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ABSTRACT This article provides and discusses a typology of the self-identifications used by the post-2022
war-induced migrants from the Russian Federation, i.e., people who left Russia after it invaded Ukraine.
We argue that this typology, which consists of three main elements—migrant/émigré (migrant/emigrant
in Russian), refugee (bezhenets), and relocant (relokant)—is permeated by tensions between politicizing
and depoliticizing one's own migratory experience. We show that politicization dominated among those
who self-identified as migrants/émigrés or refugees, while depoliticization dominated among relocants. In
this way, we reveal the problem of politicality as central to how recent migrants from Russia shape their
self-identifications, i.e., their ways of interpreting their migratory experiences as a whole. The article is
based on the analysis of 110 semi-structured qualitative interviews with post-2022 migrants from Russia,
conducted in nine European and Asian countries.
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INTRODUCTION

Russia’s invasion on Ukraine on February 24, 2022, has triggered rapid, large-scale
out-migration from Russia. This happened much later than in Ukraine, where the invasion
only dramatically accelerated out-migration, which had been set in motion by Russia’s
annexation of Crimea and the military conflict in Donbas. In the case of Russia, during
the first twelve months after the invasion, more than 800,000 citizens left the country
(Matusevich 2024).

Many of these people left in the first few weeks, forming the first major wave of
war-induced out-migration. Others were motivated to leave several months later by the
partial military mobilization announced by Vladimir Putin on September 21, 2022, shap-
ing the second major wave. The military mobilization came as a surprise to many, as it was
announced without warningand contrary to the president’s earlier pronouncements. As part
of this second wave, also several weeks long, the fastest to leave were men of draft age and
women working in occupations directly affected by the mobilization decree (Sheftalovich
2022), while their families joined them sometime later.

This article provides and discusses a typology of the main categories of self-identification
used by these post-mobilization Russian migrants, as well as the relations between them.
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We argue that the central tension underlying all three major self-identifications—migrant/
¢émigré (migrant/emigrant in Russian), refugee (bezhenets), and relocant (relokant)—runs
between interlocutors’ attempts to politicize or depoliticize their new social positional-
ity vis-a-vis other migrants and host societies and to interpret their migratory experience
according to one of these strategies. Through a comprehensive discussion over the course
of this article, we reveal politicality as the central organizing principle for how war-induced
migrants from Russia shape their self-identifications and interpret their own migratory
experiences in various, sometimes contradictory, ways. With this analysis, the article con-
tributes to the ongoing heated debate about post-2022 war-induced migration from Russia.

This article is structured as follows. Section 1 discusses the research approach centered on
the category of self-identification, understood sociologically. Section 2 discusses the state of
the art and presents the methodology and research material. Section 3 provides the socio-
logical profiles of our interlocutors, as well as aggregate summaries of our research data: it
reveals the variety of self-identifications mentioned, determines the most frequently indi-
cated ones, and presents other introductory findings. Section 4 presents the main argument
of this article, embedded in the rich qualitative data analysis. It discusses and interprets
the three main self-identifications: migrant/émigré (politicization as resistance); refugee
(politicization of being underprivileged or undeserving), and relocant (depoliticization as
evasion), as well as other self-identifications containing numerous atypical declarations. It
shows how the problem of politicality, with its main internal tension, permeates and orga-
nizes each of these categories and the typology as a whole.

1. SELF-IDENTIFICATION AS A CATEGORY FOR CRITICAL MIGRATION STUDIES

The post-2022 migration from Russia is one of the latest manifestations of the global increase
in massive migratory movements that has been ongoing since 2014. This increase has placed
migration at the center stage of the political agenda of the vast majority of Western coun-
tries, where two dominant mainstream discourses on migration compete: the liberal-left and
the right-conservative. Critical migration scholars rightly point to the need to resist both
of them, as each tends to impose its own top-down categorizations and political labeling
on migrants and refugees (Fischer and Bak Jorgensen 2022; Saijad 2018). While the former
discourse too often portrays migrants and refugees as powerless or disempowered victims of
larger structural processes, the latter too often operates with the image of them as a threat to
national security and economic stability (de Coninck 2020; Krzyzanowski 2020).

