Court. These then relate to violations of articles like Art. 3 prohibition of torture and 

inhuman or degrading treatment, Art. 8 right to respect for private life, and Art. 14 prohibition 

of discrimination. However, Sundstrom et al. notice that the circumstances in which an 

applicant can effectively go to the ECtHR for gender-based discrimination are rather slim 

because the Court is hesitant to use Art. 14.133 This creates a barrier for applicants. Nonetheless, 

Russia has been convicted of several violations. In 2008, a violation of Art. 3 in the case of 

Maslova and Nalbandov v. Russia, in which the applicant had been raped and tortured while in 

police custody.134 In 2010, the case of Rantsev v. Cyprus and Russia determined that Russia 
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had failed to protect a trafficked woman’s right to freedom of slavery and forced labour (Art. 

4).135 In 2019, Volodina v. Russia stated violations of Art. 3 and Art. 14 because the state had 

failed to protect the applicant from physical and psychological ill-treatment by her ex-

partner.136 The 2021 case of Tunikova and Others v. Russia found violations of Art. 3 and Art. 

14 when the applicants had faced DV from their partners.137 These convictions are not aimed 

at the perpetrators, but at Russia for failing to protect their citizens’ rights. 

Although a convicted state has three obligations, Russia generally pays the 

compensation to the applicants but rarely implements new policies or measures following a 

verdict.138 Although the Russian Constitutional Court started referencing ECtHR decisions in 

the early 2000s, the country resisted the ratification of a new protocol to simplify procedures 

between 2006 and 2010.139 In 2015, it adopted a law that allows ECtHR judgments to be 

overturned if they seem ‘unenforceable’, essentially placing Russian jurisprudence over that of 

the ECtHR.140 Although the ECtHR has more enforcement mechanisms than the UDHR, this 

growing resistance to it from within Russia has enabled the country to implement less than 

required. 

The growing resistance to more international intervention in Russia’s women’s rights 

can also be seen in the proceedings surrounding the 2011 Istanbul Convention, officially called 

the Convention on preventing and combating violence against women and domestic violence. 

This CoE convention became rather disputed over its definition of gender as “socially 

constructed roles, behaviors, activities and attributes that a given society considers appropriate 

for women and men” and its requirement that states should foster cultural change in how male 

or female behaviour is seen.141 The explicit connection of violence against women with 

discrimination caused Russia’s opposition, especially because the convention wants to confront 
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traditional gender norms.142 Seeing as Russia’s resistance to international intervention in 

general and its promotion of traditional values was already growing in the early 2010s, the 

Istanbul Convention was an unwelcome development. As such, Russia has not signed it. 

This section has looked at the international legal mechanisms that are at work to protect 

women’s rights in Russia. These can help in Russian NGOs’ mission to securitise women from 

GBV. The UDHR, CEDAW Treaty, and ECHR each focus on protecting certain women’s rights 

and have their own mechanisms, whether through legal or social means, to enforce these. 

However, Russia’s growing resistance in the last decade has made the documents less effective. 

With the termination of Russia’s membership in the CoE in 2022, the most binding mechanism 

that protects Russia’s women’s rights will no longer be working. This will leave Russian 

citizens with fewer resources to hold their state accountable. 

 

Russia’s stance on international interference 

 

The previous two sections have shown how INGOs and international enforcement mechanisms 

can be resources for Russian NGOs. Both also indicate how the Russian government can limit 

this. This section illustrates that further by showing the development in Russia’s stance on 

international interference with domestic issues. The UN Security Council, of which Russia is 

one of the five permanent members, has increasingly been discussing violence against women. 

One area it has focused on is Women, Peace and Security, on which t first adopted resolution 

1325 in 2000. This resolution stresses the participation of women in conflict resolution and 

urges members to protect women from GBV during conflicts.143 Since then it has accepted a 

total of eight resolutions on the topic. Although this thesis focuses on GBV in general and not 

only during conflict situations, the observations on Russia’s stance during the meetings on this 

issue are quite relevant. There are multiple bodies in which women’s rights are discussed; this 

is one example to illustrate Russia’s statements. It shows the development of the debate on 

women in the Security Council in general, the development of Russia’s position on GBV, and 

Russia’s position on UN intervention. Consequently, this relates to the changing opportunities 

for activists to reach out to foreign actors: Russia’s increasingly negative stance on this 

complicates the work of activists. 
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By analysing the statements made by the Russian Federation during forty-one Security 

Council meetings on Women, Peace and Security between 2000 and 2021, four trends in their 

public discourse become clear. First of all, circumstances in Russia are rarely mentioned. At 

the beginning of every statement, the representative of Russia stresses the importance of 

resolution 1325 and mentions which articles of this resolution still need more attention. The 

necessity for women’s participation in peace-building and conflict prevention is also mentioned 

in almost every meeting. However, specific circumstances in Russia are only mentioned in 

meeting 7289144 on 28 October 2014, 7374145 on 30 January 2015, 7428146 on 15 April 2015 

when discussing the role of Russia in the Donbas, and in meeting 7533 on 13 October 2015 

when referring to national responsibilities. There, Vitaly Churnik, a diplomat who was Russia’s 

Permanent Representative to the UN between 2006-2017, argued that the position of women in 

a certain state cannot be assessed by how resolution 1325 is implemented in national policy: 

“The Russian Federation … does not have such a plan. However, we have put in place all of 

the conditions necessary to fully realize the potential of women. This has made it possible to 

attract many bright, highly qualified women to politics.”147 Russia presents the system it has in 

place to stimulate women’s participation as sufficient without strict implementation of the 

resolution, choosing to see it as a guideline rather than a protocol. By not discussing specific 

Russian circumstances, they leave room for different interpretations. This also shows NGOs 

that Russia might prefer a less regulated form of mediation. 

