
 
Ukraine. Donatella Rafanelli: “This country will have a future also
thanks to its women’s courage”

 is an Italian woman who has been living in Ukraine since 2019. She is a professional Italian teacher
and a member of the Focolare Movement. She lives halfway between Kyiv and Mukachevo. She
personally experienced the "great exodus" from the capital when the city was taken by Russian
forces on 24 February 2022. However, she decided not to abandon these people. She wanted to
share their ordeal, their suffering, their strength and their resistance. To mark International Women's
Day on 8 March, SIR contacted her by telephone to gain her insight into the "Ukrainian women". Her
story starts with a plethora of names, stories and situations. “I am thinking of Irina”, says
Donatella. “Like many women here in Ukraine, her husband was sent to the front. He is fighting
in the Donbas. They have no children and Irjna is alone. She is a deeply religious woman. She and
her husband are in contact with each other often. He speaks to her of very harsh facts that are
difficult to recount, but he also tells her about the solidarity of the soldiers. The courage, the hope, the
unshakeable strength to carry on. She is at his side in every way, first of all through prayer, but also
through the sending of material aid. Her husband says he does not identify with any religious faith,
but “he too has started to pray.” On the front line, she says, there are no people who are far from
God. There are moments when they all gather to pray". Then there is Marina, a young girl now
studying at the University of Lviv. She is from a town that is located 70 kilometres from Kyiv. She
was 17 at the start of the full-scale Russian invasion and her mother immediately went to the front as
a volunteer nurse, leaving her alone with her grandparents. She now works as a paramedic for the
Donbass Armed Forces, the only woman among the soldiers. "Marina spent one month at our home.
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We were impressed by her special way of describing her mother and the soldiers. We must support
them in every way," she says, "because they are fighting for our freedom and independence." Olga is
a 38-year-old Ukrainian businesswoman currently working in Switzerland. She was overseeing
a project to host a group of orphaned children, aged between three months and two years, in
Switzerland. The group was accompanied by a woman who acted as an intermediary. They travelled
for four days. They travelled by bus, car and train. They never slept. When they arrived in
Switzerland, they were exhausted. But the next day she turned up at the embassy looking absolutely
fine. She looked like a different person. Well dressed, well groomed. “Femininity is a typical
characteristic of Ukrainian women," says Donatella. "It's in their DNA, it's part of their culture.  Beauty
and femininity are often equated with weakness, but not here. On the contrary, it is a sign of zest for
life, a sign that life goes on even when there is war. Behind so much beauty there are women who
never give up.” 

 Her mother is still there, but her father is a prisoner in Russia. They received a video showing that he
was still alive. But it's a video from months ago. And she goes on with her life, studying with this
immense pain inside.” Tanya fled an occupied town with her two daughters, aged 10 and 12.
She hid them in the car, behind her suitcases. While they were waiting at the checkpoint, a person in
front of them got out, was shot and died instantly. She was terrified, but all she could think about at
the time was how to press the accelerator in case she was hit, to get her girls to safety. Finally, there
is Masha's story. She was married to a Russian man who joined the Russian army after the war
broke out. But when he saw what was happening in Bucha and then in Mariupol, he could not bear it
and died of a heart attack. With great pain, Masha shared his story at a moment of encounter and
sharing. "In the face of all this suffering, I feel so insignificant that no words make sense," Donatella
admits. "I listen and there is nothing more I can do." 
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