This article follows the fundamental postulate of critical migration scholars to shift
attention from the study of macro trends, sociopolitical determinants, and institutional
migration policies to the bottom-up micro analysis of the migrants’ experience. By engaging
with the works of the key advocates of this postulate, we attempt to articulate our own posi-
tion. We engage first with the sociologically oriented representatives of the post-structuralist
assemblage approach to migration (Wiertz 2021) and the post-Marxist autonomy of migra-
tion approach (de Genova, Garelli, and Tazzioli 2018; Papadopoulos, Stephenson, and
Tsianos 2008), and second, with the critical anthropologists and ethnologists of migration
(Crawley and Skleparis 2018; Holmes and Castafieda 2016; Williams 2014,).
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We share with the post-structuralists and post-Marxists a strong conviction that
politicality is a fundamental and often all-encompassing dimension of migratory
experience, especially in extreme situations such as war. On the other hand, we focus
on a different dimension of the migratory experience than they do, which results in us
utilizing a different concept of politicality. More precisely, these scholars remain strongly
materialist and practice oriented; they are primarily interested in how migrants maximize
their life chances in new contexts, what sociopolitical alliances they build or what actions
they undertake to negotiate the scope of their subjectivities. Our study is more meaning
oriented; we investigate less what migrants do and more how they perceive themselves
socially in host countries: which social groups and categories they identify with and
distance themselves from, how they narrate and justify these choices, what meanings and
symbols they attribute to them, etc.

We also learn from critical anthropology to appreciate the importance of diverse social
contexts and symbolic environments in which migrants live and shape their subjectivi-
ties (Holmes and Castafieda 2016; Williams 2014). Furthermore, these scholars sensitize
us to the trap of “categorical fetishism,” which involves using categories such as “migrant”
or “refugee” as containers for human experiences, fitting them to predetermined defini-
tions or serving certain political interests (Crawley and Skleparis 2018). It not only strips
social experiences of their complexity, but also marginalizes their relationality, which is a
fundamental aspect of shaping subjectivity. On the other hand, since we want to keep our
analysis primarily sociological, we do not just stop using categories, but develop a bottom-up
typology that, we hope, largely minimizes decontextualization and avoids fetishization.

Therefore, to operationalize our meaning-oriented, relation-sensitive, and micro-level
approach, and to gain the best insight into how post-mobilization migrants from Russia
interpret their experience, we use the category of (self-)identification. It is rooted in the clas-
sic sociological works of Rogers Brubaker (2004, 2013), and Rogers Brubaker and Frederick
Cooper (2000), who developed it as an alternative to the oft-criticized concept of identity.
Whereas strong understandings of identity have been criticized for unsubstantiated essen-
tialist claims (Hall 1997) and reifying social relations (Brubaker 2004), weak understand-
ings have been accused of excessive metaphorization and conceptual blurring (Male3evi¢
2006), and limited analytical utility (Anthias 2013).

(Self-)identification, defined by Brubaker and Cooper (2000, 14) as an act of “locating
oneself vis-a-vis known others, situating oneself in a narrative, placing oneself in a category,
is a sociological alternative to identity particularly because it draws attention to the pro-
cessual and relational nature of social bonding, thus prioritizing two issues central to the
migratory experience. It reveals that humans interpret their life experiences by continuously
positioning themselves vis-a-vis others in a complex web of interdependent social relations
(Brubaker 2004, 41-42; Brubaker 2013, 2). For this purpose, they use categorizations—
certain sets of relations as social groups to which they attribute certain labels—as well as
meanings and senses “filling” these labels. Additionally, (self-)identification presupposes
the high dynamics of the aforementioned networks, since configurations of interpersonal
relations develop and change over time together with “affinities, categories and subjectiv-
ities” (Brubaker and Cooper 2000, 31). Since high dynamics of social relations lies at the
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very heart of every migration, (self-)identification provides an exceptionally good insight
into how post-mobilization migrants from Russia position themselves vis-a-vis others in
new life situations and illustrates how this positioning shapes interpretations of their own
migratory experience.

