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In this chapter, I explore attitudes towards homosexuality in contempo
rary Ukrainian society. Taking a sociological approach, I analyse aspects 
of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) communities of 
Ukraine, Ukrainian attitudes towards them, and homophobic public 
discourses in the country today. This analysis usefully problematizes 
existing ideas about heteronormativity in understandings of gender is
sues in general and gender politics particularly.1'2 Given that up to now 
there has been a lack of debate in Ukraine and a paucity of research on 
LGBT issues in Ukrainian universities and in the Academy of Sciences,3 
the chapter makes an important contribution in bringing together exist
ing research and advancing the terms of debate on this issue.

Shortly after gaining its independence in 1991, Ukraine repealed 
criminal responsibility for non-violent male homosexual intercourse 
between adults. It was the first of the former Soviet republics to do so; 
Russia followed suit two years later, in 1993.4 At that time, LGBT com
munities within these two and other post-Soviet countries were faced 
with the task of trying to convince the majority of the population and 
state authorities of the truth of statements such as the following: 'Along 
with race, national and religious affiliation, gender and other character
istics, sexual orientation and gender identity are inherent elements of 
everyone's dignity and personality and, thus, should not be a ground 
for discrimination or violation of rights' (Tagankina and Petrov 2009, 
Introduction).

Nearly twenty years later, this task is ongoing. Homosexuality is still 
largely considered a deviant behaviour in Ukrainian society, as analy
sis of public opinion survey data clearly demonstrates. Meanwhile, ho
mophobia receives tacit and explicit support from state officials and the



media, and it is 'normal' and acceptable that a politician responsible for 
the protection of human rights would utter 'hate speech' against homo
sexual people in public (Martsenyuk 2009).

In response to this situation, the LGBT communities have organized 
and are represented by a number of different non-governmental or
ganizations (NGOs). In fact, taken as a whole, these communities are 
becoming institutionalized. LGBT NGOs are typically the only organi
zations commissioning and/or conducting research on issues related 
to homosexuality, as well as on issues of discrimination and violations 
of human rights. It is in this context that I present the results of initial 
research into LGBT issues, with particular attention to illustrating an 
alarming increase of homophobia in Ukrainian society in recent years. 
I tackle the difficult question of why, far from becoming more tolerant 
of homosexuality, public opinion in Ukrainian society has actually be
come less so.

First I should note that, like elsewhere in the world, LGBT communi
ties in Ukraine are complex in diversity and organization. These com
munities represent many different people and their relationships, many 
of which are further marginalized even within community designa
tions. For example, transgender and bisexual people (about whom we 
have the least information and sociological data) are, for the most part, 
invisible among so-called sexual minorities, both in the general public 
and inside LGBT communities. Notwithstanding this diversity, for the 
sake of clarity, when I refer to 'LGBT communities' in this chapter I 
refer primarily to gay- and lesbian-identified people, and I take as my 
starting point an understanding that membership within LGBT com
munities typically means to recognize one's own sexual and/or gender 
identity, and/or to share that information privately and/or publically.

LGBT Communities in Ukraine

As mentioned above, contemporary Ukrainian LGBT communities 
are now in the process of institutionalization. Since Ukrainian Inde
pendence, the number of LGBT NGOs has increased and become geo
graphically diverse. According to the latest data provided by the Gay 
Forum of Ukraine, there are twenty-four officially registered LGBT 
organizations in Ukraine and twenty informal LGBT groups.5 During 
2009 and 2010 alone, six LGBT organizations appeared (both in Kyiv 
and in different regions of the country). While the first LGBT NGOs



started their activities at the end of 1990s (the Nikolayev Association 
of Gays, Lesbians, and Bisexuals, or 'LIGA,' was established in 1996;6 
the Nash Mir Gay and Lesbian Centre,7 in 1999), a quarter of all exist
ing LGBT NGOs in Ukraine appeared in the past two years. Today in 
Ukraine there are many types of LGBT NGOs working at the national 
level (the Gay Forum of Ukraine,8 the Gay Alliance of Ukraine,9 and 
others), the inter-regional level (Nash Mir Gay and Lesbian Centre for 
Kyiv, Donetsk and Lugansk oblasts, etc.), and down to the local (either 
oblast or city levels).

Despite this wide regional coverage of LGBT NGOs, there remain 
regional disparities. The smallest number of NGOs are in Western 
Ukraine, where there are only two -  half that found in other regions 
(there are five NGOs in the Northern region, five in Central Ukraine, 
four in the South, and four in the East).10 The limited presence in West
ern Ukraine, which is the more religious and traditional part of the 
country, could be attributable to the difficulties of organizing public 
activities in this region (i.e., mobilization of members of the LGBT com
munity and the peaceful functionality of this type of NGO). People 
there tend to support the values of the traditional patriarchal family. 
In addition, according to the latest data provided by the Gay Forum of 
Ukraine, while there are thirty-two service organizations in Ukraine di
rected towards men having sex with men (or MSM),11 thirteen of which 
are also LGBT NGOs;12 only one MSM-service NGO operates from the 
Western oblasts, which is perhaps indicative of the difficulty in reach
ing a so-called critical mass there of people in need of support.

LGBT activists unite their forces and ideas in LGBT organizations in 
order to have the legal opportunities to defend their human rights, par
ticularly at the state level. There are approximately 150 activists within 
the LGBT community, and LGBT organizations members hail from ap
proximately sixty Ukrainian cities (Women's Network 2009). Accord
ing to an evaluation by Svyatoslav Sheremet (leader of the Gay Forum 
of Ukraine), in Ukraine there are between 800,000 and 1,200,000 LGBT 
community members. Some of these individuals belong to same-sex 
couples, which are estimated to number between 100,000 and 200,000 
(Maymulahin et al. 2009, 25).

Flowever, there are no official (state) statistical data to support such 
estimates. These numbers refer only to people who identify them
selves as practising homosexual 'risk behaviour' for HIV/AIDS in
fection. The International FUV/AIDS Alliance in Ukraine conducts



research and evaluates the size of most-at-risk populations vulner
able to HIV infection, among whom are men who are having sex with 
men (AIDS Alliance Ukraine 2008, 86). We should thus distinguish 
between identity and behaviour as two different characteristics of 
homosexual people. Not all people who practise homosexual beha
viour identify themselves as homosexuals. In the case of MSM, not 
all men who practise homosexual behaviour (that could be 'risk 
behaviour' for HIV/AIDS infection) identify themselves as homosex
ual men.

