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 Abstract

After the 1992 transition, son preference has reached levels heretofore 
unprecedented in parts of the former Soviet empire. Sex-ratio at birth and the 
juvenile ratio from three data sources reveal that son preference has in fact 
equaled or surpassed the levels prevalent in India and China in some countries. 
We suggest that the differentials in levels of son preference and that the changes 
observed after 1992 can be attributed to the “patriarchal renaissance” taking 
place alongside nationalist, religious and ethnic revivals in post-Soviet states.  
Extreme son preference is associated with a state of long-term mobilization for 
potential war or “frozen wars.”

Mild son preference has been noted to exist in almost every known society
(Das Gupta 1999). Eastern Europe, the Commonwealth of Independent States, 
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and the Russian Federation are no exceptions to this rule. Historical material 
reveals that sex-selective infanticides and under-registration of girls have 
predated the 20th century phenomenon (Szoltysek 2008). After the 1992 market 
reforms, however, son preference has reached levels unprecedented heretofore in
some post-Soviet states, and comparable to, if not greater than the levels of son 
preference at birth or during early childhood prevalent in the most 
discriminatory parts of India or China (UNPD 2006). 

This imbalance in the sex-ratio at birth (SRB) and in the juvenile sex-ratio 
(JSR) in post-Soviet states has gone unnoticed in the academic literature on the 
topic1, and constitutes a relatively surprising omission given the intensity of the 
debate over determinants of son preference and the wide availability of vital 
statistics data across the Former Soviet Union and Eastern Europe (Sen 1989, 
1993, 2003; Coale 1991; Das Gupta 2005; Oster 2005; Dreze and Khera, 2000; 
Klasen, 1994; Sudha and Rajan, 1999) The exclusive focus of academic research 
on sex-ratio imbalance and son preference has been centered on South and East 
Asia ever since the Nobel Laureate, Amartya Sen, published his “Missing Women 
in Asia” article (Sen 1989), which made a commotion when it estimated the 
number of “missing women” at around 100 million, and when it branded it the 
greatest genocide of the 20th century.

Data reliability 
To ascertain the existence of the phenomenon of son preference in post-

soviet states, we collected data from three different databases: the UN Population
Division’s World Population Prospects: the 2006 Revision, the World Health 
Organization’s Health For All Database and the United States Census Bureau’s 
International Database—hereafter referred to respectively as the WPP, the HFA 
and the IDB (UNPD 2006, WHO 2007, USCB 2008). 

 The WHO HFA data is a straightforward yearly collection of vital statistics
from each country’s national statistical office. Such data tends to be unadjusted, 
and could potentially display slight biases by exclusion of poorer areas where 
registration of death could be too costly, or where hospitals are seldom used for 
birthing purposes (Manchini and Marnie 2007: 35). This has been noted to be the
case for a few post-Soviet states, such as Georgia, after 1992, when a death 
registration fee was introduced in states where it used to be free. Since we are 
mainly concerned with births statistics, such economic bias in the data is unlikely
to have much of an influence on our analysis (Yengenyan et al. 2001). However, 
exclusion bias of poorer regions where people cannot afford the use of hospital 
after 1991 is of concern given that such populations may be more prone to sex-
selective abortion or infanticide, and that a number of such events may go 
unregistered (Southworth 2008).

If, however, such bias was statistically significant, it would tend to under 
represent the extent and magnitude of son preference in the state under 

1� we could find one reference to an abnormally high proportion of male to female births amongst post-
Soviet states, but then it was only featured as a side note in a paper about life expectancy in Armenia 
and Georgia, with this exact sentence: “In particular, it is striking to see at Figure 2 that the number of 
under-five-year boys is unexpectedly much higher than that of girls and we shall see that it will be the 
same for Armenia […] The differences are only due to sex ratio at birth and mortality. In fact, in this 
case it seems to be due to an unusually high proportion of boys among births (see Annex 2). Reasons 
for such a phenomenon are not clear at all. This special topic should be treated elsewhere […].” 
(Yeganyan et al. 2001: 221)

2



consideration, particularly in the case of lack of death registration.2 One 
consequence of this potential bias is that by using the birth ratio data, for a given 
year where a census was taken, to longitudinally compute the sex-ratio of the 
population at the following census year, some discrepancy might appear. (For 
instance, some girls might have been registered as born for the census, but their 
death registration were not recorded, which would lead to slight sex-ratio 
miscalculations, in favor of girls.) No integrative framework of the census data 
and the hospital and civil registration data is performed, but these potential 
biases should not be overstated for they are unlikely to be highly important for 
the post-soviet bloc, according to the chief of population estimates and projections 
section at the UN, given the general reliability of Soviet and post-Soviet data 
collection. (Heilig 2008). 