Moreover, in navigating how our interlocutors politicize and depoliticize their new
positioning we are guided by an understanding of politicality as a space in which differ-
ent self-identifications, interpretations, and experiences emerge and coexist, creating a com-
plex dynamic of grassroots multitude of perspectives. As Chantal Mouffe (2005) and Jacques
Ranciere (2015) have pointed out, by mapping and revealing such a multitude, we can unseal
the top-down order: hegemonic (Mouffe) or police-like (Ranciere), whose unifying tenden-
cies always favor the naturalization of the dominant status quo. In the case of post-2022
migration from Russia, the status quo means that today’s academic mainstream tends to either
dismiss this phenomenon as relatively insignificant or interpret it in a simplified manner in
accordance with various institutional interests. Thus, by showing, in a systematized typology,
how politicality is nested in the multiple perspectives and the different, sometimes contra-
dictory ways these people self-identify, we provide a critical understanding of this migration.

2. STATE-OF-THE-ART AND METHODOLOGY

The debate on the post-2022 war-induced migration from Russia builds on the
already-existing body of literature about earlier large migrations from this area: during
the 1917 Revolution and civil war (Raeff 1990); the Stalinist period and World War II
(Engerman 2012; Kelly 1998); and the late Soviet and post-Soviet periods (Kopnina 2016;
Pilkington 2003). The debate on post-2022 Russian migration is developing today despite
two broad problems it faces in the academic mainstream. On the one hand, this phenom-
enon is overshadowed by the much more expansive debate about the forced migration
of millions of Ukrainian citizens from invaded Ukraine. The latter gained momentum
after the annexation of Crimea in 2014 (Kindler and Fedyuk 2016; Sasse 2020), while after
the full-scale invasion in 2022 it exploded, generating great interest in the topic among
representatives of all social sciences (Duszczyk and Kaczmarczyk 2022; Kulu et al. 2023;
Maidanik 202 4; Teke Lloyd and Sirkeci 2022). On the other hand, this phenomenon is too
often reduced to the category of threat (Zavadskaya 2023) or simplified in line with the state
logics of securitization (Kakachia et al. 2025; Schulze and Pupcenoks 2025).

Andrei V. Korobkov (2022) provides a significant context for the ongoing debate by
showing how, after the 2014 annexation of Crimea, Russia gradually lost its position as a
country attracting migrants from the post-Soviet states. Korobkov also shows how after
the 2022 invasion of Ukraine these processes rapidly accelerated, causing “push” factors to
clearly outweigh “pull” factors for the first time after 1991. At the same time, Daria Zakharova
(2022) reconstructs the reactions of state-run Russian media to the mass out-migration of
Russian citizens after February 2.4, 2022, pointing to the dominance of the negative labeling
of migrants, combined with strong attempts to depoliticize the process.

Among the empirical studies on war migrants from Russia, three main groups of articles

are worth distinguishing. The first group includes reports on large-scale, multi-threaded,
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quantitative-qualitative survey research conducted at the global level in a number of
countries. The reports of the OutRush project (outrush.io) are particularly noteworthy here,
since these researchers conducted three cyclical online surveys documenting the Russian
migration experience (Kamalov et al. 2024; Sergeeva and Kamalov 2024). Moreover, the
studies on transnational (Hanson and Baltabayeva 2025; Rawski, Bogumil, and Roman-
Rawska 2026) and transcontinental trajectories (Ruseishvili and Ryazantsev 2024) should
also be included in this group. The second group includes analyses of the relationship
between Russian migrants and various (largely non-EU) host countries and societies. Here,
we point to the analyses of destination countries particularly favored by Russians, such as
Armenia (Melkumyan and Melkonyan 2023), Georgia (Miihlfried 2023, 2025), Kazakhstan
(Darchiashvili et al. 2024), and Mongolia (Jonutyté and Edvinas 2025). Finally, the third
group includes analyses of the digital space, mostly the ways in which migrants communi-
cate with each other through social media such as Telegram and Facebook (Voinea 2022;
Purgina and Menshikov 2023, 2025).

