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This article is part of narrative research that explores how storytelling helps individuals
understand the world and how they interpret the stories they share. The study,
conducted by the authors between April and May 2022, involved sixteen women who
were war refugees from Ukraine, aged between 29 and 52. The participants came from
various regions of Ukraine, and all had children, with the oldest being 15 and the
youngest 3. Most of the women were married, some had partners, and one was a
widow. They left their homeland at different times, between March 3 and 23, 2022,
and by the time of the study, they had been in Poland for a period ranging from four
weeks to three months. Given the length of the article, the authors chose to focus on
two specific contexts of the research: trauma and emancipation. The analysis and
interpretation of the interviews include excerpts from the participants' statements.
These statements are transcribed, treated as research data, and interpreted through
narrative analysis to uncover meanings related to the socio-cultural context. The
research method used positions the participants as creators of narratives, which allows
them to express themselves as experts in their own experiences.
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INTRODUCTION

In media portrayals that reach millions of people, war refugees are often
depicted as helpless and desperate. They are sometimes referred to as a “human
sea” — devoid of agency and the ability to act. In our study, we challenge this
perception by demonstrating that the collective label “refugees” does not signify an
anonymous mass but rather women with children, each with their own unique
stories. In their thoughts and actions, Ukrainian female refugees appear to strongly
reject the notion of “passivity,” which some researchers associate with refugees.
Describing our study participants as a group lacking inner strength is a complex
and not entirely accurate characterization. The excerpts from the narratives of
Ukrainian war refugees, which we include in the section discussing the research
material obtained in our study, demonstrate how they transform their experiences
of trauma into the strength needed to adapt to new circumstances. Our study also
reveals that the challenges faced by Ukrainian war refugees in unfamiliar socio-
cultural and economic environments compel them to step out of their comfort zones
and initiate a process of forced emancipation.

Theoretical Assumptions

Narrative theory, which belongs to the broader field of literary theory,
finds intriguing applications in the social sciences. It helps to understand how
narratives, constructed through language, shape both the storyteller’s and the
listener’s (or reader’s) perception of reality. In other words, from the perspective
of the social sciences, narrative can be seen as a fundamental strategy for making
sense of key aspects of human experience, including time, process, and change.
The act of storytelling is cognitively engaging, as narratives are composed of
various elements, such as context, characters, and a personal point of view, where
each component contributes to shaping an individual perception of reality — one
that is unique to the person constructing the narrative. Following the theoretical
framework of narrative inquiry developed by Alasdair MacIntyre (Maclntyre,
2007), Jerome Bruner (Brunner, 1985), and Paul Ricoeur (Ricoeur, 2003), this
article approaches narrative as an interpretation of human life, experience,
emotions, actions, and identity — functioning, in this sense, as a metaphor for life.
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A. Maclntyre ( Maclntyre, 2007, p.212) argued that narrative is essential for
understanding the actions of others, while in the social sciences, as seen in the
works of J. Bruner (Bruner, 1987), a crucial aspect lies in demonstrating how the
telling of autobiographical stories and experiencing the world through these
narratives allows individuals to realize and make tangible the stories they tell
about their own lives. A fundamental element of a narrative is the act of speech
(Neuner, Elbert, & Schauer, 2011) — that is, the telling of a story by a narrator —
indicating that it is a phenomenon inherently rooted in language, thereby
excluding visual or musical forms of narration. This conceptualization aligns with
the definition proposed by M. J. Toolan (Toolan, 2013), who described narrative
as a perceived sequence of non-randomly connected events, where the "order of
events" is a necessary characteristic of narration. In this light, it can be said that
everyday human life is primarily structured around narratives, which we create
and interpret through our interactions with others. These narratives shape our
beliefs, fears, and hopes. What is remembered and expressed is inherently
situational, significantly shaped by the unforeseen circumstances of the encounter
between the narrator and the listener, as well as by the power dynamics between
them. Therefore, we must acknowledge that the way research is conducted, the
nature of inquiry, and the researcher’s personal experiences and cultural
assumptions act as filters through which stories are sifted and presented as texts.
At the same time, as James Freeman (Freeman, 2013) argues, the role of the
researcher in shaping a narrative does not constitute a "distortion of data" but is
instead an integral part of the research process itself.