 On the other hand, both the United States Census Bureau and the UNPD 
figures on sex ratios are arrived at by collecting each country’s vital statistics 
registration data, all available academic literature and micro-surveys on a 
specific region’s demography, and then fitting these figures into an inter-censal 
consistency framework for consolidation. These checks allow for solid reliability 
(Heilig 2008), particularly in cases where census data errors and mortality 
estimates are limited, which happens to be the case for most of the post-soviet 
states under scrutiny. For poorer countries, different population models are used,
based primarily on large-scale interviews and projections from sample 
populations, but this was not the case for the post-Soviet states we are concerned
with (Heilig 2008). 

Although both sources are very reliable, the UN Population Division 
unfortunately decided to smooth out variations in the data by averaging yearly 
figures out into quinquennial slices. While this method provides a great overview
of longer time trends, it could become relatively insensitive to more subtle 
changes determined by specific events and occurring on a yearly basis (UN 1983, 
Chapter 2). The IDB data does not have that problem, and further includes 
migration estimates provided by the  U.N. Refugee Agency (UNHCR) to reinforce 
its longitudinal monitoring of population cohorts within its inter-censal 
consolidation framework..

1. The post-soviet missing women
Facts and Trends

Although the issue of the “missing men” in post-transition Russia has 
attracted lots of attention, from the media (Harding 2008) , NGOs (UNICEF 2001, 
World Bank 2005) and academics alike (Brainerd and Cutler, 2005), and despite 
the existence of quite a substantial literature on the topic of “missing women” in 
Eastern and Southern Asia (Sen 1989, 1990; Klasen and Wink 2002; Oster 2005; 
Das Gupta 1997, 2008) , no such discussion has yet emerged about the puzzling 
case of post-Soviet females. 

This silence is a surprising, especially in light of the fact that in 2008 both 
Armenia and Azerbaijan display levels of son preference that are, on average, 
significantly higher than those of China or India.  Armenian and Azeri sex-ratio at
birth (SRB) rates in 2008 have soared up from 1.07 in 1990 to 1.18, respectively, 

2� In the case of excluded, poorer, rural areas, it is unclear in which direction the bias would operate, if 
statistically significant, but according to past historical research (Szoltyzek, 2008), these populations 
should be perhaps more prone to sex-selective abortions or infanticide for girls.
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whereas China rose from 1.10 to 1.15 during the same period (Heilig 2008; 
UNPD 2006). These are huge leaps, for the typical sex-ratio at birth rates usually 
range between 1.05 and 1.06 male per female, which seems to be an almost 
universal biological constant (Sen 1990; Das Gupta 1997; Barro 2005). Leaving 
the Former Soviet Bloc apart, except for Africa, with an average of 1.03 and India, 
China, and Korea, almost every other place in the world has maintained an 
average of 1.05 for the past 50 years (UNPD 2006), a figure which biostatisticians
using various historical source and databases have confirmed (Parazzini et al. 
1998).

As is laid down in table 1, Armenia and Azerbaijan are not the only two 
post-Soviet states to reveal such patterns after the 1992/3 transition. Roughly, 
one could separate post-Soviet states with abnormal sex-ratio at birth patterns 
into three categories: first, those that skyrocketed after 1992, such as Armenia, 
Azerbaijan and Georgia for which the sex-ratio at birth stabilized around 1.11 in 
2005, a figure lower than China but still higher than India— where the sex-ratio 
at birth is estimated to be at 1.08. A second category would include countries 
that have historically not seen fluctuations in their ratio but have always 
displayed a fairly high one. Macedonia and Serbia would be the only members of 
that group with a flat-line ratio not departing from 1.08 for the past 30 years. 
Lastly, Russia, the Ukraine, Slovakia, and to a certain extent Romania, all fit into 
the category of countries where change is observed after the transition but 
where the ratio does not venture too far away from the 1.05 threshold, generally 
not crossing the 1.07 line (UNPD 2006).

Source: UNPD (2006)
 Table 1 above clearly underlines the magnitude of the sex-imbalance at 

birth for some post-Soviet countries after 1992 using UNDP data,. Does this data 
allow us to infer that sex-selective abortion has become a widespread 
phenomenon across the Former Soviet Union? At first sight, not really. Only 8 out 
of 31 FSU states display abnormal patterns in the sex-ratio at birth levels. 
Furthermore, only five of these eight have truly “alarming” figures. While this 
may be the case, a few points have to be kept in mind. First,  Russia, the Ukraine 
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and Slovakia saw their sex-ratios all rise after 1990/1995, that is, at the same 
time as the other five post-Soviet countries where variation occurred. Such 
timing is unlikely to be due only to chance.  Second, long-term averages for the 
sex-ratio at birth are extremely stable figures. It is quite surprising to note that in
the past fifty years, except for the post-Soviet states mentioned in my 
descriptions above, there were only seven other countries in the world where 
SRB variation of any kind took place: Belgium, Greece, and Zimbabwe—where it 
decreases very slightly by 0.01 and 0.02!—and China, India, South Korea, 
Madagascar and Micronesia—where it increases, negligibly for Madagascar, 
slightly for Micronesia, and heavily for the three other (UNPD 2006). Excluding 
these, the rest of the world averaged SRB levels show no variance whatsoever. 
This stability of the SRB levels suggests that even very slight variations are very 
meaningful and cannot be dismissed without further analysis. 