A second development can be seen in how Russia sees the tasks of the Security Council 

on this issue and who can aid them with this. In the first half of the 2000s, it is mentioned 

several times that NGOs and civil society can play a role in helping with the needs of women 

in conflict situations because they have useful experience with this.148 Between 2004-2008, 
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Russia often supports the increased use of the CEDAW Treaty.149 After that, however, the 

message changes. Increasingly, Russia argues that there is no need for extra mechanisms or 

bureaucracy to tackle the mission set out by resolution 1325. It does vote in favour of the 

subsequent resolutions but generally prefers to improve the work of the existing mechanisms 

over creating new ones.150 Civil society and NGOs are only mentioned once in the 2010s.151 

This indicates that they are initially considered as possible partners in solving the problem of 

violence against women, but that in the 2010s they are no longer seen as such. 

Thirdly, the meeting records from the 2010s show an increased emphasis on limiting 

the Security Council’s focus and on cooperation with national governments. In the meeting of 

30 November 2012, the Deputy Permanent Representative Mr. Sergey Karev specifically aims 

this at types of violence against women: “The problems of family violence, women’s health, 

education and many others are being successfully dealt with by other United Nations bodies. 

The Council must, under resolution 1325 (2000), consider women’s issues solely as they relate 

to the theme of maintaining peace and security.”152 In 2018, Russia argues thusly: “the Security 

Council should focus specifically on issues directly related to establishing and maintaining 

international peace and security.”153 According to this message, the Security Council should 

not involve itself with questions that Russia considers to be domestic. This sentiment is also 

visible in the statement of 2 June 2016 in which Russia disapproves of the use of different 

terminology for discussing sexual violence; states should not be influenced in how they 

conceptualise “sexual orientation and gender identity”.154 Although the scope of the Council is 

naturally limited, this attitude does signify how Russia wanted to keep the Council’s actions 

within its mandate and was unhappy with an extension of its involvement. 
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Lastly, the importance of national sovereignty and the responsibility of the state is a 

prevalent message in the meeting statements between 2017 and 2021. In these, it is stated 

several times that national governments should be the main actor in protecting women in violent 

conflict and that the UN should mainly assist them with this.155 This follows years of statements 

on keeping the Security Council’s control limited, making this a more explicit stance on how 

Russia sees the relationship between the state and international bodies. In the meeting on 21 

October 2021, Russia explicitly states what they believe the main focus of the meetings on 

Women, Peace and Security should be: “families, mothers and traditional families, which are 

the moral foundation of any society.”156 Whereas previously they had argued that different 

perspectives should be respected, meaning their own perspective differing from the UN’s, this 

statement clearly shows what Russia considers to be the priority. 

Looking at how Russia’s statements in the Security Council meetings on Women, Peace 

and Security have developed over the last two decades, it becomes clear that its attitude toward 

outside intervention on the problem of violence against women has shifted. In the first half of 

the 2000s, Russia invited the expertise of NGOs and welcomed the use of the CEDAW Treaty. 

A period of emphasis on the limits of Security Council jurisdiction followed between 2008 and 

2015. During the last half of the 2010s, Russia argued that the main responsibility for solutions 

lay with national governments. This shows a change in how foreign assistance or intervention 

on women’s issues is perceived. As this correlates with the general development in Russia-

West relations, it cannot be concluded from these statements that this change is due to the 

content of the problem. It might not just be Russia’s attitude towards violence against women 

that has changed, but instead, this changing attitude might be a by-product of Russia looking 

more negatively at Western interference in general. Nor do these statements show how the 

circumstances for foreign aid changed in actuality. However, activists experience a change in 

attitude regardless of the origin. Even if it is because of Russia’s outlook on the West, women’s 

rights have become implicated in this. Moreover, since we know the foreign agent law from 

2014 altered the conditions for foreign aid, it is clear that the statements correlated with the 

practical implications of this law. Thus, where the 2000s saw quite some support from the 
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Russian government for the use of international mechanisms, the 2010s have seen more limits 

to Russian NGOs because of the government’s reluctance to accept foreign intervention. 

 

This chapter has aimed to give insight into the international resources available to Russian 

NGOs and the limitations created to these by the Russian government. It has shown that shared 

values are a good starting point for local-global cooperation between NGOs and INGOs; when 

these are not present, careful framing of the issue is required. International courts and 

conventions supply enforcement mechanisms to ensure human rights, but Russia’s interest in 

those has decreased over the last decade. Meanwhile, Russia’s statements in the Security 

Council meetings of the past two decades reveal that the country has moved from a rather 

positive public stance on international women’s rights bodies to an antagonistic one where UN 

action is seen as Western interference with Russia’s sovereignty. The negative development in 

West-Russia relations in the 2010s makes it harder for Russian NGOs and activists to reach 

foreign aid compared to the previous decade, as both INGOs and international courts are 

dependent on a certain amount of cooperation from the Russian government. The following 

chapter will look into the actions of Russian NGOs within this framework. 
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CHAPTER 3: RAISING AWARENESS 

 

Although the Russian government limits the securitisation of Russian victims of GBV, NGOs 

do have agency in fighting this problem. The previous chapters have focused mostly on the 

context and culture that Russian activists experience when doing their work. Chapter 1 

answered what GBV means in Russia and how traditional values affect its interpretation. 

