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Abstract
This paper explores how the evolving geopolitical context is shaping the civil society sector in Ukraine. As key actors in the humanitarian response to Russia’s invasion, the number of civil society organisations (CSOs) operating in Ukraine has grown exponentially. Situated at the centre of an East–West struggle for hegemony, Ukraine’s emergent civil society sector has engaged extensively with the global humanitarian architecture. However, as new geopolitical formations assemble and the international rule-based order atrophies, Ukraine increasingly finds itself at the epicentre of a defining struggle between the EU’s promise of liberal democracy on one side and US/Russian anti-liberal neo-imperialist authoritarianism on the other. Using assemblage thinking, critical realist ontology, and qualitative methods of key-informant interview and document analysis, the paper traces the emergence, functioning, and evolution of a formalised, institutionalised civil society sector. Our findings reveal the struggle for organisational autonomy, recognition, and identity as the civic space is re-institutionalised in response to the war. As local CSOs push for greater localisation and recognition in the governance of the humanitarian response, they face resistance from the centralising forces and dominant tendencies of the global humanitarian system. Yet, as the institutions and logics of this social structure collapse, opportunities for meaningful alternatives in humanitarian governance are emerging, based on local forms of civic associationism and self-organisation. Such collective institutions are necessary for progressive and dynamic state-society relations. 
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Introduction
As Russia’s war on Ukraine unfolds, the enduring social, political, environmental and economic effects of the full-scale invasion are stark. According to the United Nations Organisation for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UN OCHA), Ukraine has the highest displaced population, internally and internationally, ever recorded for any country (Mikheieva & Kuznetsova, 2024). In 2026, 5.6 million people remained displaced externally as refugees (Ippolitova et al., 2026), 3.7 million people remained displaced internally within Ukraine (IDMC, 2026), and 10.7 million remain in need of humanitarian assistance (UN OCHA, 2026). The extent of disruption to social systems is matched only by the extent of devastation to Ukraine’s rich ecological systems and biodiversity (Yutilova et al., 2025). As a source of food and agricultural products to the world market, it will take decades for the water systems and soil to recover and for biodiversity to return. 
In response to the ongoing war and multifaceted devastation, evidence suggests that Ukrainian civil society organised with speed and determination following the full-scale ground invasion commencing in February 2022. Research from Zarembo and Martin finds that by April 2022, approximately 80 percent of Ukrainians were involved in civic resistance of some kind (2024, p. 203). This moment, according to Stepanenko and Stewart, ‘triggered a powerful wave of Ukrainian patriotism and mobilisation of civil society, resembling experiences from the Revolution of Dignity (2013–2014) but exceeding them in scale, significance and impact’ (2025, p. 152). In the early days of the full-scale invasion, UN OCHA identified 461 partner organisations to lead the humanitarian response. This included 236 international Non-Governmental Organisations (INGOs) and 112 local and national Civil Society Organisations (LN CSOs) (Bierman & Runde, 2023). Since this time, the number of LN CSOs has grown exponentially, with the Civil Society Forum of 2025 hosting over 5000 participating organisations. When this stage of the war comes to a close, as it inevitably will, a process of reconstruction and restorative development will follow. Ukrainian civil society is likely to be central to this. 
For obvious reasons, much attention has been dedicated to why the war erupted, with a focus on NATO expansionism and Russian imperialism. Other research has closely followed Ukraine’s military response, the activation of Western alliances, remilitarisation of international relations, and rearmament of Europe. But less attention has been given to the social-structural transformations being shaped by this war and how it is influencing state-civil society relations. Further, the cultural war that also informs this conflict and is actively reshaping geopolitical alliances is not featured in mainstream public debates, media and discourse, and yet has a distinct influence of the shape of the civic sector as this emerges. 