The above-mentioned studies identify and investigate central problems of the post-
2022 war-induced migration from Russia: its general specificity and political potential,
ways in which newly emerging Russian communities functioned, the shape of migrants’
relations with the home country, the prospects for their integration with host societies, etc.
Moreover, some of these studies skillfully explore many aspects of the vast and highly diverse
migratory experience from Russia, including touching but not going deeply into the issue
of Russian migrant self-identification.

Thus, the main purpose of this article is to make self-identification the central subject of
analysis in order to provide a precisely organized and comprehensively discussed typology
of the self-identification categories, most frequently used by contemporary war migrants
from Russia. By addressing the full complexity of the rich and diverse content and interre-
lationships between these self-identifications, as well as by reflecting on the politicality as
the central principle organizing them, we hope to take the debate a step further.

The research material comes from 110 semi-structured qualitative interviews (IDIs) with
post-mobilization migrants, i.c., people who left the Russian Federation up to a month
before or after the announcement of partial military mobilization on September 21, 2022.
We conducted all the interviews in 2023, within six to twelve months of the interlocu-
tors’ departures from Russia, as part of the research project entitled “Crossing Borders,
Building Walls: Towards an Ethnography of Russian War Mobilization” (NAWA, nr BPN/
GIN/2022/1/00082/DEC/1). We spoke to people who had already had the experience of a
(usually sudden) departure from Russia, but had just begun to adapt to their new countries
of residence. This period seemed crucial for them to form the first foundations of their new
self-identification, i.e., to start making sense of their new social positionality.

Importantly, our interviews were conducted in-person in nine target countries: Finland,
Estonia, Poland, Serbia, Turkey, Georgia, Armenia, Kazakhstan, and Mongolia. It was possi-
ble thanks to the diversity of our broad rescarch team, which included the core team located
in Warsaw, Poland, and local research partners situated in each of the target countries. Most
of these countries have a land border with Russia, which was the first important selection

criterion. The second criterion—in the case of three countries without such a border—was
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https://outrush.io

the high number of Russians migrating there due to being welcomed by the host societies,
at least at the beginning. We collected both interviews from the post-Soviet and non-post-
Soviet area, both from societies with more pro-Russian sentiments at the time (e.g. Serbia
and Armenia) and those that were much more anti-Russian (e.g. Estonia and Poland). This
enabled comparisons to be made, which did reveal some internal variations, although it did
not influence the shape of the main three-element typology of self-identification.

We recruited our interlocutors in the same ways in each country. The first and most
important way was approaching them through direct announcements on social media,
including Telegram migrant channels and Facebook public or private migrant groups. The
second way was approaching them through local hubs for Russian migrants, including
the most prominent one, the “Russian Ark” (https://kovcheg.live/), an international aid
network with local branches in most of the target countries. These ways were supplemented
by the “snowball” method and direct live recruitment during participant observations of
various cultural and political events in the host countries.

Ethical principles of the research were developed collaboratively at the preparatory stage
of the project and designed to adhere to the principles of trauma-informed qualitative
research (Alessi and Kahn 2023). We considered our interlocutors a potentially vulnerable
group not only because they left Russia to escape mobilization, but also due to the fact that
many had close family members who remained in Russia and possibly at risk. We paid par-
ticular attention to achieving high ethical standards of research, applicable in every country
under study, including carefully providing interviewees with the context of our research, let-
ting them select the interview locations, obtaining their recorded oral consent to be inter-
viewed, and developing special rules of protecting data. Only after working out all ethical
principles did the fieldwork start.