Chapter 2 showed the international opportunities offered by INGOs and treaties and how Russia 

looks at this. This chapter looks at the actions of Russian NGOs. It aims to answer the following 

question: how have Russian NGOs and activists tried to raise awareness of gender-based 

violence in Russia? First, it looks at how NGOs have attempted to tackle GBV with domestic 

and international audiences, and then it connects these findings to the securitisation theory that 

was presented in the introduction. This provides the final observations to answer the main 

research question. 

 This chapter analyses projects and statements of three organisations. First, ANNA, a 

Moscow-based resource centre established in 1995 that aims to raise awareness of violence 

against women, and its founder Marina Pisklakova-Parker. Second, the organisation Nasiliu.Net 

and its founder Anna Rivina, who started this centre against DV in Moscow in 2015. 

Additionally, it analyses some projects from Kitezh, a women’s centre that provides support 

and housing to women and children fleeing DV in the Moscow region. These organisations are 

some of the most well-established women’s rights organisations in Russia. Lastly, reports to 

the CEDAW Committee by these and other organisations are considered.  

 To understand how these organisations have presented the importance of and solutions 

for GBV, the analysis considers multiple types of primary sources: the websites of the 

organisations, their domestic and international projects, interviews with the activists, statements 

in foreign media, and reports for the CEDAW Committee, HRW and the United Nations Human 

Rights Council (UNHRC). This selection of primary sources ensures that it is visible how the 

NGOs have presented the issue to different audiences. As Léonard and Kaunert state, different 

audiences can have different characteristics depending on what they know of the world.157 This 

affects what type of support they can give to the securitising move.158 Finding out if different 

audiences are approached with different securitising moves can therefore give insight into the 

importance of understanding the audience.  
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The findings can be split into three categories, each of which links to the elements from 

securitisation theory; the audiences and the representation of the existential threat are identified 

in order to understand the securitising moves. The first category is domestic projects, which 

provides insight into the securitising moves by showing how the NGOs try to convince people 

of the existential threat of GBV and what type of resources these NGOs offer the subaltern - 

the victims of GBV. The second is statements in foreign media, the analysis of which looks into 

the foreign reader of media as an audience and at how GBV is presented as an existential threat. 

Lastly, reports by NGOs for IOs and INGOs also analyse the different audiences and the 

representation of the threat. As such, this chapter shows which elements of securitisation theory 

are present in the strategies of the Russian NGOs in securitising women from GBV. 

 

Domestic campaigns 

 

Looking at the women’s rights organisations, their main activities are naturally focused on the 

domestic populations, seeing as their goal is to help the victims of GBV in Russia. The three 

NGOs have mostly overlapping missions and target groups, but each has its own projects and 

activities through which they aim to reach its goals. This section analyses the websites and 

projects of the Russian organisations to see how they present themselves and what their target 

audiences are. As these projects are usually not aimed at the government but directly at the 

(potential) victims or perpetrators of GBV, it is interesting to see which elements of 

securitisation can be observed. Considering the limited resources that a subaltern group like 

Russian victims of GBV has, it is a challenge for these women to make their situation less 

threatening. This section shows how NGOs try to overcome this issue of resources and how the 

audience of securitisation can be very diverse. 

 One of the main securitising actors among the Russian women’s rights NGOs is the 

women’s centre ANNA. ANNA was founded by Marina Pisklakova-Parker in 1993 as the first 

Russian DV hotline but has developed into a much bigger organisation that coordinates and 

shares resources, such as knowledge and specialists, with organisations all over Russia. Its main 

objectives are: “to raise awareness of violence against women in Russia; to strive for the 

creation of a national support system for female victims; to work with other partner 

organisations to improve the response to violence against women.”159 160 In order to do so, 

ANNA does not provide material aid but rather refers women who call its 24-hour hotline to any 

 
159 “O Tzentre,” ANNA, accessed 6 June 2022, https://anna-center.ru/about. 
160 All translations are my own. 
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type of aid they need, such as psychological and juridical, but also refers to foundations that 

offer housing to victims of DV. Besides this, it provides information on GBV to readers of the 

website and to interested organisations.161 Since 2014, the centre has had an ongoing project 

aimed at preventing DV by involving men in the conversation on their social responsibilities.162 

As per its objectives, ANNA informs but it also offers direct aid to victims. 

 The second NGO is Nasiliu.Net, which means No to Violence and is an online platform 

created in 2015 to make DV more visible and offer psychological and juridical help to 

victims.163 One instance of how Nasiliu.Net has tried to raise awareness of DV is through poster 

campaigns. As told in Nasiliu.Net’s 2019 yearly report, between December 2018 and May 2019, 

Nasiliu.Net placed information on the outside of Moscow metros. The posters told people that 

DV was not normal and urged readers to make the problem visible, referring them to their 

website.164 Considering that daily over 9 million people use the Moscow metro165, a large public 

could be reached by this.  