According to the various results, and taking into consideration the 
high level of stigmatization of MSM that leads to underestimation of 
the size of the MSM group, the total number of MSM at the country 
level in Ukraine appears to range between 117,000 and 430,000 (Bala- 
kiryeva et al. 2006, 38). Although, as mentioned, most research on 
homosexual behaviour is conducted to evaluate risk behaviours in 
relation to HIV infection, other aspects of LGBT issues are researched 
predominantly by LGBT NGOs themselves (or through cooperation 
with other NGOs, mostly international ones). Attention paid by the 
international community to members of the LGBT community (par
ticularly to homosexual men), especially through NGOs that finance 
strategies for the prevention of HIV /AIDS infection in Ukraine has 
been deemed by some to be a type of 'victimization' of this community, 
as problematic. On the other hand, some leaders of the LGBT move
ment of Ukraine believe that, without international HIV/AIDS sup
port, LGBT communities would not have the same strength in terms 
of financial and human resources.13 MSM-service NGOs provide not 
only medical support but also information (e.g., legal consultation) and 
opportunities for mobilizing activists (e.g., through encouraging par
ticipation in events). Thus, even while working only for homosexual 
men and mainly with regard to HIV /  AIDS issues, MSM-service NGOs 
encourage a wider number of activities and support for LGBT commu
nities as a whole.

On 13 June 2008, three organizations that had experience both in 
working with homosexual issues and developing a common strategy 
to advance Ukrainian LGBT communities co-founded the Union of 
Gay Organizations of Ukraine (UGOU).14 The goals of the UGOU 
are the following: (1) to unite the efforts of its participants in advo
cating for the rights and freedoms of gay people; (2) to mobilize the 
LGBT communities towards building civil society in Ukraine; and 
(3) to improve the effectiveness of preventing HIV infection among



homosexuals. The UGOU provides support to fledgling LGBT organi
zations and works to educate LGBT activists.

The LGBT NGOs that are most active irt the public sphere aim to 
work both with their members and with other LGBT people in particu
lar, as well as with the whole Ukrainian society and state in general. 
The Nash Mir Gay and Lesbian Centre mentioned above has two main 
goals: (1) the protection of human rights and freedoms of homosexuals 
and the improvement of their legal protection at the state level, and 
(2) the improvement of society's attitude towards homosexuality and 
homosexuals. The Centre also monitors homosexuality issues in Ukrai
nian society and organizes public events such as conferences. In 2005, 
Nash Mir organized the large international conference, 'Our World: Ex
tending the Borders,' which included a roundtable discussion on 'New 
Homophobic Trends in Central and Eastern Europe,' at which LGBT 
activists and researchers from across Europe and the post-Soviet na
tions were present. The most recent international conference took place 
at the end of 2008 with the topic 'Gay and Lesbian Rights Are Human 
Rights/ and covered a wide variety of issues from human rights and 
homophobia to tolerance issues in education.

The Informational and Educational Centre Women's Network,15 
meanwhile, works on gender issues, feminist theory and practice, and 
human rights within the lesbian community of Ukraine. Its strategic 
goals are to participate in the formation of state policy related to les
bianism; to form tolerant attitudes within Ukrainian society towards 
lesbians; and to provide informational, educational, and consulting 
services to lesbians, their relatives, and friends, as well as to interested 
specialists. Being outside of MSM-service, lesbian NGOs are less 'vis
ible' and therefore get less financial support from international NGOs.

The NGO called 'Insight' is an LGBT organization in Ukraine that 
includes representation for transgender people.16 Insight was founded 
in June 2007 and became officially registered on 26 May 2008. Its mis
sion is to represent and lobby for the rights of LGBT communities at the 
national and international levels. Its four strategic program areas are 
(1) information and education, (2) advocacy, (3) health, and (4) organi
zational capacity building. In 2010, Insight presented its first research 
results on transgender people in Ukraine.17

From this breadth of organizations, we can see that during the past 
few years LGBT communities have become more 'diverse,' that is, 
have included active work not only with homosexual men (MSM- 
service) but also with lesbians and transgendered people. Other



features of the movement include the drive towards consolidation, 
including close cooperation among active LGBT NGOs, the creation of 
the Union of Gay Organizations of Ukraine, and so on; strategic plan
ning (e.g., the Strategic Program of LGBT Community Development 
is now in place18); and compromise with state authorities by homo
sexual leaders (particularly Svyatoslav Sheremet, president of the 
Gay Forum of Ukraine). This latter feature has been the case specifi
cally with regard to two main issues: (1) the organization of large public 
manifestations of gay pride, which leaders have agreed not to carry out 
because Ukrainian society is not 'ready' to tolerate this; and (2) legal 
marriage, which is currently not being advocated for -  in its place the 
idea of legal registered partnerships has been put forward (Sheremet 
2008).

Still more can be said of the Ukrainian LGBT movement as a whole. 
For example, it lacks cooperation with other parts of civil society, 
other NGOs that work with human rights issues, women's NGOs, 
and so on. In order to avoid marginality, therefore, LGBT communi
ties should align themselves more closely with Ukrainian civil society. 
In my opinion, this could be accomplished through the organiza
tion of more common activities to help overcome xenophobia and to 
educate Ukrainian society (first of all, younger generations) to be more 
tolerant.

LGBT Issues in Public Opinion

In this section, I provide an overview of research on LGBT issues (pre
dominately public opinion surveys) that has been conducted in the past 
five years. As discussed earlier, studies about homosexuality in Ukraine 
are done mostly by representatives of LGBT communities. During the 
one-year period between October 2004 and October 2005, the organiza
tion Nash Mir (2005) conducted a project to monitor, report on, and 
protect the rights of the LGBT communities in Ukraine by systemati
cally examining human rights violations on the basis of sexual orienta
tion in Ukraine. The results showed that 90.4% per cent of Ukrainian 
citizens noted that they had experienced one or more instances of dis
crimination on some basis (p. 13). Discrimination by health and age 
were most often cited (58.9% and 52.6% respectively), while sexual ori
entation was indicated as a basis of discrimination by 14.4 per cent of 
Ukrainians. Among young people (those under 35 years of age), 21 per 
cent of respondents indicated sexual orientation as a potential source of 
discrimination (p. 27).