In each target country we conducted between 10 to 15 interviews, ranging in length from
60 to 120 minutes, all of them in Russian. The total number of interviews collected was
163. However, this article is based on 110 interviews, as this is the number of cases in which
the interviewer asked the interlocutor two specific open questions on self-identification,
which we analyzed here. These questions were: (1) “Who do you feel you are in the new
situation?” and (2) “What would you call yourself in the new situation?” The former was
asked first, while the latter was asked if the interlocutor needed to be further guided by the
researcher. Therefore, in the following analysis, these two questions are considered together
as addressing exactly the same issue. Importantly, as a rule, the interviewer did not indicate
or suggest any specific answers, leaving this entirely to the initiative and imagination of the
interlocutor.

3. GENERAL OVERVIEW

First, we present sociological profiles of our interlocutors. Among 110 of them, 86 were
men and 24 women, and the average age was 33 years. This gender disparity and young age
reflect the specificity of post-mobilization migration, which consisted primarily of young
men capable of military service who were most at risk of mobilization, and secondarily
of women working in professions subject to mobilization, such as nurses. Next, 77 out of
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110 interlocutors (70 percent) had higher education. Twenty-one were born in Moscow,
18 in St Petersburg, 57 in one of the provincial cities of Russia (both from the European
and Asian parts of the country), and 14 in small towns or villages. This shows that we have
primarily reached representatives of the urban middle class from across the country. Last but
not least, a little more than half reported Russian ethnicity (57), while among other ethnic
groups the most numerous were Buryats (14, all interviewed in Mongolia). We do not have
information about the ethnicity of 31 interlocutors.

Next, we present some aggregated data on self-identifications. Figure 1 below presents all
responses to the aforementioned two questions. It shows that the interlocutors by far the
most frequently identified themselves as migrant/émigreé (migrant/emigrant, 39.1 percent).
The next two categories, each of which was indicated with almost equal frequency, were
refugee (bezhenets, 11.8 percent) and relocant (relokant, 10.9 percent). This particularly
important triad will be discussed in detail in the next section. Interestingly, there is the
relatively large category of other (22.7 percent), which houses a number of self-identifications
that seem unusual and were indicated infrequently by a maximum of two interlocutors.
They include such categories as nomad, gastarbeiter (guest worker), bum, entrepreneur, etc.
Finally, the two smallest categories are expat/tourist (7.3 percent) and multiple (8.2 percent);
the latter was reported by those undecided who gave more than one response. Thus, the
migrant/émigré category has a large lead over the others and is almost as capacious as the
refugee, relocant, and expat/tourist categories taken together.

The other important aspect is negative self-identification. It pertained to only two
categories: refugee and relocant. In each case, a relatively large group of interlocutors
emerged who spontaneously found it important to say that they did not identify with
one of these categories, and usually provided justification for their position. The distinc-
tion we make between “negative” and “positive” self-identifications is neither axiological

Multiple identification
8,2%

Other identification Migrant/émigré

22,7% 39,1%
Expat/Tourist

7,3%

Relocant Refugee
10,9% 11,8%

FIGURE 1. Self-Identifications of Post-2022 Russian War Migrants (7 = 110)
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nor interpretative: “positive” means that the interlocutor reported a sense of personal
attachment to a given label, while “negative” means that the interlocutor actively distanced
themself from it.

Figure 2 below juxtaposes the positive and negative self-identifications for both these cat-
egories. With refugee, the number of negative self-identifications almost doubled the num-
ber of positive ones, while with relocant, negative and positive self-identification showed
up almost equally often. The existence of a clear negative dimension indicates the ambig-
uous and thus problematic nature of both these categories, which will be addressed in the
next section.