Another awareness campaign had a less localised scope when founder Anna Rivina took 

part in the Levi’s I Shape My World campaign in 2019. Through this campaign, posters 

informing people how to seek help when affected by physical and emotional abuse were hung 

in Levi’s stores across Russia, which are mostly located in Russia’s bigger cities.166 These 

posters were mostly meant to provide resources as they showed where people could go if they 

needed help instead of just raising awareness of what DV is. Moreover, this campaign included 

an international element consisting of a clip with English subtitles in which Anna Rivina 

explains the problem of DV in Russia.167 Both campaigns tried to motivate people to go to 

Nasiliu.Net’s website but aimed at different audiences – Russian citizens in general and victims 

of GBV specifically - by pointing at different topics: awareness and help respectively. As 2017 

was the year that legislation and punishment for DV became less severe168, the timing of these 

large campaigns might have become more urgent because of this. The sources do not show 

 
161“O Tzentre,” ANNA. 
162 “Rabota S Muzhchinami,” ANNA, accessed 6 June 2022, https://anna-center.ru/rabota-s-muzhchinami. 
163 “O Nas,” Nasiliu.Net, accessed 6 June 2022, https://nasiliu.net/o-nas/. 
164 Nasiliu.net, Tzentr Po Rabote C Problemoi Nasilia “Nasilu.Net” Otchet 2019 Goda, (Moscow: 2019): 12, 

accessed on 14 June 2022, https://nasiliu.net/report/. 
165 Roman Latypov, “The Moscow Metro: 85 years and counting,” Intelligent Transport, 21 May 2020, 

https://www.intelligenttransport.com/transport-articles/99153/the-moscow-metro-85-years-and-

counting/#:~:text=Today%2C%20the%20Moscow%20Metro%20has,than%209.5%20million%20people%20dai

ly. 
166 Nasiliu.net, Tzentr Po Rabote, 13-14, https://nasiliu.net/report/. 
167 Levi’s, “I Shape My World 2019, Anna Rivina, Russia,” 7 March 2019, Youtube video, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ds8ezGywRkY. 
168 See chapter 1. 
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whether awareness did actually increase after the campaigns. Regardless, it shows that 

Nasiliu.Net tried to raise awareness of the abnormality of DV and wanted to offer resources to 

victims by informing them of Nasiliu.Net’s website. 

 

Figure 1. Posters Levi's I Shape My World Campaign. The left picture 
asks: “Did he drink too much? Did he get rough? Do you need help? Are you safe?”,  

the right one states: “Violence can be different” both with references to the website of Nasiliu.Net.169 

 Another project inspired by the changed legislation is the interactive game 116, named 

after the Article of the Criminal Code. Based on the stories of real victims of DV, this game 

places the player in the place of a woman with a violent partner, showing that there are no 

‘right’ choices in a situation of DV and that the responsibility does not lie with the victim. This 

project is a cooperation of inter alia Nasiliu.Net, ANNA, and Kitezh.170 It shows that the NGOs, 

like with Nasiliu.Net’s Moscow metro campaign, aimed to raise awareness of the issue by 

showing Russians that DV is a dangerous problem and not a regular feature of family life. This 

game has an interesting strategy, as it goes a step further than others by showing how DV is 

experienced. 

 The last NGO considered in this section is the women’s centre Kitezh, whose goal is not 

specifically to raise awareness but to provide shelter and counselling to women and children in 

crisis situations.171 It also has projects aimed at improving the position of the child in unstable 

family situations.172 Since the end of 2019, Kitezh is part of the charity Instagram page Stell-A-

 
169 Nasiliu.net, Tzentr Po Rabote, 14, https://nasiliu.net/report/. 
170 “Interactive Project to Combat Domestic Violence in Russia,” BEARR, 14 December 2018, 

https://bearr.org/regional-news/interactive-project-to-combat-domestic-violence-in-russia/. 
171 “Chastye Voprosy,” Kitezh, accessed 6 June 2022, https://kitezh-center.ru/about-us/faq/. 
172 “Semejnyj Klub,” Kitezh, accessed 6 June 2022, https://kitezh-center.ru/our-programs/semejnyj-klub/. 
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Art, where artists sell their work to raise awareness and money for the work of Kitezh.173 As 

Kitezh is dependent on private donations and grants, this project both raises awareness of DV 

among its Instagram followers and tries to increase its funding. This too is a more interactive 

platform than the poster campaigns. 

 Considering all this, several things can be said about the NGOs’ securitisation. First of 

all about the act of securitising itself. This means the making of an issue into a threat, which 

can be seen here in the posters and game that try to show how DV is not normal but something 

that needs to be stopped. The audience is also interesting to analyse here because it is varied 

but not at all focused on the government. With the understanding from the previous chapters 

that the Russian government is not very interested in tackling GBV, it makes sense that NGOs 

look for other audiences to increase their platform. Generally, increased awareness among the 

Russian population might increase the support for potential policy change. Although the 

securitising move was not directly aimed at policy change, it was aimed at changing the public 

mood, which builds up support for eventual policy change.174 The campaigns aimed at men are 

concerned with an audience but also with the perpetrators of the threat. Moreover, the referent 

object, the victims of GBV, is also an audience as the cultural context means that they 

themselves sometimes need to be convinced that the violence they experience is a threat. The 

activities that offer resources to victims can be seen as a way to improve the position of the 

subaltern. They are not securitising moves necessarily but rather measures that the NGOs 

themselves take to diminish the threat. A good example of this is the emergency hotline of 

Nasiliu.Net, which has a chatbox function and an alarm button app specifically for those unable 

to use the phone to alert them of danger.175 This shows the variety of roles that actors can have 

in the securitisation of women from GBV. 