Further, when we examine differentials in infant mortality by gender in 
post-Soviet states we also find evidence consistent with the hypothesis that 
large-scale sex-selective abortions widespread. Table 2 below graphs the infant 
mortality rates for boys and girls under one year of age in a few FSU countries. 
Typically—with the medical, technological and policy advances of the past fifty 
years—the death curves for both sexes should be constantly declining, with the 
caveat that the figures should be lower for girls than those for boys, given their 
greater biological resilience, which starts in utero (Sen 1989, Parazzi et al. 1998). 
In particular, adversarial environmental conditions should favor girls—with 
higher survival rates for very low birth weight females, for instance (Parazzi et al.
1998: 1394)—and we would expect them to fare significantly better than boys in 
the context of cuts in health care spending associated with the 1992 transition 
across the FSU. 

However, what table 2 below reveals is quite surprising: in four Central 
Eastern European states—Slovakia, Hungary, Poland, and Czech Republic—
mortality rates for girls increase during the 1990-1995 time period whereas they
decrease at the same time for boys (UNPD 2006). Whereas it could be argued 
that revisions in medical terms and definitions after the transition to integrate 
the WHO could be at the source of such statistical artifacts (WHO 2006), the fact 
that a similar “funnel effect” can be observed in another six post-Soviet states—
namely, the Russian Federation, Bulgaria, Khazakstan, Tajikistan, Estonia and 
Bosnia—during the mid 80s, casts some doubts on such a hypothesis. Further, 
even if the graphs in table 2 are capturing the effect of definitional changes in 
neo-natal death or still and live birth in 1992, they should have had a larger effect
on boys than on girls, given the relatively higher proportion of stillbirths for boys 
(Parazzi et al. 1998: 1394). These discrepancies could either be interpreted as 
sex-selective abortion miss-categorized as infant death, or could be read as direct
evidence of sex-selective infanticide between age 0 and 1, either intentionally or 
by neglect.

Trends of heavy son preference in the sex-ratio at birth were also 
confirmed by similar biases in the data on juvenile sex-ratio levels. Between age 
0 and 4, the sex-ratio between boys and girls is supposed to stagnate or decrease 
because of female greater resilience (Parazzi et al 1998, Sen 1989). In the context
of the FSU, this is not the case. According to both United States Census Bureau 
and WHO data, the juvenile sex-ratio for Albania, Serbia, Montenegro, Armenia, 
Azerbaijan and Georgia, fluctuated between 1.08 and 1.20 in the past 15 years—
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Table 2. Changes in Infant Mortality by Gender,
1975-2005
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rates which once again are a close match to some of the worst regional rates in 
India or China (WHO 2008, USCB 2008). Table 3 graphs the different trends in 
juvenile sex-ratio for abnormally high post-Soviet rates for the period between 
1985-2005.

Source: UNPD (2006)

As for the sex-ratio at birth rates, countries displaying son preference 
during early childhood amongst the post-soviet states can be divided into two 
groups: the Balkan states showing little immediate signs of change, such as 
Albania, Serbia and Montenegro, and Bosnia, with JSR rates ranging between 1.08
and 1.10 both before and after the 1992 market-transition, and the Caucasian 
states such as Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia, for which the JSR rates were 
relatively normal before the transition but gradually shot upwards thereafter, 
leaping from 1.07 to 1.20 at their peak. For neither group is the female infant 
mortality rate higher than the male infant mortality rate after age 4, and the 
population ratios quickly reach parity or even a male deficit after the fourth 
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population quintile, namely, at around age 20. This is in stark contrast with 
Indian and Chinese patterns, where the sex-ratios remain highly in favor of males
all throughout the population pyramid (USCB 2008), and where infant morality 
rates have consistently been higher for girls than for boys in the past 30 years 
(UNPD 2006).

Source: USCB (2008)
A second issue in ascertaining the reliability of our data has to do with the 
adoption of WHO criteria after 1992 by FSU countries. The Soviet definition of 
live births excluded a large amount of births by labeling any child born before 28 
weeks of gestation or 35 centimeters in length as “foetus.” This labeling pattern 
downplayed the extent of infant mortality insomuch as foetuses that did not 
survive 7 days after birth would be discounted as stillbirths or miscarriage—
basically unborn (Menchini and Marnie 2007). Such a trend obviously also 
introduced a bias in the data for births, given that some significant proportion of 
children were simply not registered as born. The adoption of WHO standards 
could therefore coincide with the rapid surge of male preference in sex-ratios at 
birth. 