METHODOLOGICAL NOTE

The use of personal experiences, insights and ‘counter-narratives’ in
research offers the opportunity to enrich knowledge with threads that are not in the
mainstream story, and thus to create an inclusive and more accurate history’
(Dudman, 2019, p.35). When analysing the stories of people who have
lived/experienced a tragic period in their lives, it is worth noting the social function
of storytelling (narrative), which includes an attempt to interpret events in order to
make sense of them. There is here a clearly motivated need/necessity to narrate
one's experiences (Rosenthal, 1991, p.1). There is thus a biographical need to
narrate their experiences of people who live in a situation of ‘uprooting and
threatening their present and future’ (Rosenthal 2003, p.915-933). It is important
for migrants, as a number of studies show, that “their stories are heard and believed”
(Eastmond, 2007, p.260). Important in this context is the notion that the need for a
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biographical story is also conditioned by doubts, the breakdown of the social order,
the instability of values. The story thus becomes a myth of cohesion, reinforcing
ideas of autonomy, individuality and independence (Kolkenbrock, 1986, p.217-
219). Narrative research, through various forms of narration, reveals how time and
space are structured — one of the fundamental ways in which meaning is constructed
by individuals. In our study of Ukrainian female war refugees in Poland, the
distinction between real time and narrative time played a crucial role, as the
analysis of research material captured subtle differences between events themselves
and the act of recounting them. This distinction arises because we are dealing with
both direct and indirect accounts from individuals sharing their stories. These
accounts reflect their memories, viewpoints, and perceptions of the reality they
found themselves in and can be classified as direct narratives, i.e. where the
protagonists of the text speak about themselves. Meanwhile, the researchers’
analysis and interpretation of these accounts take the form of an indirect narrative —
we present and discuss the sequences of actions taken by the women, once again
illustrating how their perception of a given situation translates into their actions.
Our research interest lay in capturing what is distinctive in the narratives of the
women we studied—how they perceive their reality in the context of events, time,
space, and change, as well as how they understand the consequences of specific
circumstances. Presented study aligns with narrative research that seeks to answer
questions about how storytelling helps people make sense of the world and,
conversely, how people understand the stories being told. In other words, the
omnipresence of narratives in our culture enables the use of narrative interviews to
explore how recounting experiences gives meaning to human existence and how
narrative shapes individuals' perceptions of both cultural artefacts and the
surrounding world. The extensive accounts produced by the study participants,
transcribed and treated as research data, were subjected to interpretation through
narrative analysis to uncover meanings in relation to the appropriate socio-cultural
context. This approach made it possible to interpret hidden meanings and
implications within these accounts, as well as what they reveal about the narrator’s
experiences. An inductive approach was applied to the narrative analysis, with the
core principle being a bottom-up perspective. In this approach, analysis is guided by
the collected data, focusing on identifying patterns or themes in the way an
individual presents their story. This allows the data to speak for itself, without the
influence of any pre-established assumptions. The researcher then constructs an
interpretation of what the narratives may reveal about the narrator’s perception of
reality. Based on this, conclusions were drawn in accordance with the research
objectives formulated during the study’s preparatory phase. These objectives were
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exploratory in nature, which justified the application of the aforementioned
inductive approach (Panggabean, Rangkuti, 2020). It is important to note that
consideration was given to the fact that narratives inevitably reduce lived
experiences, which, in their vitality and richness, always far exceed the possibilities
of their transmission.

Sixteen female war refugees from Ukraine aged between 29 and 52
participated in our study. They came from various regions of Ukraine. All the
women had children, with the eldest being 15 years old and the youngest 3. Most
were married, some had partners, and one was a widow. The women left their
homeland at different times, between the 3™ and the 23" March 2022. At the
time of conducting the study, they had been in Poland for a period ranging from
four weeks to three months. This timeframe allowed for conversations at a stage
when issues related to displacement had already begun to surface. Initially, we
had planned to conduct the interviews in cafés. However, after an initial
assessment, we decided to change our approach. The majority of the interviews
took place in schools attended by the refugees' children, as these locations
provided them with a sense of safety (such as the psychologist’s office or the
school director’s office). Some interviews were conducted at the university (in
our offices) and in the refugees' places of residence.

PRESENTATION OF EMPIRICAL DATA ANALYSES

Due to the length of the article, we present two selected contexts of the
study: trauma and emancipation which were described in details in our book
Ukrainskie uchodzczynie wojenne. Tozsamosé, trauma, nadzieja (Boron,
Gromkowska-Melosik, 2022, pp.167-218).