Table 15.1. Opinions in Ukraine on the Human Rights of Homosexual People, 2002 
and 2007

In your opinion, should homosexual citizens of 
Ukraine have the same rights as the rest 
of the population?

March 2002
%

March 2007
%

Yes, everyone should have equal rights. 42.5 34.1

No, some restrictions are needed. 33.8 46.7

1 am not sure. 23.7 19.2

Source: Nash Mir, Ukrainian Homosexuals and Society: A Reciprocation. Overview 
of the Situation: Society, State and Politicians, Mass-Media, Legal Position, Gay- 
Community (Kyiv: Atopol, 2007), 67.

At the request of Nash Mir, another public opinion survey was con
ducted in March 2007 about Ukrainian attitudes towards equal rights 
for homosexual citizens.19 This survey, the results of which were pub
lished in a report called Ukrainian Homosexuals and Society (2008), took 
up earlier polling work done in 2002 and thus provided insights into 
how the public's views had changed in the five-year interim. Results 
from the 2007 survey (see Table 15.1 below) show that the number of 
people who oppose the idea of granting homosexual people in Ukraine 
the same level of rights as heterosexual people increased by 13 per cent, 
from 34 per cent in 2002 to 47 per cent in 2007 (Nash Mir 2007, 67). 
Nonetheless, in general one-third of the Ukrainian population said it 
supports equal rights for homosexual citizens.

When asked about specific rights for LGBT people, such as registered 
same-sex partnerships (see Table 15.2) and raising children (see Table 
15.3), more Ukrainians said they were against same-sex partnerships 
or child rearing by homosexuals than when asked a general question 
about human rights. In 2007, only 16 per cent of respondents supported 
the idea that homosexual people should have their relationships offi
cially recognized by the state, while the proportion of those who were 
against this increased to 52 per cent from 40 per cent in 2002.

With regard to homosexual people raising children, which could be 
considered the most sensitive measure of intolerance towards LGBT 
communities, in 2007, less than one-fifth of respondents supported the 
idea that homosexual citizens have a right to raise children, which is 
5 per cent less than five years earlier. The proportion of Ukrainians who 
were against this right increased in the five-year period, from 49 per 
cent in 2002 to 60 per cent in 2007 (see Table 15.3).



Table 15.2. Opinions in Ukraine on Registered Same-Sex Partnership for Homosexual 
People, 2002 and 2007

Do you think homosexual citizens should have 
the same right as heterosexual couples to have 
their relationship officially registered?

March 2002
%

March 2007
%

Yes, they should have such a right. 18.8 15.8

No, they should never, ever be given such a right. 40.2 52.3

There should be exceptions (individually considered). 13.6 11.4

1 am not sure. 27.4 20.5

Source: Nash Mir, Ukrainian Homosexuals and Society: A Reciprocation. Overview 
of the Situation: Society, State and Politicians, Mass-Media, Legal Position, Gay- 
Community (Kyiv: Atopol, 2007), 67.

The report also described levels of homophobic attitudes by differ
ent socio-demographic groups within Ukrainian society (Nash Mir 
2007, 68). For example, Ukrainian women were typically more in fa
vour of equality for homosexual people than Ukrainian men. As well, 
people with higher education showed greater tolerance towards 
homosexual people, with double the number of affirmative answers 
from people with higher education compared with respondents with 
primary or incomplete secondary education. In 2007, 39.1 per cent of 
those with incomplete or complete higher education said they sup
ported equality for homosexuals, compared with about half that num
ber (21.5%) among people with primary or incomplete secondary 
education.

In general, these results show that respondents in all age groups have 
become more homophobic during the recent five-year period under 
study. Nevertheless, young people aged 16 to 29 years still remain the 
most tolerant of LGBT people. The final report warns: 'Here are seen 
the most clearly negative tendencies: if in 2002 respondents favouring 
equality for homosexuals comprised 63.2 per cent among [those] 16-19 
[years of age] . . . (19.5 percent being against), then by 2007 we see that 
the proportion of positive answers for this age category has decreased 
to 40 percent (42 percent being against). This tendency is one of the 
most dangerous that the poll has uncovered' (Nash Mir 2007, 68). In 
just a five-year period, intolerance among teenagers had doubled, a 
tendency that can be perceived to be rather challenging for the future 
of Ukrainian democratic society.



Visible regional differences in people's attitudes to LGBT rights 
issues also emerge in the survey. The greatest tolerance towards 
homosexuals is seen among people in Kyiv and Crimea; less tolerant are 
people in the Eastern region of the country; and the most homopho
bic are the Western and Northern regions of Ukraine. For example, 
among the respondents who supported equality for LGBT people, the 
breakdown by city/region is stark: Kyiv (58.2%), Eastern region (25.4%), 
Northern region (15.6%), and Western region (27.2%) (Nash Mir 2007, 
68). These differences can be largely explained by the level of urban
ization of each region. The Western and Northern parts of Ukraine 
hold more conservative views on gender and sexuality issues and in 
general traditionally have higher levels of religiousness compared 
with other Ukrainian territories (ibid.). Given the earlier discussion 
regarding regional aspects of LGBT NGO activity in Ukraine, these sur
vey results make clear why there are only a few LGBT and MSM-service 
NGOs in the Western part of the country (one of the most homophobic).

To conclude, Ukrainian citizens became less tolerant towards LGBT 
people during the period between 2002 and 2007. Attitudes towards 
homosexual people are not homogeneous across Ukraine and depend 
on the respondents' socio-demographic characteristics. It is also impor
tant to note that approximately 20 per cent to 30 per cent of respondents 
(depending on the question) were unsure of their answer when asked 
about the rights of homosexual people. This could mean that in Ukrai
nian society there is a lack of debate on the issue of homosexuality and 
the human rights of LGBT communities in general.