Looking at the three NGOs as a whole, there are broadly three trends that can be 

observed in their actions. First, providing resources to victims of GBV. This happens via the 

information and legal and psychological help that ANNA and Nasiliu.Net provide. The crisis 

hotlines and aid of all three NGOs are also part of this. Second, the raising of awareness about 

the danger and prevalence of GBV through the poster campaigns of Nasiliu.Net. Third, a more 

interactive form of raising awareness by approaching men for projects, the game 611, and the 

raising money over Instagram. Thus, domestically, the NGOs mostly focus on informing 

 
173 Stellart, “Stell-A-Art, Stell-А-Art – Vystavochnyj Onlajn-Proekt, Obedinjajushchij Iskysstvo I 

Blagotvoritelnostj,” Instagram, 12 November 2019, accessed on 6 June 2022, 

https://www.instagram.com/p/B4xzZBxBr9Y/. 
174 Léonard and Kaunert, “Reconceptualizing the Audience,” 67. 
175 “About the Center,” Nasiliu.Net, accessed 6 June 2022, https://nasiliu.net/about-center/. 
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regular citizens and directly helping victims of GBV. There are limits to this analysis, as it is 

unclear whether the approached audiences were effectively reached, and there are many more 

projects and NGOs. Nonetheless, this gives an overview of the variety of projects, types of 

awareness, and audiences that can be observed in these NGOs. 

 

Media statements 

 

The next section considers the same NGOs and activists but focuses on how these actors 

represent GBV in the media, specifically to foreign audiences. The arguments they provide for 

this, give insight into how GBV is presented as a security threat. It also shows how an 

international audience can play a role in the securitisation of a locally focused problem. To find 

out how they do this, this section looks at statements in several news outlets, like The Guardian 

and The Moscow Times, between 2008 and 2020. The statements show that the activists use 

values, legal changes, and important cases to bring across their message. 

 The first observation that can be made from the statements, is the appeal to values. In 

an interview with NPR, a big US non-profit broadcasting organisation, on 17 July 2008, Marina 

Pisklakova-Parker, founder of ANNA, discusses DV and links the problem directly to patriarchal 

values: “domestic abuse is common in patriarchal societies such as Russia's, where violence is 

often justified as a way of controlling women and where an old saying advises if he beats you, 

he loves you.”176 She repeats this sentiment in an article in the French newspaper Le Monde on 

13 December 2010, stating that the patriarchal logic that dominates Russian society causes 

women to think violence from their partner is a simple marital conflict.177 In an article in The 

Guardian on 19 December 2017, Anna Rivina, founder of Nasiliu.Net, states she wants to raise 

awareness of DV among Russian men because “in our current patriarchal society, the words 

have more weight in the mouth of a man than a woman”.178 Moreover, human rights are 

discussed. Rivina tells French pop-culture website Konbibi in an interview on 15 February 2018 

about the decriminalisation of DV in 2017 that violations of women’s rights are simply not 

 
176 “Domestic Violence A Silent Crisis in Russia,” NPR, 17 July 2008, 
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178 Marianna Spring, “Russian victims of domestic abuse forced to pay perpetrator’s fine,” The Guardian, 19 

December 2017, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/dec/19/russian-victims-domestic-violence-abuse-
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considered violations of human rights.179 Pisklakova-Parker tells the Guardian in an article from 

16 August 2018 that the decriminalisation implies that familial battery is not a “violation of 

women’s human rights.”180 Values are thus part of the statements across multiple years. 

 Although there is no direct appeal for aid, the discussion of values and human rights in 

the activists’ statements to foreign media indicates that this is part of the message they want to 

convey. By referring to the patriarchy, it is implicated as an endangering factor and as part of 

the prevalence of DV. The mention of human rights might be a way to show the severity of the 

issue, considering the importance of human rights in Western discourse. The national 

campaigns did not focus much on values, perhaps because both the aim and audience were 

different – domestically, they tried to inform but also to offer resources, whereas the foreign 

audiences need to understand the severity of the issue not to change their own behaviour but 

perhaps to pressure their own governments. Moreover, as shown in the previous chapters, 

human rights are often not discussed positively by the Russian government; mentioning these 

values in the Russian campaigns might not evoke a positive reaction from the Russian audience. 

As a securitising move is likely to be more effective if the message takes the attitude of the 

audience into account181, the different messages might have been an instance of this. However, 

these sources do not mention an explicit goal so it cannot be concluded that this is actually the 

case. 

Besides mentioning values, most statements discuss the lack of legislation regarding 

DV; the bulk of the sources dates from 2017 to 2020, 2017 being the year that DV was 

decriminalised. The activists argue that this is dangerous and has led to women receiving less 

support from family and police. In an article from the Guardian on 10 June 2015, Pisklakova-

Parker already mentions that more legislation is needed for DV to be taken more seriously.182 

After the decriminalisation, this is the general message of the statements. Pisklakova-Parker 

tells The Moscow Times, an independent Russian news outlet that also has an English website, 

on 24 November 2017 that the decriminalisation “was seen as a message that violence is 

acceptable [and] … that it would be harder to get help.”183 In an interview with France24, a 
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French national public broadcaster, on 26 January 2017 Aliona Eltsova, the director of Kitezh, 

finds that this means that the blame is laid on women and they are not supported by friends or 

police.184 A week later, on 2 February 2017, she states that her requests to her centre increased 

after the law changed in an interview with Voices of America, a US broadcaster.185 On 17 

February 2017 Eltsova reiterates these messages to NPR.186 This shows that the 

decriminalisation moved the topic higher up the security agenda - it had an effect on the 

frequency of appearances of Russian activists in foreign media, where they tried to show how 

the decriminalisation increased the danger to women. 