However, that hypothesis is not borne out by facts. The adoption of the 
WHO standards varies widely between countries in both date and manner, 
ranging from 1994 for Armenia to 2006 for Turkmenistan (Menchini and Marnie 
2007) while the surge in sex-selective abortion occurs at almost exactly the same 
time everywhere, i.e. between 1992 and 1995 (WHO, 2006). In some cases, like 
Russia or Ukraine, son preference surfaced in the mid-80s, i.e. before the 
transition itself, and was only compounded by the 1992 changes (UNPD, 2006). 
Last, even in countries where the standards were officially adopted early on, 
implementation often lagged behind, sometimes taking up to a decade to see the 
light or in fact never coming to light. Armenia, for instance, formally adopted 
these new definitions in 1994 but in fact only fully implemented them in 2005 
(Menchini and Marnie 2007: 32).
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Sex-selective abortion  could be due to a cultural environment where “the 
psychological burden of abortion is lower than that of neglecting a living child” 
(Das Gupta and Bhat 1997: 314), towards which even India—in spite of their 
unusually high female infant mortality rates—seems to be moving, explaining the
recent prevalence of pre-natal rather than post-natal sex regulation. 
Nevertheless, the data speaks for itself, and it appears to be beyond doubt that 
sex-selective abortions and infanticide on a scale comparable to the most heavily 
discriminatory regions of China and India are taking place in some post-Soviet 
states. These trends are all the more remarkable given the absence of ready-
made explanations of son preference such as the infamous Chinese “one-child” 
policy or Indian “cultural” factors—such as the dowry or bride price.

Whichever mechanism has unfolded in the Former Soviet Union, the 
Commonwealth of Independent States, Eastern Europe and the Baltic states after 
the 1992 transition is far from clear. The question of understanding what could 
push so many women to develop a son preference comparable to that of the most
strongly gender-discriminatory regions of the known world is not only of 
pressing concern from a policy perspective but also academically relevant in light
of the debates surrounding the “missing women” of Asia.

If the reasons for such a phenomenon remain unclear, we can estimate the
number of “missing girls.” Although the absolute figures are bound to be less 
shocking headline-material than in China or India, they are still relatively high 
compared to the total populations under discussion. Let us not forget that the 
100 million missing women in Asia were figures that represented a century of 
discrimination against girls and women. The time period for the FSU only 
stretches over the course of a decade or two. In Russia alone, between 1992 and 
2005, about a quarter of a million sex-selective abortions seem to have taken 
place. The figures for the rest of the FSU are not necessarily better. Table 4 
samples is a rough attempt at quantification of this phenomenon across a sample 
of FSU countries. To do so, we used a rough but standard method. We first 
calculated the deviation in SRB for each year from the average 1.05 baseline, and 
then multiplied that deviation by the amount of total births to find the 
corresponding “girl deficit” by country per year. Finally, adding up all of these 
values for the duration of the period led to the numbers in the table.. Only 
countries with male to female birth ratios above 1.06 were included. Two 
exceptions were made: 1) countries where the sex-ratio at birth is unstable 
within the period under consideration, which were included even if under 1.05 
for part of the time and 2) countries where the sex-ratio at birth is higher than 
1.06 but where the sex-ratio at birth does not vary during the transition. 

 Table 4. Missing girls in the FSU 1990-2005
Missing girls

Russia 237,588
Georgia 45,645
Armenia 55,176
Azerbaidja 158,218
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n
Ukraine 96,883
Belarus 24,661
Total 618,172

Source: USCB, 2008. 

Possible Explanations

Amartya Sen, the Nobel laureate economist, initiated in the late 80s a 
debate on what he termed the “missing women” of Asia. At the time, it had come 
to his attention that, unlike most of the rest of the world, China, India and Korea 
had a significantly larger male than female population (Sen 1989). In light of the 
genetic advantage of females under equal treatment conditions, Sen argued that 
only some form of cultural bias against women, including preferential treatment 
of boys or neglect of girls in terms of nutrition, medical care or parental 
attention, could explain the imbalance, which he estimated at 100 million 
missing women and described as the “greatest genocide of the century” (Sen 
1990). A number of critical papers were subsequently published and led to a 
revision of Sens’ original figure of 100 million “missing women”, bringing them 
down to a figure closer to 60-80 million (Klasen 1994; Coale 1991).

A decade later, both Sen and his earlier critics agreed that the debate had 
taken a new turn: while the total population sex-ratios had remained quite stable
throughout the 1990s, female mortality after age five seemed to have decreased, 
while female mortality before that cutting line was on the increase. This turn of 
events was interpreted as a testimony to the fact that the availability and low 
price of medical technology, starting in the 80s, allowed parents to screen out 
“undesirable” female fetuses before they were born, leading to an increase in sex-
selective abortions cotemporaneous with an improvement of female’s general 
welfare. (Sen 2003; Klasen and Wink 2002; Das Gupta 2008; Das Gupta and 
Shuzhuo 1999; Sudha and Rajan 1999; Oster Forthcoming)

However satisfying, the technological hypothesis cannot explain the 
variations between national administrative, cultural or geographical 
subdivisions. The causes of these shifting patterns in sex-ratios at birth, both 
across space and time, are to this day not very well understood. The enigma of 
the “missing women” of South Asia has given rise to countless publications, and 
none achieved a great measure of success. Sen himself in his latest statement did 
not seem to think there was as of yet a plausible predictor variable for the 
diverse Indian regional patterns in sex-ratios, given that neither economic 
growth, nor GDP per capita, nor religion (Hindu vs. Muslim), nor geographical 
region were of strong predictive value (Sen 2003). 