Trauma

Women who left shortly after the war began are aware that they
avoided direct exposure to images of destruction, human tragedy, and violence.
The memories of those who stayed longer, however, are deeply marked by
suffering and trauma. They recount the deaths of friends and loved ones, both the
elderly and infants. They speak of children too afraid to leave the shelter despite
their hunger. And of those who, even after escaping, still live in constant fear. They
tell of aboy who, once in Poland, was so terrified of the sound of airplanes that he
would drop to the pavement and cover his head with his hands. Of a child who
carefully filled in every X drawn on manhole covers, convinced they were signs
left by Russian soldiers. Of girls who remained silent for two weeks. Many of
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these children received psychological support after arriving in Poland. We also
carry in our minds the harrowing images described by the Ukrainian women who
participated in our study — accounts of extreme cruelty, the murder of children,
including the unborn, and brutal acts of violence against the elderly, women, and
children. Due to the graphic nature of these descriptions, we have chosen not to
include them here. The narratives of those women who have witnessed death are
often fragmented, circling back to fear and trauma at different points in their
interviews, sometimes without any apparent connection to the conversation’s
immediate topic. Many struggle to anchor themselves in time and space, unable to
organize events into a coherent sequence. A deliberate strategy of forgetting the
past as a source of traumatic experiences is often evident. However, traces of these
events remain in implicit memory, which is not bound by time. Some women
emphasized the necessity of concealing the true reason for their escape and
journey from their children in order to protect their psychological well-being. To
this end, they employed various strategies, such as pretending they were going on
holiday, embarking on an adventure, or taking part in a field game:

"[...] Itold my daughter that this was an interesting journey, so
that she could see everything. But Maryia said: ‘Alright, if this
is a journey, then why are you so sad?’ And I said: ‘No, no,
everything is fine, I'm not sad.’ But my child, Maryia, really likes
travelling, so she perceives [going to Poland] as an interesting
journey for herself." (Kalyna)

"[...] when the children asked why we were leaving so quickly, 1
explained that it was a travel game, so that they wouldn 't cry, so
that they wouldn t worry about the situation, because it s difficult
to explain to a child what war is. And I said that it was a game
and that we were travelling." (Kateryna)

"[...] to the children [...] what can you tell them? That it’s an
adventure, that this is how it has to be, that here its safe, that
here they will be able to go to school, play with other children,
go outside wherever they want — I tried to explain it gently so as
not to scare them, I wanted to traumatise them as little as
possible.” (Svetlana)
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The trauma of the journey described above is unique per se. It touches
upon the most painful issue: separation from loved ones and the abandonment of
one’s home — sometimes one that no longer exists, having been destroyed. It is a
journey “into the unknown,” driven by fear of what lies ahead, a passage into an
uncertain future. It is an escape from everything that once formed the foundations
of existence and identity. And, as the dominant motif: the fight for the safety of
their children.

The study participants identified various ways of coping with trauma
and their difficult circumstances. Refugeehood is a situation in which the
“continuity of identity” is disrupted. As our research shows, the consequences of
trauma and the breakdown of one’s world among refugees include heightened
anxiety, intrusive thoughts, terror, panic, helplessness, and depression. On the
other hand, women often experience post-traumatic growth as a result of taking
positive action to overcome their life crisis. The strategies they employed to
“overcome or adaptively reframe adversity” included acceptance, focusing on the
present or the (immediate) future, believing in internal locus of control, and
making favorable comparisons between life in Poland and life in their home
country. Naturally, this approach to identity, the struggle to maintain psychological
integrity, and the organization of daily life would not have been possible without
the support of the Polish state and society. Material and psychosocial assistance
provided to Ukrainian refugee women played a decisive role, and it must be
emphasized that Poland’s response to supporting Ukrainian refugees has been
unique. Unlike in many other host countries, no refugee camps were established to
accommodate those fleeing the war.

Emancipation

In Ukraine, the empowerment of women follows a one-directional
pattern. A strong position within the family and the role of a resilient mother are
not accompanied by emancipation in the political or socio-economic spheres.
Thus, the image of a woman as a symbol of traditional Ukrainian spirituality (and,
1 would add, feminine strength) is, of course, an unattainable ideal — an
ideologically constructed representation of femininity. Based on this ideal,
contrasting notions have been created: the man who engages in politics and the
woman who is responsible for civic activism. The narratives of our study
participants seem to deconstruct the conventional portrayal of refugees as
historically helpless, passive subjects with limited agency, as well as the "deficit
model," which emphasises vulnerability and trauma at the expense of positive
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adaptation, coping strengths, and resilience in the lives of refugees. Amidst their
sense of helplessness, a prevailing belief among the refugee women is that the
woman is responsible for the survival and well-being of her family and must take
all possible actions to ensure it.