Another event that affected the presence of Russian NGOs in foreign media can be seen 

in 2019, the year when three Russian sisters were prosecuted after killing their father who had 

been sexually and physically abusing them for years.187 The Khachaturyan case received a lot 

of attention in Russia, and apparently also in other countries, as Rivina appeared in articles from 

The Guardian, Aljazeera, and Euronews to comment on the case. She stated that “Police in 

Russia think that domestic violence is a private, family affair”188 to the Guardian, that these 

cases “are extremely symbolic and illustrate the society we have”189 to Aljazeera, and that “the 

role of the prosecution and justice system is to defend the victims. But they are busy solving 

'hard' criminal cases which bring more recognition”190 to EuroNews, an international news 

outlet. These statements, as do the ones after the decriminalisation, indicate that the speakers 

want to show the detrimental effect the decriminalisation has had on women, but also explain 

the role of the state in this situation. 

 The sources analysed in this section indicate several things. The activists reached a wide 

variety of foreign news outlets of different countries and audiences. They spread similar 

messages regarding the danger of patriarchal values and the Russian government’s involvement 

in creating an environment in which DV is not taken seriously enough. However, the sources 
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do not show the effects of the statements, the goals of the speakers – although this can be 

expected to align with the goals of their organisations – and whether there were more sources 

with other messages. Moreover, this analysis does not show whether the statements differed 

from statements made to Russian media, although the ones to The Moscow Times did not differ 

in tone from the other sources. Overall, they show that the activists tried to raise awareness 

among foreign readers of the news outlets on the prevalence of DV in Russian society. 

 A question that remains about these sources is who initiated the interviews or articles. 

Generally, journalists look for interesting topics but people can also contact the news outlets. 

As this is unknown in these cases, it raises a question about who initiated the securitising move, 

the NGOs or the journalists. The reached audience remains the same, but the agency would lie 

with a different actor. Most articles are from 2017 to 2020 and relate to the decriminalisation 

and the Khachaturyan case. It might be the case that the articles in the foreign media were a 

reaction to this Russian news by foreign journalists, in which case the actions of the activists 

themselves were not sufficient in reaching these foreign audiences. This relates to the question 

of who can securitise for the subaltern. However, other explanations for the articles being 

mostly from these years can be that more sources were not found for this analysis or that 

Nasiliu.Net and Kitezh were founded in 2015 and 2013 and thus did not appear in the news 

before then. 

 

Reports 

 

The third way of raising awareness that can be found when analysing the actions of Russian 

women’s rights NGOs is the submitting of reports to IOs and INGOs. This section looks at eight 

contributions of women’s rights NGOs between 2010-2018 to analyse how the actors presented 

the threat and possible solutions to GBV and what the audience was. It starts with four shadow 

reports from ANNA and WCONS, the Consortium of Women’s Non-Governmental 

Associations, to the CEDAW Committee in 2010 and 2015. It then shortly considers two other 

CEDAW shadow reports from 2015 by The Silver Rose Movement, a Russian NGO for sex 

workers’ rights, and Cultural Survival, a US-based NGO that fights for the rights of indigenous 

people, to provide some more examples. Lastly, it looks at a 2018 HRW report on DV in Russia 

and a contribution of ANNA to materials for the UNHRC. 

 As introduced in chapter 2, every four years the CEDAW Committee receives a report 

from the Russian Federation on the state of violence against women in the country. In addition, 

NGOs can submit shadow reports that will be taken into consideration in the discussions of the 
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nation’s results. This is to ensure a more realistic portrayal of the situation, considering that 

governments tend to present an idealised view of things.191 As such, the NGOs can give the 

audience, namely the members of the CEDAW Committee, an alternative picture of the threat, 

violence against women, than the one given by the Russian government. Governments can ask 

for the input of NGOs for their own reports, but shadow reports are produced at the initiative 

of the NGOs. This is therefore a case in which the NGOs themselves take the step to securitise, 

unlike in the previous section where it was unclear who initiated this. The CEDAW Committee 

is subsequently able to take the NGOs’ suggestions into account when making their own 

recommendations, which makes this an act of securitisation directly aimed at policy change. 

However, analysing these reports cannot show the results. Shadow reports are thus a way for 

Russian NGOs to raise awareness of the problem for an international UN audience. 

 The first two shadow reports were submitted by ANNA. The first, submitted in July 

2010, looks at the period between 2002-2010, as Russia had not submitted its report in 2006. 

In determining the threat, ANNA points at four types of GBV: DV, sexual violence, trafficking, 

and bridal abductions and honour killings.192 The report then presents its main concerns about 

Russia’s implementation of the CEDAW Treaty, which are that the Russian government has no 

systemic approach to combat the problems and that most GBV is still considered a private 

problem.193 The rest of the report details the scope of the problems and gives many 

recommendations, which generally consist of having a more effective protection mechanism. 

The second report, from October 2015, considers 2010-2014. It is a much more comprehensive 

report as it only considers DV. ANNA presents the problem by giving data on the prevalence of 

DV and stating that the lack of legal protection and the spreading of gender stereotypes are the 

main barriers.194 Its main recommendation is to set up more legal mechanisms.195 As in its 

statements in foreign media, ANNA’s focus is on legislation in these shadow reports. 