Patriarchy and Violence: 

On a qualitative level, serious theoretical contenders are few on the market 
and tend to be related to family structure, and, more particularly, to a narrow 
definition of “patriarchy” as patrilocality—or the moving in of the newly-wed 
bride into the husband’s home—combined with some measure of patrilineality—
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the inheritance of land and important assets from father to son (Das Gupta et al., 
2003). These two trends resulted in the greater dependency of women on males, 
and on the marginalization and devaluation of daughters within both their own 
parents’ household and their husband’s home where they are often treated as 
strangers until they have given birth to sons. In such contexts, daughters are 
perceived as liabilities, not only from the economic point of view—with dowry 
systems and inflation draining the tight financial resources of parents of females
—but also from an emotional (greater difficulty in investing emotionally in girls 
since they will leave the father’s household to marry) and symbolic (great shame 
incurred for premarital sex) point of view (Das Gupta, 2003; Therborn 2004).  

in spite of the original revolutionary impulse granting free abortions to all 
women in the FSU, and despite displaying the highest rates of abortions in the 
world continuously from the 1960s to the present,3 Soviet pro-natalist family 
policies had been designed to strongly encourage women to maintain or raise 
their fertility levels (WHO 2007, Ashwin 2000a, Pascall and Manning 2000; 
Akiner 1997; Acar and Gunes-Ayata, 2000). The stereotype of a strong mother-
worker was the primary identity assigned to Soviet females, particularly after 
WWII. As such, women’s mothering roles were understood predominantly as a 
public rather than private function: their reproductive labor would engender the 
future soldiers and workers of the Revolution (Bridger, 2000). 

Violence was another anthropological explanation that had a measure of 
popularity in the 1990s. It had been brought to the attention of researchers in the
social sciences that higher rates of violence and crime were statistically 
correlated to higher son preference across Indian regions. This discovery led to 
the putting forward of the hypothesis that higher levels of violence would lead 
families to prefer sons for “security” reasons—literally to protect themselves and 
exercise power (Oldenburg 1992). 

The short literature review on the “missing women” debate, albeit in the 
context of South and East Asia, should inform our discussion of similar trends in 
post-Soviet states.  We suggest that an upsurge in patriarchy and the perceived 
mobilization of society for violence may be the cause of this upsurge in son 
preference. 

Gender roles during the Soviet and post-Soviet era

The situation in former Soviet states differs strongly from the ones in 
India, China or Korea. From a socio-economic perspective, post-Soviet states 
were very from “developing countries” in 1991. Economically, most soviet or 
soviet-satellite states belonged to the middle- to higher-income stratum, despite 
the fact that by 1991 they displayed much lower GDP per capita than the 
European average (UNPD 2006). The gap between a soon to become post-Soviet 
state and a “Third World” country was, from many perspectives, unbridgeable.

From the perspectives that are most relevant to this paper, namely family 
structure and violence levels, post-Soviet societies have historically been so 
different from Asian societies that the traditional explanatory frameworks 
advanced in the context of the “missing women” debate don’t apply. Although 

3� About two thirds of all pregnancies are aborted on average across the FSU, that is excluding countries
like Poland or Romania where abortion was banned respectively after and before the transition (WHO 
2007, UNPD 2006)
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demographic historians have noted that in Eastern and Southern Europe, as well 
as amongst Caucasian and Central Asian Republics, a long tradition of son 
preference and non-registration—alongside infanticide—of female children at 
birth have been recorded (Acar and Gunes-Ayana, 2000; Szoltysek, 2008), 
comparable to early 19th century accounts of historical trends in the SRB in China
and India (Das Gupta 1999), Soviet-era policies towards gender-roles had 
managed to eliminate most of the patriarchal structures of family organization by
the end of World War II (Akiner, 1997).

Patrilineality had been mostly abolished by Soviet policy recognizing the 
equality of “comrades” before the law, irrespective of their sex, and patrilocal 
systems could only be said to have survived in some parts of Central Asian 
societies, such as rural areas of Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and 
Khazakstan (Bastug and Hortacsu, 2000; Acar and Gunes-Ayana, 2000), namely, 
the group of countries displaying the lowest rates of sex-ratio bias at birth or 
during early childhood (UNPD 2006). Conversely, the group of country most 
affected by historically high levels of sex-ratio bias at birth and during early 
childhood—i.e., Armenia, Georgia, Albania, Serbia, and Montenegro, and to a 
lesser extent Azerbaijan—do not display such patrilocal family organization. 

For a sufficiently broad understanding of “patriarchy” in the post-
communist environment we adopt the five dimensions of gender analysis that 
Pascall and Manning (2000) put forward in attempting to capture the manifold 
dimensions of female dependency. They analyze gender-relations through the 
lens of women’s roles as caregivers, citizens, mothers, paid workers, and wives. 