Further observations are provided by Figure 3 below, which shows the distribution of
self-identifications according to the interlocutors’ region of residence at the time of the
interview. The countries were grouped into two categories of similar size: former Soviet
republics (Estonia, Georgia, Armenia, and Kazakhstan) and other countries ( Turkey, Serbia,
Poland, Finland, and Mongolia). The migrant/émigré category was indicated with similar
frequency in both groups. Interestingly, however, the refugee category was clearly preferred
by those interlocutors from outside the post-Soviet area, while those from post-Soviet coun-
tries declared it rarely. We find two potential reasons for this disparity. First, in post-Soviet
societies, declaring oneself a refugee from Russia can come off as deeply unconvincing to
the local population. Due to Moscow’s long-standing historical and geopolitical dominance
over the countries of the region, recently increasingly referred to and described as colonial-
ism, the position of a victim in these societies is usually reserved for their own members vis-
a-vis Russians. Second, in post-Soviet countries, the interlocutors may have been less likely
to apply for formal refugee status, while this status turned out to be the main basis for the
refugee self-identification.

Interestingly enough, exactly the opposite situation can be observed in the case of the
relocant category, which was clearly preferred by those staying in the post-Soviet countries
and generally avoided in the other ones. Here, the main reason appears to be the strong
association of the relocant category with a particular type of economic out-migration,
which involves leaving the country as part of the collective relocation of the interlocutor’s
entire workplace. This was especially true of large corporations, or at least medium-sized
tech companies or creative industries, which most often moved to one of the post-Soviet

B Positive [l Negative

Refugee

Relocant

0 5 10 15 20 25

FIGURE 2. Positive and Negative Self-Identifications (z = 62)

8 COMMUNIST AND POST-COMMUNIST STUDIES 2026

920z Jequialdag G0 uo }senb Aq Gyes,6€9€29-1586-G261-L0S0-ar06E5Oy=AoMssaoowlsenb pd 1 £90.292° 920 sd0/€8Y8Y6/.L¥90.92 9202 $9d0/5ZS L 01/10P/pd-8joile/sodo/npa’ssaidon’auljuo woly papeojumoq



B Post-Soviet [ Other

Migrant/émigré
Refugee
Relocant

Expat/tourist
Other

Multiple

0 5 10 15 20 25

FIGURE 3. Self-identification and Region of Residence (72 = 110)

countries, such as Kazakhstan (Radio Free Europe 2022) or Armenia (Massis Post 2022).
Unsurprisingly, the exception to this rule is non-post-Soviet Serbia, which also welcomed
the arrival of large Russian companies (Latypova 2022) and from which the only declarations
of non-post-Soviet relocants came.

4. SELF-IDENTIFICATION AS A TOOL FOR (DE-)POLITICIZING THE EXPERIENCE
OF MIGRATION

This section presents the main results of our study. We develop the central argument, which
says that practices of meaning making among post-2022 war-induced migrants from Russia,
who constitute three dominant self-identifications, are organized by the basic tension
between attempts at politicizing and depoliticizing one’s own migratory experience. As
our typology shows, politicization dominated among those who self-identified as migrants/

émigrés or refugees, while depoliticization dominated among relocants.

4. Migrant/émigré: Politicization as Open Anti-Authoritarian Resistance

The most common migrant/émigré self-identification was planted on three pillars, each
permeated by a tendency of the interlocutors to openly articulate the connection between
this self-identification and their political motivation to leave Russia.

The first pillar was the widespread belief that leaving Russia was a necessity caused by the
pressure of external circumstances, i.e., the Kremlin’s war in Ukraine. Interviewees believed
that war had started posing a direct threat to the lives and health of ordinary Russians with
the announcement of partial military mobilization. This was most vividly metaphorized
by an interlocutor from Armenia: “I left because my country started to suffocate its own
population” (AM-19). The biopolitical metaphor of suffocation captures well the sense of
threat reported by many interlocutors. On the one hand, suffocation is an act of violence
primarily aimed at forcing victims to obey their tormentors by testing the limits of their
physical endurance, but without causing them long-lasting harm. On the other hand, this
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can end, like many acts of physical violence, with the accidental and sudden deprivation of
the victim’s health or even life. In this metaphor, the successive stages of Russia’s aggression
against Ukraine—from the annexation of Crimea, to the war in Donbas, the full-scale inva-
sion, to the military mobilization—are worth interpreting as stages of dragging the Russian
society by the central authorities into a situation where the probability of falling victim to
accidental death or disability increased.