 Another NGO that handed in shadow reports in 2010 and 2015 is WCONS. This Russian 

organisation started in 1993 and works to protect women’s rights and educate people on gender 

and DV.196 The report is therefore not only about GBV but about discrimination against women 

 
191 “Producing Shadow Reports to the CEDAW Committee: A Procedural Guide,” International Women’s Rights 

Action Watch, accessed 7 June 2022, http://hrlibrary.umn.edu/iwraw/proceduralguide-08.html. 
192 ANNA National Centre for the Prevention of Violence, Violence Against Women, 2. 
193 Ibid., 4. 
194 ANNA – Centre for the Prevention of Violence, Domestic Violence Against Women in the Russian 

Federation – Alternative Report to the United Nations Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against 

Women, (Moscow: October 2015), 4-7, accessed 14 June 2022, 

https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=INT%2fCEDAW%2fNG

O%2fRUS%2f21870&Lang=en. 
195 ANNA – Centre for the Prevention of Violence, Domestic Violence Against Women, 11. 
196 “O Konsortziume,” WCONS, accessed 7 June 2022, https://wcons.net/o-konsorciume/o-nas/. 
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in general. Like ANNA, WCONS identifies the main problem in the legal sphere: there is no 

definition of discrimination against women. This causes a lack of legislation on issues like 

DV.197 The report mentions DV as a particular problem in Russia, because the police do not 

take it seriously, but does not elaborate much because ANNA had already given its report.198 

Still, WCONS recommends DV should not be treated as a private problem.199 In the report of 

2015, WCONS states the goal of their shadow reports, finding them “a resource for overcoming 

the gap between existing legal norms and the actual position of women in the RF.”200 This 

shows that, according to the NGO, the CEDAW Committee is a resource for the NGO that is 

not provided by their government. One of the facets of the report considers the lack of 

legislation protecting women from violence as a problem in Russia.201 ANNA and WCONS share 

the view that a lack of legislation is the main obstacle to the implementation of the CEDAW 

Treaty.  

 A variety of NGOs sends their reports to the CEDAW Committee. In 2015, besides 

ANNA and WCONS, there are two other shadow reports concerned with the situation in Russia, 

which shows that these reports are a preferred way of raising awareness. Silver Rose, an NGO 

concerned with the rights of Russian sex workers, states in its report that the lack of a definition 

of discrimination leads to more violence.202 Cultural Survival, focussing on the rights of 

indigenous women, also shortly mentions GBV when stating that DV is rarely monitored in 

indigenous communities.203 Thus, GBV is also presented as a danger in shadow reports by other 

women’s rights NGOs. 

 Lastly, NGOs work with IOs and INGOs on other reports. This can be seen in the 2018 

HRW report on the weak state response to DV in Russia. Although it is not clear which parts 
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of the report were the exact contributions, ANNA and Nasiliu.Net are both mentioned as 

contributors to the report.204 ANNA also co-submitted materials on vulnerable groups to the 

UNHRC in 2013. The section on violence against women again focuses on the lack of 

legislation on DV and critiques the categorisation of rape as private-public prosecution, because 

only the victim can start proceedings.205 These contributions of Russian NGOs indicate that 

they do not only raise awareness of GBV in the CEDAW Committee. 

 Overall, these reports display that Russian NGOs can raise awareness of GBV by 

informing an international audience of the situation in their country. It also shows national 

audiences – both the Russian government and citizens – that the NGOs are involving other 

actors in their securitising moves. Moreover, Russia has signed the CEDAW Treaty and is thus 

also directly approached via this report. By giving recommendations, NGOs attempt to 

influence not only the CEDAW Committee’s understanding but also its solution to the problem. 

Generally, the reports identified the lack of legislation as the main problem in Russia’s approach 

to violence against women, but they also mentioned gender stereotypes. This shows how 

shadow reports can be used as securitising moves. 

 

This chapter aimed to answer how Russian NGOs and activists have tried to raise awareness of 

GBV in Russia. This analysis identified several audiences that the NGOs try to convince of the 

threat of GBV. In the first case, the audience could be regular Russian citizens, but also victims 

and perpetrators. In the second case, it was the readers of foreign news media, perhaps trying 

to convince them to increase the political importance of GBV in Russia. The reports were meant 

to reach the members of the CEDAW Committee and thus the larger international community, 

who in turn might try to influence the Russian government. The findings from this chapter thus 

contribute to the main question of this thesis by presenting case studies of NGOs that tried to 

reach certain audiences to convince them of the danger of GBV in Russia. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

In Russia, a country where gender-based violence is prevalent but victims have little access to 

resources and the government has little interest in taking action, women’s rights NGOs have a 

precarious position: they have a big task, but cannot expect much support from their 

government. To understand how these NGOs deal with this and act to reduce GBV, this thesis 

studied the following research question: How and in which domestic and international context 

have Russian NGOs tried to securitise women from gender-based violence between 2000-2020? 

Using securitisation theory as the analytic framework, the domestic cultural and political 

context, international possibilities, and the actions and statements of NGOs were researched. 

The limits and opportunities that were found in this analysis showed how Russian NGOs have 

dealt with their position between the subaltern and the traditional securitising actor, the state, 

when they try to raise awareness of GBV. 

 The first chapter looked at how Russian society has dealt with GBV between the fall of 

the SU and 2020 and how patriarchal and traditional values have made victims of GBV into the 

subaltern. It showed that, with the help of foreign funding, a movement of women’s centres 

started in the 1990s. State support for these centres diminished in the 2010s when the Russian 

government increasingly started using traditional values to legitimise this. This period also saw 

increased tensions between Russia and the West, which negatively affected NGOs’ 

possibilities. Additionally, the presence of patriarchal and traditional values in Russian society 

and political discourse has caused victims of GBV to be taken less seriously. This 

marginalisation has put them in the position of the subaltern. 