Soviet-era policies and roles
The multiple historical layers, ethnic, religious, political and geographical 

interpretations and implementations of former Soviet policy make the situation 
particularly prone to unwarranted generalizations and confusions. That said, the 
Soviet legacy remains strong enough throughout the former empire that some 
common characteristics and patterns can be identified (Kay 2007; Buckley 1997; 
Pascall and Manning 2000). 

As early as of December 1917—in the midst of the Civil War—a decree 
was issued by the Soviet People’s Commissars that allowed for no-fault divorce, 
and established the institutional basis for civil marriage (Therborn 2004:84). A 
year later, a comprehensive family law was passed, institutionalizing equal 
relations between husband and wife in regard to family name and parental 
authority. By 1922, abortion had been legalized, equal pay for equal work 
established, access to land streamlined (through the Land Code of 1922), 
ownership of property by both sexes recognized, equality of legitimate and 
illegitimate children secured, as well as alimony payments, maternity leaves and 
equal voting rights. These sets of decrees were, furthermore, all couched into a 
gender-neutral language of “spouses” rather than “husband and wife”. (Wood 
1997: 50-1)

On a number of important levels, these sets of policies and reforms dealt a
very strong blow to “patriarchy”, understood as the power of the head of the 
family. By giving women a modicum of independence from their fathers and 
husbands, encouraging them out of family life and into the labor force, by 
socializing the costs of motherhood—through the creation of provisions such as 
nurseries, after-school programs, maternity leave and alimony—and by insisting 
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on women’s equal rights to political and legal representation, revolutionary 
Soviet ideology could be thought to have meant the end of patriarchy (Gal and 
Kligman, 2000; Ashwin, 2000; Kollontai, 1977). 

However, in spite of this flourishing egalitarian rhetoric, Maria never 
became a full comrade to Ivan.4 The naturalistic distinction between the sexes 
was a legacy of Tsarist Russia that was well alive, and would survive late into the 
20th and 21st centuries. Ideas of gender-complementarity—backed up by neo-
naturalistic social and scientific discourse—permeated political and media 
debates about “the woman’s question” throughout the Soviet and post-Soviet 
period. As in most other cultural contexts, gender-complementarity entailed 
women’s subordination on a number of axes (Pascall and Kwak, 2005; Kollontai, 
1974).  

Still, while not equal to men, and while Soviet life did not live up to 
propaganda, women made important strides.  (1) Woman as wives:  while 
marriage was not abolished, and women endured the dual burden of paied 
employment and the vast majority of domestic chores (Ashwin, 2000), the state 
ensured that exit and entry was easy for women through universal employment 
and alimony payments (Wood, 1997). (2) Woman as workers: women achieved 
the highest rates of work participation and technical education in the world (Kay 
2007: 8; Vinokurova 2007: 65). Still, patriarchy was not abolished, as there 
existed substantial sex segregation of occupations, with women in the lower paid
and lower prestige positions (Wood 1997; Morrell 2007) (3) Woman as mothers: 
in spite of the original revolutionary impulse granting free abortions to all 
women in the FSU, and despite displaying the highest rates of abortions in the 
world continuously from the 1960s to the present,5 Soviet pro-natalist family 
policies had been designed to strongly encourage women to maintain or raise 
their fertility levels (WHO 2007, Ashwin 2000a, Pascall and Manning 2000; 
Akiner 1997; Acar and Gunes-Ayata, 2000). The stereotype of a strong mother-
worker was the primary identity assigned to Soviet females, particularly after 
WWII. As such, women’s mothering roles were understood predominantly as a 
public rather than private function: their reproductive labor would engender the 
future soldiers and workers of the Revolution (Bridger, 2000). (4)  Women as 
care-givers: the 1917 Revolution brought about a socialization of the costs of care
and of health across the FSU (Therborn, 2004). Soviet-era high public spending 
on health, and universal health-care policies, contributed to formalizing care and 
healthcare services, including them into the range of paid economic activities. To 
the extent that the Soviet healthcare system had achieved first world standards 
by the 70s, the unpaid labor performed by women caring for their families, kin, 
or the elderly was significantly reduced, if not totally eliminated. Given the high 
socialization of healthcare and education, women’s role as care-givers was 
greatly mediated by state intervention, and apart from small extra personal 
contributions to the care of the elderly and relatives such as cooking, women 
were primarily involved in education and healthcare as professionals (Pascall 
and Manning, 2000).

4� An old Russian proverb goes, “Maria is no comrade to Ivan” (cited in Wood 1997:16)
5� About two thirds of all pregnancies are aborted on average across the FSU, that is excluding countries
like Poland or Romania where abortion was banned respectively after and before the transition (WHO 
2007, UNPD 2006)
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State mediation and intervention along the axes of women’s caring role 
did not fundamentally challenge or eliminate patriarchal norms: in many ways, 
the Soviet state assumed the role of the “universal provider”—perpetuating 
differential sexual norms and expectations while giving preferential treatment to 
women. Through the rechanneling of female dependency from males onto the 
state, Soviet-era policies ousted males from their traditional roles of local 
patriarchs and constituted the Soviet state as a, de facto, “universal patriarch”, 
mediating the relations between husbands and wives, and providing both for 
male and female comrades (Ashwin, 2000a:3). In the mid 80s, this ménage à trois
was headed for an explosive breakup the consequences of which the market 
reforms only served to exacerbate and complicate in unexpected ways.