Thus, migration/emigration appeared to the interlocutors—many of whom had been
considering leaving Russia for a long time—mainly as a strong, pragmatic necessity, which
they described as a forced departure (SR-14), a reluctant decision (FI-12) or a choice of the
lesser evil (KZ-04). Particularly interesting, however, is the interpretation of the depar-
ture as a no-win situation based on the conviction that the Russian authorities destroyed
the entire intimate world of pre-war social relations of many people. It is illustrated by an
interlocutor from Georgia, who left because “my Russia that I remember, my Moscow that
Ilove, is no longer there. You have to understand that, too” (GE-13). Such statements show
that pragmatic leave often included a strong emotional component: in this case, a sense of
loss of ties with the native social environment, changed irreversibly by big politics. Finally,
an important aspect of this pillar was associating the decision to leave while maintaining
a margin of individual life agency. In this regard, the interlocutors commonly emphasized
the awareness and rationality of their decision, and pointed to havinga certain amount of
time at their disposal to leave Russia and the possibility of making a relatively free choice
of destination country, limited only by the amount of money they had (e.g. EE-02, GE-11).

Importantly, emphasizing the general irreversibility of migration and a specific margin of
agency in the decision-making process allowed many to position themselves against other
self-identifications. While the former argument was used to differentiate oneself from the
category of relocant, associated with leaving by choice, the latter argument served to differ-
entiate oneself from the category of refugee, associated with the need to leave one’s place of
residence immediately, often in a random or unknown direction, and due to an imminent
physical threat to life.

The second pillar of this self-identification was interpreting migration as an act of oppo-
sition to two fundamental aspects of the situation in Russia. First, it was about opposition
to the Russian invasion of Ukraine. From this point of view, migration/emigration can be
understood, on the one hand, as a purely political statement—a refusal to further legitimize
the power of Vladimir Putin’s regime made through a classic “vote with your feet” move.
Some interlocutors portrayed this move as one of the few peaceful ways of expressing civic
agency and a desire to change power in a situation where other methods, such as voting
in elections or participating in street demonstrations, had either ceased to work or been
banned. For others, the decision to leave was a watershed moment for their sense of politi-
cal maturity or a moment of reassertion of their anti-regime beliefs: “I made myself sure it
wasn’t just my words but strong convictions” (MN-19).

Second, to leave the country often meant to object to functioning in a society that
“has proven to be a great supporter of the regime” (GE-07). In this case, the main moti-
vation reported for leaving was the deepening sense of social alienation as a person with

views oppositional to that of the majority. The interlocutors experienced it most acutely in
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ordinary daily interactions with their immediate environment; for example, they reported
deep incomprehension from their own parents, siblings, and acquaintances; reluctance to
talk from their neighbors; unpleasant news from work colleagues and superiors, and so on.
They reported that the very last safe spaces for freely expressing one’s dissenting opinion on
political issues began to disappear in their neighborhoods as soon as the invasion began,
and they disappeared completely with the announcement of the mobilization. This experi-
ence was particularly acute for those without an activist past, who did not have oppositional
networks of mutual support made up before 2022.

With the second pillar, the difference between the sub-categories of migrant and émigré
needs to be addressed. This difference lies in the fact that each of these categories fits into
a different type of political discourse about population movements between different
countries. On the one hand, migrant is a dominant concept in contemporary discourse
about the globalized world, understood as a place of permanent and natural population
flows between countries. On the other hand, émigré resonates much more with the 20th
century vision of the world understood as an order based primarily on nation-states and
the dichotomy between stable rootedness (residence) and unstable uprooting (leaving the
country). While the former term frames the move as a fluid transition within a globalized
landscape, the latter underscores the perception that the Russian state has actually ceased
to be fluid, reverting instead to a rigid structure from the previous historical era that forces
a binary choice: loyalty or exit.