Maryna Shetsova has been tracing the emergence of anti-genderism in the context of Russian imperialist expansionism and interference in the affairs of its neighbours for over a decade (see, for example, Shetsova 2020; 2023). As the full-scale invasion of Ukraine unfolded in February 2022, President Putin argued that the invasion was necessary not only to protect Russia from an expansionist NATO, but to protect traditional family values against Europeanisation, understood as the expansion of liberal values on gender, sexuality, diversity, inclusivity and equality. For the first two years of the war, Ukraine was at the centre of a war between the East and the West over values as well as territory. This changed with the arrival of the second Trump regime to the White House in early 2025. 
Commencing with the suspension and then dissolution of the United States Agency for International Development which provided the largest amount of funding to Ukraine’s humanitarian efforts in January 2025 (Trump, 2025), followed in April 2025, with steps to deinstitutionalise diversity, equality and inclusion in security governance by the Secretary to the Department of Defence (later renamed the Department of War), Pete Hegseth. This anti-liberal cultural transformation was solidified in Trump’s National Security Strategy, which argues that the US cannot achieve its objectives ‘without growing numbers of strong, traditional families that raise healthy children’ (The White House, 2025, p. 4).
From early 2025, geopolitical realignments, energised and fuelled by emerging anti-genderist, anti-rights, and anti-liberal social movements and mobilisations have influenced the shape of the international peace and security institutional order and the rule of law. Active processes entailing defunding key multilateral agencies unfolded with the US sharply reduced foreign assistance affecting a number United Nations agencies through 2025, including humanitarian agencies.  Consequently, Ukraine has found itself at the epicentre of a defining struggle between the EU’s promise of liberal democracy on one side and US/Russian anti-liberal neo-imperialist authoritarianism on the other. This paper offers insights into the emergence and evolution of Ukraine’s civil society sector at this moment of rupture, when not only territory but also worldviews and value systems are being transformed. 
The following begins with a brief overview of the context and background to the study, drawing on theoretical and empirical scholarship on civil society, the historical-political context of post-Soviet states, and the morphological changes in Ukraine’s civic space over time and their role in the humanitarian response. Section 3 details the methodology and methods used to gather the study's qualitative empirical data. The study was guided by an assemblage approach (Mc Gandy et al., 2025), underpinned by a critical realist ontology (Fletcher, 2017; Archer et al., 2013). We undertook a stakeholder mapping exercise to trace the emergence and evolution of a network of new local and national CSOs who had established an advocacy body to lobby for increased localisation and local voice in humanitarian governance decision-making, including funding and programme design. This network emerged as local organisations were quickly moved from their role as first responders, emerging out of affected populations, into the status of ‘implementer’ based on projects and programmes designed and determined by the central humanitarian coordinating body (UN OCHA) and their partner INGOs, in collaboration with institutional donors such as Irish Aid, the United States Agency for International Development (USAID), and the aid agencies for other leading donors including the UK, Germany and the EU. 
33 key informant interviews took place with representatives from seven local and national CSOs, three international non-governmental organisations (INGOs) and one donor over two data collection periods in January and October 2025.  Rich contextual and reflective thematic analysis was used to analyse the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Clarke & Braun, 2017; Fryer, 2022) and as all participants were asked similar questions during the interviews, a form of contrapunctual analysis was used to reveal the competing perspectives and interests of differently situated actors and organisations. NVivio 14 was used to support the organisation and management of the data and data analysis process. 
Section 4 shares insights from the thematic analysis presenting results and discussion in four sub-sections, commencing with a thick descriptive account of the emergence, expansion and formalisation of the civils society sector in Ukraine in the post-2022 period. A further three analytical sections focus on the dynamics within the sector, including navigating contexts of complexity, competition and contingency; explorations of power, interests, and competing priorities, and finally, reflections on the opportunities and threats for transforming governance practices. Section 5 shares concluding comments, observations, reflecting on the implications for humanitarian governance and state-civil society relations in Ukraine, as well as possibilities for the sustained reinstitutionalisation of associational life in Ukraine more broadly.
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