Another comparative public opinion survey on the topic of homo
sexuality, which showed differences in views between the years 1991 
and 2006, was carried out by the Kyiv International Institute of Sociol
ogy (KIIS).20 KIIS presented results of this large survey in a document 
entitled, Opinions and Vieivs of the Ukrainian Population on the Eve of the 
Referendum about Independence and after 15 Years. Within this survey, one 
block of questions concerned homosexual people and AIDS. These re
sults showed that homosexuals are still stigmatized as a group. Accord
ing to the KIIS data, the level of tolerance towards homosexuals has 
not changed significantly over time (see Table 15.4). To the question 
'Do you agree or disagree with the statement that "Society should treat 
homosexuals the same as other people?"' the proportion of those who 
disagreed decreased only slightly from 34.9 per cent in 1991 to 28.5 per 
cent in 2006, and the proportion of those who agreed remained stable, 
at 33.7 per cent in 1991 and 33.3 per cent in 2006.



Table 15.3. Opinions in Ukraine on the Right of Homosexual People to Raise Children, 
2002 and 2007

Do you think that homosexual citizens have a right to 
raise children?

March 2002
%

March 2007
%

Yes 21.5 17.1

No 49.2 60.2

1 am not sure. 29.3 22.7

Source: Nash Mir, Ukrainian Homosexuals and Society: A Reciprocation. Overview 
of the Situation: Society, State and Politicians, Mass-Media, Legal Position, Gay- 
Community (Kyiv: Atopol, 2007), 67.

What are the reasons for such a change in public opinion attitudes 
towards homosexuality in Ukraine? I would argue that the following 
three main factors have had an influence on the formation of intolerant 
attitudes of Ukrainians to LGBT communities:

(1) The decriminalization of homosexual behaviour in 1991 and the 
activism of LGBT communities during the post-Soviet period

(2) Negative public discourse, including hate speech (on the basis 
of sexual orientation) by Ukrainian politicians; media portrayals 
of LGBT issues as deviant and abnormal; and a lack of diverse 
information on homosexuality and homosexuals (i.e., beyond the 
discourse surrounding HIV /  AIDS and Ukraine's demographic 
crisis)

(3) The negative position of the Ukrainian church (mainly Orthodox 
Christian) towards homosexuality and the impact of homophobic 
initiatives like the so-called movement, 'Love against Homosexu
ality.'

Decriminalization and Silence

On 18 December 2008, the U.N. General Assembly proclaimed for the 
first time the Statement on Human Rights, Sexual Orientation and Gen
der Identity. The statement was signed by sixty-six countries.21 Ukraine 
was not among them and did not support the statement. In justifica
tion of the government's decision, Vasyl Kyrylych, the Ministry of For
eign Affairs spokesman, made the following comment in an interview 
given to STB Television on 19 December 2008: 'We don't have such a



Table 15.4. Opinions on the Statement: ‘Society Should Treat Homosexuals the Same 
as Other People,' 1991 and 2006

1991
%

2006
%

Change
%

Disagree absolutely 27,6 19.5 -8.1

Rather disagree than agree 7.3 9.0 +1.7

Both disagree and agree 8.9 16.3 +7.4

Rather agree than disagree 7.1 13.5 +6.4

Agree absolutely 26.6 19.9 -6.7

Difficult to say 22.6 21.9 -0.7

Total 100.0 100.0

Source: Kyiv International Institute of Sociology (KIIS), Opinions and Views of the 
Ukrainian Population on the Eve of the Referendum about Independence and after 15 
Years (Kyiv: KIIS, 2007). See www.kiis.com.ua. s,

problem and we do not need to discuss it. Since this phenomenon was 
decriminalized in Ukraine, there has been neither punishment, nor 
persecution/

The idea that one of the so-called solutions to the perceived problem 
of homosexuality is to keep silent and avoid the issue of LGBT people's 
rights because it is not as important as other social problems has been 
promoted in other post-Soviet countries too, including Russia, as can 
be seen from the following statement: 'The Russian government prefers 
to ignore and keep quiet about the problem of discrimination based 
on sexual orientation and gender identity' (Tagankina and Petrov 2009, 
section 3.4).

Information War: Ukrainian Media and Politicians 
Marginalize Homosexuality

Intolerance towards LGBT people is also influenced by official state 
discourse (as broadcast by the media). Several LGBT NGOs have 
understood the importance of keeping track of this discourse and 
analysing it. Thus, they monitor examples of 'hate speech' in Ukrai
nian society (society-wide homophobia, including the actions of sev
eral governmental bodies, as well as anti-gay statements by political

http://www.kiis.com.ua


leaders and homophobic groups). The International Lesbian and Gay 
Association (ILGA) is one of these groups, and in 2007, they put out 
a press release entitled 'Hate Speech by High-Ranking Politicians in 
Ukraine' (ILGA Europe 2007). In Ukraine, Nash Mir has also done this 
kind of monitoring. According to their work, since mid-2006, the mass 
media have carried a considerable number of statements by politicians 
about homosexuals and their rights (Nash Mir 2007, 75).

Homophobia is also typical of Ukrainian politicians of any ideology.22 
In February 2007, there was a clear example of hate speech based on in
tolerant attitudes towards homosexual people from an official whose 
responsibility it is to protect human rights in Ukraine. The Communist 
Party member Leonid Grach, Chair of the Parliamentary Committee on 
Human Rights, National Minorities, and Interethnic Relations, stated 
in an official capacity that 'the state must protect society against evil, 
violence and particularly against homosexuality and lesbianism.'23 In 
reply to his statement towards homosexuality, Ukrainian LGBT orga
nizations addressed a letter to Grach in which they called for him to 
respect and protect the rights of homosexual people; Grach not only 
did not change his attitude, he continued to express new hate speech 
towards homosexuals.