The narratives of women who have witnessed death are often less
coherent; they repeatedly return to themes of fear and trauma at different points
in their interviews, sometimes unrelated to the immediate topic of
conversation. They struggle to situate themselves in time and space, unable to
arrange events in a logical sequence. The key to coping with their new dramatic
life situation is regaining a sense of control over it, even if that control remains
fragmented and incomplete. A sense of control is also linked to establishing a
rhythm of life that minimizes excessive free time and prevents dwelling on
their personal tragedy while ensuring that their daily activities are not reduced
solely to childcare. A decisive factor in this process is finding employment. For
refugee women, work is not only a means of earning a living. Olena, Svetlana,
and Victoriya emphasize the importance of having a job that would grant them
agency and allow for self-fulfillment:

"[...] they support us a lot, they help, and sometimes they want to

pay for something, for rent or for something else, but we want to
work, because it feels awkward to receive things for free, I'm not
used to that." (Olena)

"[...] In Ukraine, I worked, I worked a lot, and I'm used to
working hard, and now this situation is very strange—either [
have less work now, or I don't work at all. [...] I had confidence
in Ukraine, I knew that I was earning money because I'm a
hairdresser by profession, and I felt that security, knowing I had
money and that this was for school, this for bills, this for some
activities for the children. And now, it’s as if that is missing."
(Svetlana)

"[...] it’s really hard for me here, honestly. If [ wanted to take on
some extra work... Now I also tutor in maths, physics, and
Russian, because a lot of students here are preparing for their
exams. [...] I'm the kind of person who just can t sit still, for me
it’s... Ijust get bored, I have to channel my energy either into the
kids, or the students, or somewhere at work, I don'’t know [...], 1
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Jjust can t sit still, it's veally hard for me, I have to let this energy
out, because otherwise in the evening I get irritated and I could
end up shouting at everyone.” (Victoriya)

The refugee women we spoke with, with the exception of one who
arrived with her husband, are under significant pressure to support themselves and
their children. They often lack the time to take up further training courses or learn
the language to a level that would allow them to acquire new skills. As a result,
they find themselves caught in a kind of vicious cycle of difficult socio-economic
conditions. For many women, a major challenge is the rigid working hours set by
employers, which prevent single mothers with young children from balancing
work with childcare. If several women can live together, they are sometimes able
to work in shifts and share childcare responsibilities. Some women attempted to
find work — always below their ambitions and qualifications — in cleaning
agencies, as dishwashers in restaurants, or even in supermarkets. However, each
time, the issue of reconciling work schedules with school and preschool hours
proved to be a major obstacle. Despite many difficulties, some refugee women
have enrolled in various training courses. Each of them is learning Polish, fully
aware that language proficiency is the key to securing employment in their new
country. They recognize the importance of education in achieving life success and
its direct link to daily life:

"When I arrived in Poland, the biggest problem for me was that
until then, I had always been able to strike up a conversation
with anyone, find the right way to communicate, ask any
questions. And here, in Poland, when I arrived and didn 't know
the language, I realized that this was the worst thing for me. It
was as if someone had shut my mouth and wouldn t let me say
anything. I had always used speech non-stop — it had always been
my work tool. I had ideas in my head, but I couldnt say
anything." (Galyna)

"[ attend various courses here: computer skills, office work, and
Polish language. Because I know that, God willing, when the
war ends, it will still be useful. [...] [ want to sign up for one
more. [...] You have to keep developing, learning something new
in life. [...] I asked if there were any Ukrainians attending, but
the man told me that everyone was Polish, and [ was afraid that I
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wouldn t understand. But he told me to stay calm. [...] Mija, my
friend from Ukraine, says that when I return home, I’ll have two
suitcases: one with clothes and the other with certificates. [...]
My son is also learning Polish and the alphabet. He has even
forgotten Cyrillic. But I remind him." (Arina)