Gender in transition, or the history of the patriarchal renaissance
The contraction and ultimate withdrawal of the Soviet state from familial 

and social affairs at the wake of the transition generated a difficult social 
atmosphere for women who still accepted and perpetuated naturalistic views 
about their differential position in society but had gotten used to more 
independence from their husband through state support policies that they would
stop receiving. This precarious and ambiguous position made of women the 
social group most touched by the collapse of social security networks and 
solidarity, and its replacement with a competitive social logic (Pascall and 
Manning, 2000): popular wisdom had it that in their intrinsic “weakness” women
were not adapted to compete in an environment of social Darwininsm and 
survival of the fittest. In fact, the perceived “over-emancipation” traced back to 
early revolutionary Soviet policies was followed by what seemed like a strong 
cultural backlash against women, which some commentators have called a 
“patriarchal renaissance” (Azhgikhina, 2007). 

This appeared most obviously through changes in media representations 
of womanhood: overnight, the ideal of the strong mother-worker was buried, the 
over-masculine Soviet woman crossed out of the picture. Instead, women’s duties
to maintain an appropriate level of femininity, their caretaking, ‘giving’, 
childrearing and health-guarding roles became the priorities of the day (Kay 
1997, Akiner, 1997; Kay, 1997). On top of that, “situational stereotypes” assigning
lower value to women’s labor have become rampant, as the ubiquitous 
sexualization of hiring practices attests to—with some job offers asking for 
females “bez complexov”, without hangups—having generated the popular belief 
that women can’t keep their jobs without putting out (Roschin and Zubarevich, 
2005). 

The re-privatization of motherhood—i.e. cuts in spending on maternity 
leave, alimony payment, after-school programs, kindergarten—and of the 
healthcare and education sectors, increased women’s workload drastically, 
intensifying their dependency on their families, husbands and female kin (Pascall
and Manning, 2000), while driving fertility rates to “lowest-low” levels (Billari 
and Kohler, 2004). Rates of political representation for females plummeted, by a 
factor of three on average in national parliaments, reaching the all time low of 1 
seat in 2001 in the Russian duma (Roschin and Zubarevich 2005: 37; Pascall and 
Manning, 2000; UNPD 2006). Soviet women’s participation in the public-civic 
sphere, post-transition, was reduced to that of social worker or caregiver 
employed by national or international NGOs (Ishkanian, 2003; Dudwick, 1997). 
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With the reprivatization of motherhood, the costs of social reproduction 
were transferred to private actors, mainly families and kinship networks. This 
withdrawal of the “universal patriarch” from family affairs led to mounting 
pressure being put on males to reclaim their role of primary breadwinner and 
caretaker of the family, in a context where jobs, especially well-paying ones, had 
become a scarce commodity (Ashwin, 2000a).

Furthermore, their inability to take on the role of primary breadwinner 
has been taken as a major failure, and accepted by both men and women as 
legitimate grounds for marriage dissolution, (Kay, 2007). Adding to this 
generalized high unemployment, male idleness at home, defiant behavior 
towards “effeminate labor”, intensive regular alcohol consumption, and 
continued withdrawal from family life as part of the Soviet legacy, one obtains 
increasing domestic conflict and friction, and an outrageous outbreak of violence 
against women. Domestic violence, for instance, has reached unimaginable 
proportions after 1992: after 1992, and in Russia alone more than 14,000 women
were killed per year as a result of domestic violence, a figure about 30 times 
higher than prevalent rates in the US, and which constitutes approximately 50% 
of all female death by homicides in Russia (HRW 1997, Johnson 2001). 
Underreporting and police cooperation however made estimations quite 
unreliable, and the figure above probably stands on the more conservative side.

Forced cohabitation with a former partner, as well as increasing 
dependency on husbands were identified as the main factors driving up the 
shocking rates of domestic violence across the FSU, but since 1992, other forms 
of physical and psychological violence against women have proliferated: the porn
industry has spread like wildfire (particularly in Hungary and Russia), 
prostitution rates skyrocketed—with up to 64% of males using such services in 
Russia for instance (Roschin and Zubarevich 2005:35)—as well as sexual slavery,
human trafficking, and exports of brides (Buckley 1997; Aral and St. Lawrence 
2004).

The above-mentioned changes in public representations of women, the 
reprivatization of motherhood, the unprecedented explosion of domestic 
violence and prostitution, the disappearance of women from the political scene 
and the reinforced occupational segregation have inspired some Russian and 
Western observers the term “patriarchal renaissance” (Azhgikhina, 2007) to 
characterize the socio-cultural process by which men have been reasserting the 
power of the husband, father and the “strong male” over the female members of 
their family, reviving gender-roles that belonged to a mythical, unsullied past 
before the Soviet era or to what is often perceived as “Western” practices 
(Atwood, 1997). This “patriarchal renaissance” also brings to mind associations 
with a number of other socio-cultural backlashes following the transition period, 
such as the rise of neo-nationalist movements, of religious fundamentalisms and 
of ethnic fragmentation and violence. 