Likewise, in answering a question about same-sex marriages, Olex- 
andr Turchynov, who, at the time was the second most important fig
ure in the bloc of Yulia Tymoshenko declared: 'We are categorically 
against! It is a big sin.' After a journalist commented that this answer 
was more typical of the Conservative Party, Turchynov added: 'I do 
not agree. If a man has normal views, then you label him a conserva
tive, but those who use drugs or promote sodomy -  you label them 
progressive. All of these afe perversions' (Nash Mir 2007, 69). Other 
examples of politicians' homophobic comments abound, such as the 
following: 'Personally, I won't support political ideas and demands 
of homosexuals . . .  I believe that we need to protect the family and 
spiritual values of Ukrainian society' (MP Socialist Mykola Danilin in 
2006), and 'Personally I think, that gays and lesbians violate all norms 
of morality. It is a physical failing that is necessary to hide, not to 
expose' (a member of the Parliamentary Committee on Social Policy 
and Labour, Vasyl' Khara, Party of Regions) (Nash Mir 2007, 69). On 
14 December 2006, the President of Ukraine, Viktor Yushchenko, was 
asked during an Internet conference: 'What do you think about the 
legislation of same-sex marriages in Ukraine?' The president replied: 
'Can I answer in one word? -  Complicated.' He added, 'Though by



this I would not like to give a differing opinion from that which is given 
by the society and law' (Nash Mir 2007, 69).

According to Russian sociologist Igor Kon, sexuality discourse 
used to be a controversial phenomenon for post-Soviet countries 
(particularly for Russia). In discussing sexual liberation and attitudes 
towards homosexuality, Kon identifies two polarities in these coun
tries: 'conservative traditionalists, nationalists, and communists, with 
a common blending of sexophobia, homophobia, anti-Semitism, and 
anti-Americanism, on one side, and liberal "Westerners," on the other 
side' (Kon 1999, under the heading 'Unity of Opposites'). Kon con
cludes that, for the state, the main task is either to reconcile these two 
views or to choose 'the proper one' for its politics.

Religious Discourse and LGBT Rights

Meanwhile, the LGBT community in Ukrairfe has had to face ongoing 
challenges from powerful religious groups that shape public opinion 
about homosexuality. The same-sex marriage issue is one of the most 
controversial issues arising in Ukraine between LGBT supporters, state 
authority, and the Church. In response to what they felt was an unfair 
stance towards same-sex marriage, on 21 August 2006, LGBT NGOs 
sent a public letter to the president of Ukraine and to legislative and 
executive officials that reads, in part:

We, the leaders of non-governmental and charitable organizations work
ing for gays and lesbians in Ukraine, appeal to you with this letter in re
sponse to the recent initiative of His Excellency Lubomyr Huzar, Head of 
the Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church, which was put forward by him on 
June 2nd this year at the session of the All-Ukrainian Council of Churches 
and Religious Organizations. Cardinal Huzar proposed to elaborate and 
adopt amendments to current legislation, which would entrench the con
cept of a 'married couple' as a union exclusively between a man and a 
woman, and which would legislatively define the concept of 'sexual mi
norities.' This would allegedly serve to prevent the creation of same-sex 
families in Ukraine, legalization of same-sex marriage, and the upbringing 
of children in such families.

We treat all religious organizations, registered in Ukraine, with re
spect and tolerance. Undoubtedly, both the Ukrainian Greek Catholic 
Church and other religious organizations have the right to formulate and



publicly express their opinion on homosexuality and homosexual behav
iour. However, it is necessary to consider that any intolerant statements 
can provoke incitement of hate towards homosexual citizens and can lead 
to violence against them. (Nash Mir 2007, 71)24

Moreover, in this open letter, LGBT NGOs emphasized that homo
sexuality is neither a disease nor a personality disorder, nor is it a crim
inal offence. They demanded a 'civilized attitude' towards people of 
homosexual orientation, following the example of most countries in the 
free democratic world (Nash Mir 2007, 72). Among other things, LGBT 
activists asked for the following: that a legislative prohibition of dis
crimination on the basis of sexual orientation in all spheres of public life 
be introduced; that same-sex marriages between citizens of Ukraine or 
between citizens of Ukraine and foreigners, lawfully contracted in an
other country, as well as civil partnerships, lawfully registered abroad 
as valid be recognized; and that the rights and needs of gays and lesbi
ans be taken into account while drafting and implementing normative 
and legislative acts.

LGBT NGOs received answers from several ministries that, on the 
one hand, mentioned the problem of 'preconceived attitudes towards 
gays and lesbians on the basis of their sexual orientation' (Ministry of 
Ukraine for Family, Youth, and Sport; Nash Mir 2007, 74). On the other 
hand, the issue of the protection of the human rights of LGBT people 
was considered to be not very urgent compared with other social prob
lems in Ukraine: 'Today the question of the legalization of same-sex 
marriages is not timely. And personally I am against such legalisation,' 
said Minister for Family, Youth, and Sport Yuriy Pavlenko, in an inter
view with NTN News, on T6 November 2006.

Hate speech with reference to sexual orientation has become normal 
state discourse in Ukraine, especially in the media. Such discourse is 
supported by initiatives like 'Love against Homosexuality.' Since 2003, 
this organization has conducted public activities and issued press state
ments in Kyiv to further its homophobic agenda.25 In 2007, it launched 
an initiative to establish criminal prosecution for the spread of infor
mation supportive of or leading to the popularization of homosexual 
behaviour on the ground that it threatens the national security of 
Ukraine (Nash Mir 2007, 75). This appeal was sent to the country's 
legislative institutions and prime political actors, including the presi
dent, the prime minister, and members of the Verkhovna Rada (Parlia
ment of Ukraine). In October 2007, in Kyiv, a march was held under the



slogan 'For the Moral Cleanliness of Ukrainian Society,' organized by 
the Embassy of the Blessed Kingdom Divine for All Nations26. Nearly 
five hundred persons marched from Kyiv's central square to the offices 
of the president of Ukraine.

Love against fiomosexuality stated that they had in their possession 
a letter from the Parliamentary Committee on Freedom of Speech and 
Information that addressed propaganda of so-called sexual perversions 
in mass media: 'Such situation urges the government to take resolute 
and immediate measures to stop the popularization of homosexuality, 
lesbianism, and other sexual perversions that do not conform to soci
etal moral principles' (Love Contra 2008a). Love against Homosexu
ality blames homosexual people for spreading HIV/AIDS in Ukraine 
and publishes articles with titles such as 'AIDS Kills Gays' on their of
ficial website (Love Contra 2008b).