It is evident that, with Ukrainian men remaining in their homeland, an
inevitable reconstruction of women's roles has occurred. In the longer term, this
shift may also, though not necessarily, lead to a transformation of women's
identities, as the radical change in life circumstances could result in lasting
changes in their views on femininity. At the outset, we sought to understand
Ukrainian women's perspectives on gender relations in their society; this part of
the interview therefore had a retrospective character. The majority of women
emphasized the traditional gender role structure in Ukraine and expressed
acceptance of the prevailing belief that the man is the head of the family. However,
some also highlighted the significant yet often understated role of the woman, who
skillfully influences the man's decisions in the background. In a few cases, our
participants pointed to a democratization of gender relations within families:

"[...] Regardless of whether a woman is involved in politics,
another field, or is simply a mum, she must be a Berehynia, she
must take care of her home and the entire country, give birth to
children, and raise them. I also left to save my child. [...] A man
is the head of the family and takes care of everything. And this
war has shown that a man can stand up to defend his family, to
defend the entire country.” (Sasha)

"70% of women live in a traditional family model, where the
woman takes care of the family and the husband provides
financially. Butthere are also partnerships, like mine. I can count
on my husband's support in everything, except that in practice,
he's not there — he's at work. So, at times, I am left to be the
Berehynia." (Zlata)

However, in the women's stories — when they spoke about their situation
after arriving in Poland — there emerged elements of strong self-empowerment, a
kind of "forced" emancipation, a need to take matters into their own hands. It is
worth noting that this phenomenon is also discussed in the research of Judy El-
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Bushra (EI-Bushra, 2007) who highlights the unique situation of refugee women,
whose needs and aspirations were often ignored in their countries of origin. The
clear prioritization of women in aid programs frequently contributes to the
weakening of traditional male roles, in which men previously served as providers

and decision-makers!!. For Ukrainian refugee women, this shift is particularly
evident, as the vast majority arrived in Poland without their male partners. The
traditional gender roles in Ukraine, emphasized by many women, also serve as a
starting point for conversations about the transformation they have undergone due
to forced migration — where they had to make decisions independently and take
responsibility for themselves and their loved ones. The experience of leaving
made them feel stronger both as mothers and as women. These moments of
transition are evident in nearly every account. This also applies to the decision,
sometimes made against the wishes of their families, to leave Ukraine:

"[...] My husband did not support my decision to leave. No one
knows what will happen, but I have to manage my life and my
children's lives; I can do something now. If the army takes over
the city, no one will be able to leave — I thought, it's now or never.
So, I feel that I have more trust in myself. Some might think it
wasn t such a big deal, even my husband. But now I realize that I
made the right decision.” (Kateryna)

At first, Nataliya was afraid of the simplest things, like enrolling her
child in school or even going outside:

"[...] 1just couldn't force myself, I kept telling myself tomorrow,
tomorrow. But in the end, I started figuring things out. It was
hard because back home, I knew exactly which websites to order
from, how to do the shopping, so at first,  was lost. But now, I've
managed. I already know what Allegro [a Polish e-commerce
platform] is, how parcel lockers work, how to pick up a package."

(Nataliya)
Women are aware of the changes in their identities:

"[...] As far as femininity [in terms of taking care of appearance]
is concerned, that has gone downhill, but mentally, I've become
stronger. At home, I always had my husband's support — he was
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the one who made the important decisions. Even when we were
travelling, he worried about how I would get here, that I wouldn't
break down in tears, that I would arrive safely. And even I didnt
believe that I could be this strong and manage on my own. But
with what has happened in Ukraine, it’s as if I've integrated
psychologically, I've become stronger.” (Nataliya)

"I was afraid to travel when I was in Ukraine [...], the farthest 1
could go was Georgia. [...] But here, I even went to Warsaw to
get my passport. [...] I am braver now."” (Anastasia)

Other refugee women also emphasize that fleeing Ukraine and starting
anew life in Poland has strengthened them:

"[...] It gave me confidence in myself, that I have to rely on myself
and trust myself in difficult situations.” (Yulia)

"There is this change in a person, because it’s a different country,
after all. You can trely on anyone, you can t call anyone; the first
day was so difficult, the first night." (Zlata)

"You know that you are alone, you think that you are alone. I am
proud, strong. I dared to take such a long journey into the
unknown. [...] The feeling that you have to make decisions on
your own, take your children's lives into your own hands — that is
responsibility. How do you balance everything? As a woman and
a mother, I have to make all the decisions now."” (Marina)