Frozen Wars and the Caucasus
Even though the resurgence of patriarchal behaviors and stereotypes can 

be demonstrated to have plagued the FSU in its entirety after 1992, the Caucasus 
differs significantly from the rest of the FSU in one important respect: levels of 
son preference were not only the highest amongst FSU countries, but also in the 
world. The “patriarchal renaissance” detailed above can, intuitively and without 
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further quantitative analysis, be discarded as insufficient to have brought about 
this unique situation.

Interestingly, a unique and common factor unites all three countries in the
region: they have all been involved in what Horowitz (2003) calls “frozen wars.” 
At least five criteria are typical of such conflicts: an ethnic and territorial 
component to the initiation of conflict, the involvement of small-sized 
paramilitary groups rather than centralized national armies with full 
mobilization powers, a very brief period of armed collision followed by a 
prolonged “war emergency situation” where besides minor hostilities not very 
much happens, low casualties, and a large internally displaced persons and 
refugee situation (Horowitz, 2003). This type of conflict has characterized the 
post-1993 situations in Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, and to a certain extent 
Albania, which also displayed very high levels of son preference (Pluemper and 
Neymayer, 2006; Coppieters, 2001).

Possibly then, and this is only a hypothesis that further qualitative 
research should verify, a frozen war—because of its very extended nature, and 
the general mobilization it entails—might greatly diminish women’s bargaining 
powers in the public and private spheres, leading to the particularly appalling 
situation observable in the region. 

After the initial, short and localized eruption of violence and displacement
next to nothing seems to be happening, and the conflict cannot be said to require 
the mobilization of women. In this context, we hypothesize, the threat of looming 
violence will be used, consciously or not, by men to further the extent, reach and 
scope of their own privilege, leading to an atmosphere of greater control over 
women, of hyper-macho virilism (Coppieters, 2001), and increased patriarchy.  
Skyrocketing son-preference could be a result. 

Conclusion
The aims of the present essay were twofold. First, it was set out to draw 

attention to the historically unprecedented emergence of a very high imbalance 
in the sex-ratio at birth and juvenile sex-ratio in some parts of the Caucasus and 
the Balkans. This phenomenon was linked to an average increase in the SRB and 
JSR across the whole of the post-Soviet blocs after 1992. 

The second goal of the paper was to suggest some hypotheses that could 
explain the empirical phenomena of increasing son-preference. First, we 
hypothesize that the moderate rise of son-preference can be explained by a 
resurgence in patriarchial norms. We employ a broadened definition of 
patriarchy, beyond the traditional confines of patrilocality and patrilineality 
employed in the missing women debate in East Asia. We suggest that the post-
communist environment encouraged a “patriarchal renaissance” that could lead 
to son-preference: a re-patriarchalization of gender relations as a backlash to 
Soviet “female emancipation from above” policies. Second, we hypothesize that 
the rise of extreme son-preference is related to the emergence of “frozen war,” 
with protracted, low- or no-intensity conflict, a perpetual state of emergency 
situation, to generate a cultural and normative super-valuation of virility and a 
corollary devaluation of female life.

Further qualitative evidence, such as fieldwork, would be desirable to 
confirm these trends, and map out the exact dynamics of the process of 
“patriarchal renaissance”, hyper-machism, and female devaluation. To what 
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extent are women convinced of the greater value of a son and to what extent do 
they feel social pressure to be the mother of a son? What future rewards do they 
attribute to sons specifically, social, economic, or symbolic capital? What 
potential incentive, beyond symbolic domination, could women get for 
perpetuating patriarchal norms and ideals that may otherwise appear as 
completely detrimental to them? Could women’s self-stereotyping be seen as a 
survival strategy, perhaps explaining the huge mortality gap between post-Soviet 
females and their male relatives?6

Our analysis highlights the need for more research in the field of son 
preference, and by introducing a broader framework of analysis opens up the 
discussion: a distinct possibility that the post-Soviet cases reveal is that very high
levels of son preference is not simply a thing of the pre-modern, traditional and 
distant past, and could appear amongst societies where the phenomenon had not
previously been recorded, or even imaginable.

6� For instance, one could imagine that clinging strongly to their role as primary caretaker of children
and as main pillar of the family in times of deep financial and social instability might provide women
with greater psycho-emotional ties to life compared to their husbands. The latter will often meet great
resistance and will be perceived as encroaching on female territory when, after being laid off, they
suddenly try to participate in family life. Their loss of a primary identity as main breadwinner couple
with this absence of alternative outlets and alienation from family life has been perceived by some
social scientists as the main cause of male staggering drinking patterns, particularly compared to
female consumption levels (Ashwin and Lytkina, 2004).
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