In the Report on the Situation of LGBT People in Ukraine submit
ted to the Parliamentary Assembly of Council of Europe Monitoring 
Committee from ILGA Europe, the following summary of the current 
situation was provided:27 homophobic attitudes in Ukrainian society 
are intensifying; mainstream politicians increasingly oppose the funda
mental rights of LGBT people with intolerant language, and their state
ments go unchallenged by persons in authority; the Legal Department 
of the Supreme Court, instead of upholding fundamental rights, and 
defending a vulnerable minority, opposes proposals to protect LGBT 
people from discrimination in intolerant terms; and all leaders of main
stream faith organizations in Ukraine have now united in opposing the 
rights of LGBT people, expressing their opposition in disturbingly in
tolerant language.

Fighting Homophobia

On 25 April 2007, members of the European Parliament debated 
and adopted a new Resolution on Homophobia in Europe in which 
homophobia is compared with other forms of xenophobia: 'homopho
bia can be defined as an irrational fear of and aversion to homosex
uality and to lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) people 
based on prejudice and similar to racism, xenophobia, anti-Semitism 
and sexism' (European Parliament 2006, subsection A). Moreover, the 
language of the resolution acknowledges that homophobia manifests 
itself in the private and public spheres in different forms, such as 
hate speech and incitement to discrimination, ridicule, and verbal,



psychological, and physical violence, persecution, and murder, as 
well as discrimination in violation of the principle of equality and un
justified and unreasonable limitations of rights, which are often hid
den behind justifications based on public order, religious freedom, 
and the right to conscientious objection (European Parliament 2006, 
subsection B).

According to the results of the first specialized study of the legal situ
ation of LGBT communities in Russia, made by the Moscow Helsinki 
Group in cooperation with the Russian LGBT Network in 2007-08, the 
situation with homophobia as a part of general xenophobia is even 
more subtle: 'the tolerant attitude of the government and the society 
towards discrimination of LGBT people contributes to the legitimacy of 
neo-Nazi and religious fundamentalist groups which are rather homo- 
phobic' (Tagankina and Petrov 2009, under the heading 'Conclusions 
and Recommendations').

To focus attention on homophobic attitudes that continue to be 
widespread in many countries, including post-Soviet countries, spe
cial dates and events are devoted to this issue. May 17 has thus been 
designated as the International Day against Homophobia. The Inter
national Lesbian and Gay Association chose this time of the year to 
launch a report on state homophobia around the world in order to raise 
awareness of the extent of institutionalized homophobia (ILGA 2007). 
On this day in Ukraine, LGBT NGOs (and others that work on human 
rights protection issues) organize special events, such as Queer Week, 
an annual festival of LGBT culture, to fight stereotypes about LGBT 
communities and draw attention to the problem of homophobia in 
Ukrainian society. But these initiatives have rather local impacts and 
are not organized on the state level. For official bodies (even those that 
are supposed to work with human rights protection in general), the 
rights of LGBT communities are a marginal problem that is not seen or 
discussed.

LGBT Community Rights: State Politics 
towards LGBT Issues in Ukraine

Founded in 1978, ILGA is now a federation of more than 670 groups in 
over 110 countries campaigning for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 
and intersex rights.28 It is a worldwide network of national and local 
groups dedicated to achieving equal rights for LGBTI people every
where. Amnesty International believes that 'all people, regardless of



their sexual orientation or gender identity, should be able to enjoy the 
full range of human rights' (Amnesty International USA 2009).

In 2006, a group of international human rights experts met in Yog
yakarta, Indonesia, to outline a set of international principles relating 
to sexual orientation and gender identity. The result was the 'Yogya
karta Principles: a universal guide to human rights which affirm bind
ing international legal standards with which all states must comply.' In 
the introduction to the Yogyakarta Principles (2007, 6), it is mentioned 
that 'all human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. 
All human rights are universal, interdependent, indivisible and inter
related. Sexual orientation and gender identity are integral to every 
person's dignity and humanity and must not be the basis for discrimi
nation or abuse.' These Yogyakarta Principles were a focus of discus
sion in Kyiv in October 2008 at the International Conference on Human 
Rights Issues for LGBT people, where the theme was Gay and Lesbian 
Rights Are Human Rights.

The key points in the development of a LGBTI human rights legal 
doctrine can be categorized as follows: (1) non-discrimination, (2) pro
tection of privacy, and (3) the ensuring of other general human rights 
protection to all, regardless of sexual orientation or gender identity 
(O'Flaherty and Fisher 2008). Amnesty International (2009) calls on 
states 'to take all necessary legislative, administrative, and other mea
sures to prohibit and eliminate prejudicial treatment on the basis of 
sexual orientation or gender identity at every stage of the administra
tion of justice'; it also seeks 'to end discrimination in civil marriage laws 
on the basis of sexual orientation or gender identity and to recognize 
families of choice, across borders where necessary.'

LGBT communities in Ukraine are also working to establish human 
rights legal doctrine to protect privacy rights on the basis of sexual 
orientation and gender identity issues. Yogyakarta Principle 24, 'The 
Right to Found a Family,' notes: 'Everyone has the right to found a fam
ily, regardless of sexual orientation or gender identity. Families exist in 
diverse forms. No family may be subjected to discrimination on the 
basis of the sexual orientation or gender identity of any of its members' 
(Yogyakarta Principles 2007, 27). LGBT NGOs (e.g., Nash Mir) stress 
the need for the discussion of human rights topics in state politics 
related to sexuality and family. First of all, they underline the 
absence of anti-discrimination articles in the 1996 Constitution (Art. 
24), the Labour Code (Art. 2.1), and the Criminal Code (Art. 161) 
(see Nash Mir 2007, 81). In particular, these groups are concerned that



the list prohibiting unequal treatment of citizens and discrimination 
does not contain the concept 'sexual orientation.'