"At first, there was panic. [...] I felt like  was starting everything
from scratch. As if I were a student again. [...] But now, things
are fine. [...] Everyone slowly realizes that you have to move
forward, be strong, learn something new, achieve everything that
needs to be done. We must take care of our health, do everything
to ensure that Ukraine exists, that our nation exists.” (Arina)

This emerging tendency among some refugee women to seek control
not only over their own lives but also over their emotions is one of the key factors
in building their psychological strength and a strong sense of identity:
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"[...] In the first weeks, it was hard — I cried, I was in a
depressive state — but then I pulled myself together. I have a
sense of control over my life." (Kalyna)

"I can't live like this forever [focusing on the past], I can't put
my life on hold for some later time. You have to make use of what
you have now." (Daryna)

"I realised that it wouldn t help at all, that not sleeping and [just]
crying, that being in a depressive state — nothing good would
come out of it. The human body itself knows how to distance
itself from those painful memories in the conditions I am in now."”
(Sasha)

And it is worth including perhaps the most positive, even optimistic,
statement on this issue from Yulia:

"[...] I can't say that I miss anything, because here, too, I have
moments when I can be happy. Here, I seek out moments, things
that bring joy and pleasure. [...] Everything is positive — I have
become braver, I appreciate the values of life [...], I see the
things that used to be in a different light. Material things are
necessary for life [...], you can strive for them, but they are not
the most important thing. The most important thing is life itself."
(Yulia)

Olena is acutely aware of the transformation she has undergone due
to her experience as a refugee:

"[...] Back in Ukraine, my husband was always a pillar of
support, a kind of protective wall for the entire family. If there
were any problems at school to solve or extra matters to take care
of, I would always tell my husband, ‘Call, sort it out.’ But now,
after we arrived here in Poland, my husband went to work, and 1
have to do everything myself. I have such huge responsibilities
on my shoulders — I have to sort everything out for school, for
kindergarten, I have to manage everything at home as well. [ have
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to be independent, I can handle everything myself, something that
back in Ukraine wasn t really the case." (Olena)

She views this change very positively:

"[...] I like this state I am in now, of being an independent
woman, and even my husband looks at me differently, seeing that
Lam so self-reliant. It s not that I wasn t independent in Ukraine,
but I was to a lesser degree [...]. And here, this kind of
independence [in life] is a necessity, and 1 like this
independence. I always dreamed of being independent, but I
would step back — the main role was for my husband." (Olena)

Daryna sees it in a similar way:

"[ think that because I travelled to a foreign place on my own, [
am brave and responsible. Well, [if I werent], I wouldn't have
taken the risk of leaving the country with my kids, packed in so
tightly, in such overcrowding and congestion. [...] In Ukraine,
very few women pursue a career for themselves, they value a
peaceful life more. I also noticed that in Ukraine, women get
pregnant earlier than in Poland." (Daryna)

Oksana emphasizes that she was already emancipated before coming
to Poland, due to her family situation as a divorced woman and the necessity of
supporting her family. For her, the experience of being an independent woman has
been a continuous one:

"[...] I wasnt just a mother, but a woman who was fulfilled in
her professional life. I had my career, I had my job and a role
that I liked." (Oksana)

She perceives Polish women as more emancipated than Ukrainian
women:

"Polish women seem to act in a way that puts themselves first,
they are very ambitious and constantly talk about work, work,
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and more work, while their children are always attending some
kind of courses and extracurricular activities." (Oksana)

Svetlana similarly stresses the importance of a woman’s independence
— she believes that women should be resourceful and self-sufficient. As a divorced
woman, she had already become independent in Ukraine and felt responsible for
both herself and her children.

"[...] I cantjust cling to him with the children,; sometimes, [ don t
understand women who have come here from Ukraine, especially
some ladies, who just sit and wait for someone to help them. My
perspective is that a woman must work, regardless of whether
she has [financial] support from a husband or partner — she
must work." (Svetlana)

She contrasts two stages of her life:

"[...] There was a time in my life when [ was practically at home
all the time, taking care of the children. I had some occasional
jobs, but most of the time, I was at home — managing the house
and the kids, cleaning, cooking, the children — and that kind of
life is a form of contempt for a woman. [...] My opinion is that a
partner prefers to be with a woman who strives for something,
and develops herself rather than with one who just sits at home
all the time and takes care of the children. But it really depends
on the woman herself." (Svetlana)

In Svetlana’s view, a woman should be “independent, [...] she can build a
career for herself, she has her own opinion.”