The second chapter analysed the international resources available to Russian NGOs and 

how the Russian government has limited the NGOs in using them. It found that INGOs can be 

a partner in securitisation depending on the framing and shared values. Furthermore, the 

enforcement mechanisms of the UDHR and ECHR have strengthened NGOs’ position and have 

led to several court cases against Russia. However, over the last twenty years, Russia has 

become increasingly more negative toward international intervention. This limits NGOs in their 

work as the international enforcement mechanisms have become less effective and international 

cooperation with INGOs has become less appreciated by the Russian government. 

Chapter three looked at how Russian NGOs tackling violence against women have tried 

to raise awareness of GBV. They made securitising moves through domestic campaigns 

targeted at victims and Russians in general, statements in foreign media, and by contributing to 

reports for the CEDAW Committee. Because some of the audiences targeted by the securitising 
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moves, like Russian citizens and readers of foreign news, are unable to directly affect policy, 

part of the goal seems to have been to raise general support rather than immediate policy change. 

Combining the results of these three chapters shows that, as the NGOs are also 

somewhat marginalised by the Russian government, they have sought other audiences to 

convince of the threat of GBV: Russian people need to be convinced that GBV is not normal 

but an existential threat, IOs need to be given a contradicting view to that of the Russian 

government to show the real situation in the country. Domestically, the use of patriarchal and 

traditional values by the Russian government limits how NGOs can enact change. Although the 

NGOs have tried to reach the government, they have mainly focused their securitising moves 

on the general Russian citizens to convince them of the threat of GBV. Moreover, campaigns 

were set up to directly help the victims of GBV when state support was lacking. Internationally, 

enforcement mechanisms and treaties have bound Russia to take action against GBV. However, 

the deteriorating relationship between Russia and the West has hurt these efforts as Russia 

became less willing to accept what they see as foreign interference in their national sovereignty. 

Through shadow reports, the NGOs have tried to securitise potential victims of GBV by aiming 

at the intergovernmental audience. These are the ways and contexts in which NGOs have tried 

to securitise women from GBV. 

  Naturally, this research is limited. First of all, in the scope of the research; there are 

other Russian NGOs concerned with GBV, and the ones studied in chapter three are mostly 

focused on DV. At the same time, the thesis covers a rather large period of time and several 

types of securitising moves and audiences. Because of this, the analysis is rather broad. By 

focusing on one NGO or a shorter timeframe, the results could have been more comprehensive. 

Because of this broad analysis, some topics are touched upon that could provide more insights 

into the different actors. The Russian government, though part of the research, is only 

researched in its relation to the West and Russian values. There could be a deeper analysis of 

the relationship between the Russian state and NGOs in order to fully understand the conditions 

Russian NGOs have faced. Similarly, the relationship between the government, NGOs, and 

international courts is not fully developed. Furthermore, as this thesis has chosen not to look at 

the results of the securitising moves, it is unclear how successful NGOs have been in convincing 

their audiences of the existential threat of GBV. Without these results, no conclusions can be 

made about whether NGOs are truly capable of speaking for the subaltern. Another flaw of this 

thesis is its limited diversity. Russia is an enormously diverse country with over a hundred 

ethnic groups, but most of this thesis is focused on Russia’s big cities like Moscow and St. 

Petersburg. Although the whole country is subject to the values and laws set by the Russian 
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government, the different regions also have their own cultures and values that affect how GBV 

is considered. For example, in the North Caucasus subregion, bride kidnapping and honour 

killings are an issue. It would be interesting to see how the overarching system affects such 

issues despite or in accordance with the local values and religions.  

 This could be an avenue for further research. By analysing the securitising moves of 

Russian NGOs that focus on the GBV in the North Caucasus, it could be researched whether 

they face the same constrictions as the NGOs used in this thesis. By doing this, more could also 

be said about the effect of specific values on securitisation or about how these types of GBV 

could be securitised with foreign audiences. Another topic that could be researched further is 

the cooperation between Russian NGOs and the CEDAW Committee. As this thesis shows, 

NGOs have regularly sent in shadow reports to the Committee, and these are sometimes used 

in the CEDAW reports. This is an interesting dynamic because it involves a non-governmental 

actor – the NGOs -, the CEDAW Committee as an intergovernmental actor, and the Russian 

government as a member of the UN. Further analysis of their interactions and its effects on 

securitisation could provide new insights into this complicated exchange. 

Lastly, the events since 2020 have significantly altered the scene. The COVID-19 

pandemic has seen a rise in DV all over the world. Quarantines have limited victims’ access to 

safe places and at the same time, authoritarian regimes have taken this opportunity to introduce 

stricter state control over their citizens and NGOs. Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has made 

predictions for future international cooperation with Russian organisations very difficult, as 

Russia is currently becoming increasingly isolated, making it much more challenging for NGOs 

to reach out to international partners. At the same time, the use of sexual violence as a weapon 

by Russian soldiers in Ukraine emphasises the importance of studying the attitude towards GBV 

in Russian society. Both COVID-19 and the war in Ukraine show how relevant it is to research 

Russia’s willingness to fight GBV and the role that the international community can play in 

decreasing its prevalence. This is a problem that is difficult to solve, but, as this thesis shows, 

there are ways to tackle it despite the obstacles. 
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