Ukrainian LBGT communities have also tried to lobby for official 
recognition of same-sex unions in Ukraine, which are not recognized 
either in the form of official marriages or as civil marriages. Accord
ing to ILGA Europe webpage data, legal recognition of same-sex re
lationships can be categorized into the following four main types: 
(1) marriage, as is the case in Belgium, the Netherlands, and Spain, 
where the rights, responsibilities, and legal recognition given to same- 
sex couples who marry is the same as for different-sex couples who 
marry; (2) registered partnership, as is the case in the Czech Republic, Den
mark, Finland, France, Hungary, and Iceland, where a particular form 
of registration is often exclusively open to same-sex partners although 
some countries have also made it available to different-sex partners; 
(3) registered cohabitation, which is often available to both same-sex and 
different-sex couples and requires that the couples prove that they have 
lived together for a determined period of time before they can accede 
to their registration; and (4) unregistered cohabitation, such as in Croatia, 
France, and Portugal, where very limited rights and responsibilities are 
automatically accrued after a specified period of cohabitation -  these 
rights are almost always available to unmarried different-sex cou
ples as well (ILGA Europe 2007b). As discussed earlier, however, in 
Ukraine, none of these forms of recognition are in place, and the de
bates between the LGBT community, religious forces, and the state are 
ongoing.

The human rights of people in LGBT communities in Ukraine are 
being neglected in other areas as well. For example, rights are frequently 
abused in the labour market. Results of interviews with nine hundred 
homosexuals conducted in 2005 demonstrate that 'often homosexuals 
face problems in the workplace, and during contacts with representa
tives of law enforcement bodies' (Nash Mir 2007, 82). For example, 78.2 
per cent of respondents who were employed or had tried to find a job 
noted that they faced one or another violation of their rights, unequal 
treatment, and a prejudiced attitude towards them in the labour sphere. 
Mostly, this took the form of refusal of employment or dismissal (p. 82). 
Moreover, 61.5 per cent of respondents who had to contact representa
tives of Ukrainian law enforcement bodies during the previous year 
noted one or more violations of their rights (p. 82).

In the sphere of education there is also a negative attitude towards 
LGBT people. According to the results of the same round of 2005



interviews conducted by Nash Mir, approximately three-quarters of 
'open' homosexuals felt themselves subjected to a prejudiced attitude 
on the part of teachers or other pupils (p. 85).

Finally, privacy and information rights are subject to abuse. Of the 
gays and lesbians surveyed by Nash Mir, 23.4 per cent said that their 
right to privacy had been violated (p. 86). Particularly, information 
about their sexual orientation had been shared without their permis
sion. In the main, this confidentiality had been violated by police of
ficers, colleagues at work, or other persons to whom previously private 
information had become known. Homosexuals could be blackmailed in 
order to force them to provide information, to leave their job, and so on 
(p. 86). In the U.S. State Department's Country Reports on Human Rights 
Practices (2007), in the chapter entitled 'Other Societal Abuses and Dis
crimination/ the authors refer to Nash Mir's explicit concern with 'on
going police abuse of gays, threats by police to inform gays' families 
and employers of their lifestyle, and the lacfe of access to medical treat
ment and information for gay men on prevention of HIV/AIDS' (U.S. 
Department of State 2008, under the heading 'Other Societal Abuses 
and Discrimination').

Much work remains to be done in these areas. At the end of 2007, 
the LGBT community submitted a draft review of the Labour Code to 
the Rada that was adopted at first reading on 20 May 2008. The anti- 
discrimination article of the draft did not include prohibition of dis
crimination on the grounds of sexual orientation. One of the authors 
of the draft review of the Labour Code, the Chair of the Parliamentary 
Committee on Labour and Social Policy, Deputy Vasyl Khara (Party 
of the Regions), said in one of his interviews: 'Personally, I think that 
gays and lesbians violate all norms of morality. It is a physical defect 
that should be concealed, not flaunted. On the other hand, what they 
[sexual minorities] are demanding is a European norm that is likely to 
be included in the draft of the Code. I am against it, though.' Despite 
numerous appeals by the Nash Mir Centre to the Rada concerning the 
urgent need to include prohibition of discrimination on the grounds 
of sexual orientation in employment, the issue was not included in the 
draft (Nash Mir 2008).

All these examples of human rights violations on the basis of sexual 
orientation and gender identity show that, in Ukraine, there are no 
legislative, administrative, or other measures to prevent this situation. 
In September 2008, Ukrainian LGBT organizations proposed a Plan of 
Actions to Combat Discrimination on the Ground of Sexual Orientation and



Gender Identity in Ukraine to a number of governmental agencies. This 
document contains a long list of actions that must be taken to ensure 
civil rights and freedoms for LGBT people; however, this proposition 
received no constructive response (Nash Mir 2008). Not only at the local 
(country) level, but also at the European level, the Ukrainian state is not 
ready to support human rights issues on the basis of gender identity.

Conclusions and Further Discussions

Compared with twenty years ago, in post-Soviet Ukraine, the ac
tivities of LGBT NGOs have become more visible in the 'public eye/ 
while the organizations themselves are more institutionalized and of
ficial, which has a reality that has played the most important role for 
the LGBT rights movement in Ukraine. While the stronger, more solid 
movement may account for a stronger voice for members of the LGBT 
communities, it may also definitely provoke public opinion (formed 
mainly by the media) towards homosexuality and challenge heteronor- 
mativity that is standard in Ukrainian society. Despite all the evidence 
outlined above of intolerance towards LGBT community members and 
the lack of protection for their rights, state officials in Ukraine respon
sible for human rights issues do not even keep statistics concerning the 
violation of rights among LGBT people in Ukraine. This represents an 
important gap in research. In order to combat discrimination against 
vulnerable groups of people, public opinion about attitudes towards 
these issues should also be studied more widely and the results made 
public. These results could be presented together with other statistics 
on discrimination as part of the European Commission Eurobarometer 
Special Surveys. In these reports, attitudes towards vulnerable groups 
are studied thoroughly according to different socio-demographic and 
cross-cultural perspectives.29 Such sociological research on discrimi
nation could be helpful for adopting measures that provide equal op
portunities for everyone in fields such as employment and education 
where, as we have seen, LGBT community members are now suffering 
abuse.

On the other hand, LGBT organizations should try to cooperate ac
tively with the research community and with universities. Information 
and knowledge sharing benefit from the promotion of human rights 
issues. As results of sociological research demonstrate, better educated 
people tend to be more tolerant.



Public opinion surveys and statistical information are the main tools 
used to demonstrate attitudes towards discrimination in Ukraine. 
Right now in Ukraine, such sociological research is carried out in great 
part by LGBT NGOs themselves and predominantly with funding from 
international grants. In general, the international community is more 
interested than are Ukrainian authorities in monitoring uman rights on 
the basis of sexual orientation and gender identity.