In the narratives of the women studied, a distinctly ambivalent attitude
towards feminism is evident, whether in a personal context or in their assessment
of how the movement is perceived in Ukraine. Their statements reveal a strong
scepticism towards feminism, whose ideas are often simplified and clearly
misunderstood by the refugees. Some of them strongly adhere to a binary division
of gender roles, accepting the subordination of women to men. For instance,
Svetlana dislikes the word “feminist”, as she associates it with hatred towards
men. Sasha, on the other hand, emphasizes, likely referring to the stereotype of
feminists as seeking dominance over men: “We dont have feminism, we have
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equality.” Moreover, a fundamental reduction of the concept of feminism appears
in Marina’s words:

"Feminism, to me, is about words, feminised forms, that you
have to say things separately — director (dyrektorka),
psychologist (psycholozka) [...], but in our country, feminists are
the women who are divorced, they have to be independent now."”
(Marina)

Anastasia, in turn, refers to the stereotype of a feminist as someone who
distances herself from men and does not want to have much to do with them:

"There are many women who want to raise their children
independently, do everything by themselves. [...] Feminism is
generally viewed negatively in Ukraine because a man should
also take care of the family, think about the future, and be a
source of support for a woman." (Anastasia)

Arina believes that men and women should share responsibilities
equally, but in her own life, she has always been on her own, having to rely on
herself. The father of her child had multiple women and was not faithful to her.
When we discuss feminism, she starts laughing and remarks that she has just
realised she has been a feminist her whole life —a woman who does not need a
man. However, she still believes that life is easier for a woman if she has a man’s
support and can rely on him. In this sense, her perspective aligns with the view
expressed by Anastasia. A similar outlook is presented in Galyna’s extensive
account, in which she equates being a feminist with someone who does not enter
formal relationships with men, raises children alone, and manages life
independently:

"Oh! Then I am the leader of feminism in Ukraine! I became a
very young mother early on and never got married. [...] All the
responsibilities and childcare — I have to rely only on myself.
When I finished my studies in Sumy, the city where Iwas born and
studied, there werent really any prospects for working in
Jjournalism or developing myself both personally and financially
to secure a future for myself and my daughter. So I made the
decision to move to Kyiv. I knew that I would have to work hard,
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that I would be alone with my child, but I decided to give it a try
and moved to the capital. In Kyiv, I found a good job and
enrolled my daughter in kindergarten. When she was at
kindergarten, I could get some sleep and rest for a few hours.
Later, after picking her up, I would take a taxi to work, give her
something to play with, and once she went to sleep, I would put
on my headphones and work. Thats how two, two and a half
vears of my life passed." (Galyna)

CONCLUSION

The study participants played a decisive role in shaping the narrative
of this text, which describes their experiences. Aware of the difficulties and
controversies surrounding the creation of "knowledge" about refugees, we sought
to avoid the accusation of imposing the researcher's perspective as the one that
"knows best." We made a conscious decision to remain "inside" the research
situation at all times (this issue is discussed in greater detail in the methodological
chapter of our book). The analysis and interpretation of interviews with Ukrainian
refugee women presented in this article include extensive excerpts from their
statements. In doing so, we respond to E.P. Thompson’s (Thompson, 1994) call
for a "history from below," where the voices of those studied are directly quoted,
allowing us to avoid the risk of "overinterpreting testimonies" or speaking on
behalf of the participants. The women’s stories reveal their growing confidence in
themselves and their abilities. All of the women who participated in the study
express highly positive views of their Ukrainian past and highlight their
satisfaction with the life they lost. Their narratives contain no mention of problems
or negative experiences. Instead, the image of the Ukraine they left behind is an
idyllic vision, constructed through positively charged definitions of life, such as
"beautiful," "modern," "prosperous,” "happy," and "peaceful." This perspective
undoubtedly stems from the profound loss of their place in life —both in a territorial
and psychosocial sense. The lost homeland and environment become idealized,
irreplaceable, precisely because of their personal memories. At the same time, as
we closely examine the narratives of these refugee women, we notice that
recounting their experiences of forced emancipation gives meaning to everything
they have gone through. They perceive these changes as a process of self-
improvement and adaptation to new circumstances. Moreover, framing events
within such narratives has provided them with strength, serving as a means of
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coping with adversity, fear, and the trauma of losing the life they knew before
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.
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