In closing, as this chapter has demonstrated, homophobic attitudes 
in Ukraine are intensifying. One of the primary reasons for increased 
homophobia in Ukraine is state discourse led by politicians who are 
themselves homophobic. Since 2006, there has been an increasing num
ber of hostile statements (hate speech) uttered by Ukrainian politicians 
about LGBT rights. It is therefore incumbent upon Ukrainian politicians 
in particular and society in general to take Eurointegration as a direc
tion for state development. In order to advance the rights of LGBT com
munities in Ukraine, increased social tolerance as evidenced through 
non-homophobic state discourse and human rights policies that spe
cifically promote protections for LGBT people must be encouraged and 
implemented at the highest official levels.

NOTES

1 Heteronormativity is understood here as a norm-building system that 
discriminates against, neglects, and denies everything that is not 
heterosexual (Alsterhag 2007,13).

2 Although I believe that debates over terminology are extremely important 
in gender studies -  and queer studies especially, given the marginality of 
gender studies in Ukraine -  it is beyond the scope of this chapter to unpack 
and discuss the complexities in terminology typically used to describe and 
differentiate meanings in gender and sexuality, such as 'gender identity/ 
'sexual identity/ 'queer issues/ etc.

3 In Ukraine, only a small number of researchers have worked on queer 
and LGBT community issues; e.g., Mariya Mayerchyk and Viktoriya 
Sukovataya.

4 For a more complete discussion of discrimination based on sexual 
orientation and gender identity in Russia, see Tagankina and Petrov (2009).

5 This is according to the Gay Forum of Ukraine. Svyatoslav Sheremet, 
personal communication, 28 April 2010.



6 Nikolayev Association of Gays, Lesbians, and Bisexuals, or 'LIGA.' See 
http: / /  www.gay.nikolaev.ua.

7 Nash Mir website at http://www.gay.org.ua/.
8 For more information, see the the Gay Forum of Ukraine website at www. 

lgbtUA.com.
9 For more on the Gay Alliance, visit http://ga.net.ua/.

10 Svyatoslav Sheremet, president of the Gay Forum of Ukraine, personal 
communication, 28 April 2010.

11 This category includes men of any sexual orientation who identify 
themselves as practising homosexual 'risk behaviour' for FHV/ AIDS 
infection.

12 List of MSM-service organizations of Ukraine (updated database), Gay 
Forum of Ukraine, as of 28 April 2010.

13 This view emerges from recent field work I conducted, in April and May 
2010, with members of the LGBT movement in Ukraine. I interviewed ten 
leaders of the movement from Kyiv, Kharkiv, Lviv, Donetsk, and Cherkasy.

14 Groups in the union include the Gay Alliance, Gay Alliance Cherkasy, 
and Nash Mir Gay and Lesbian Centre. For more information, please visit 
the Union of Gay Organizations of Ukraine website at http: //gay.org.ua/ 
activity/union-e.htm.

15 Informational and Educational Centre Women's Network website at 
http: / /  www.feminist.org.ua/english/basic.php.

16 Insight website at http://www.insight-ukraine.org.ua.
17 Situatsiya Transgenderov v Ukrayine: Otchyot po Issledovaniyu (Situation 

of Transgender People in Ukraine: Research Report), Kiev, 2010. Available 
at http://insight-ukraine.org.ua/media/TRP_report.pdf.

18 The program was approved on 7 November 2009. It contains ten areas 
for implementation (social/political, legal, organizational, informational 
etc.).

19 The poll was representative in terms of age and sex of the Ukrainian 
population: 1,200 respondents between 16 and 75 years of age took part. 
The mathematical accuracy of the sample is ± 3%.

20 For full survey details, see http://www.kiis.com.ua.
21 For more information, see http://ilga.org/ilga/en/article/1211.
22 For the purposes of this chapter, I employ a rudimentary definition of 

homophobia as an irrational fear of, aversion to, or discrimination against 
homosexuality or homosexuals.

23 Author's translation from Ukrainian. Excerpt retrieved 11 April 2007 from 
the website ForUm at http://ua.for-ua.com/analytics/2007/02/14/112933. 
html.

http://www.gay.nikolaev.ua
http://www.gay.org.ua/
http://ga.net.ua/
http://www.feminist.org.ua/english/basic.php
http://www.insight-ukraine.org.ua
http://insight-ukraine.org.ua/media/TRP_report.pdf
http://www.kiis.com.ua
http://ilga.org/ilga/en/article/1211
http://ua.for-ua.com/analytics/2007/02/14/112933


24 The letter was signed by heads of the following organizations: Gay Forum 
of Ukraine, Women's Network, LIGA, Nash Mir, Gay Alliance, and Chas 
Zhyttya Plus.

25 For more detail on the activities of the Love against Homosexuality 
organization, see their website at http://love-contra.org/.

26 See http://www.godembassy.org/en/embassy.php.
27 Information on submitted findings was received directly by the author 

from administrators at the Nash Mir Gay and Lesbian Centre in Kyiv, 
Ukraine: Submission to the Parliamentary Committee Monitoring 
Rapporteurs on the situation of LGBT people in Ukraine, and the need 
to make strong recommendations on combating sexual orientation and 
gender identity discrimination. See ILGA Europe.

28 In biomedical terminology, intersex is commonly used to label a wide 
variety of chromosomal, gonadal, and genital characteristics that are 
deemed 'anomalous,' according to the narrowly defined scientific and 
medical norms of female and male sexes. -

29 One of these reports, Discrimination in the European Union, examines 
the six legally prohibited forms of discrimination on the basis of sex, 
ethnic origin, religion or beliefs, age, disability, and sexual orientation. As 
a result, perception of the different forms of discrimination is measured 
among Europeans. In general, discrimination in the European Union is 
widespread (European Commission 2007,4). Particularly, discrimination 
on the basis of sexual orientation is the third most widespread form of 
discrimination (after discrimination on the basis of ethnic origin and 
disability); 50% of respondents (EU citizens) perceived discrimination on 
the basis of sexual orientation to be widespread (p. 4).
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