Therefore, some interlocutors using the latter category compared the migration wave,
of which they themselves were a part, to the famous 20th century waves of emigration of
the Russian intelligentsia. In particular, they stressed parallels with the so-called White
Emigration after the 1917 Revolution (e.g. KZ-04) and the emigration during the Stalinist
terror: “There it was somehow different and harsher, but still there are analogies with the year
1937 [i.e., the peak of Stalinist purges] . .. I sometimes want to equate myself in the current
situation to that intelligentsia, which in the 20th century was forced to leave. Somehow
to settle in different countries. Somehow to live and work” (GE-17). These comparisons
reveal a strong belief that just as today’s Russian government continues the authoritarian
legacy of the Soviet Union, contemporary expatriates continue the long historical tradi-
tion of Russian civil resistance to authoritarianism. Consequently, using this label allows
interlocutors to articulate their choice in moral terms, where the act of leaving becomes a
primary means of preserving a civic integrity that is no longer compatible with the regime’s
political trajectory.

The third and final pillar of migrant/émigré self-identification is the widespread belief of
the interlocutors that they had left the country for a long time. The vast majority reported
a strong aversion to any thought of a possible return to Russia, situating such a possibility
in an indefinite, hypothetical future lying far beyond their life plans (e.g. AM-o1, KZ-22).
Some talked about the total nature of their departure by declaring they had left together
with their whole world (TR-20; FI-12), and described the process of gradually cutting all
ties linking them to Russia: getting fired from their jobs, selling their apartment, giving
away furniture to friends and acquaintances, etc. The latter often said that the moment
they made the decision to leave, they knew immediately that they never wanted to return
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to Russia again (e.g. EE-07; GE-07). In short, the enduring reluctance to return seems to
indicate both the interlocutors’ general pessimism about further developments in Russia
and the persistence of their determination to stay out of the country.

An important aspect of this self-identification is the orientation toward rapid social
integration in the new country. The interlocutors reported putting a lot of effort into
searching for a place they could identify with deeply and long-lastingly. On the one hand,
this was pragmatic, as it was intended to avoid the typical feelings of loneliness and being
unnecessary in the new place. The interlocutors had a good understanding of their own
disadvantaged starting position, as shown by this statement from Mongolia: “I know this
country would do just perfectly fine without me” (MN-18). On the other hand, the adap-
tation effort was aimed at seeking a sense of emotional attachment to a place other than
Russia, where one could feel at home: “a sense of being at home” (AM-o1). Characteris-
tically, they often felt respect for the host societies and their way of life and a resulting
empathetic willingness to understand and adapt to the rules of social life in the new place.
Prominent was the belief that the most effective way to adapt was to quickly find employ-
ment in the local labor market (e.g. TR-20, TR-23, GE-11), as this allows one to most nat-
urally enter into new social relationships and begin to live at the same rhythm as the local
residents (AM-07).

Interestingly, the interlocutors sometimes considered one’s own openness toward the
Other as a position non-typical of Russians in general. They tended to contrast it with
the “Greater Russian chauvinism” described as the default and dominant attitude of the
Russian society toward labor migrants from the former Soviet republics, who started
coming to post-Soviet Russia en masse after 1991. A statement from Mongolia provides
a good example: “We have this Great Russian chauvinism, when we treat migrants who
live and work in our country badly, and consider them uneducated because they do not
speak our language” (MN-18). The widespread use of the term “migrant” by Russians as
a form of discrimination against people coming to Russia from former Soviet republics
has been addressed by researchers (Kuznetsova and Round 2019; Woodard 2022). In our
context, such statements signal at least two things. First, they speak about the desire to
further legitimize the interlocutor’s decision to leave Russia, using the argument of his
or her fundamental ethical mismatch with the Russian society. According to this logic,
the interlocutors had to leave Russia because they could not find a place for themselves
in a society intolerant of any otherness. Second, they speak about the desire to distin-
guish themselves positively from those Russian migrants, who, despite their departure,
supposedly maintained and sustained a strong belief in their own superiority over mem-
bers of host societies. (‘The latter will be discussed further in the section on the relocant
self-identification).

The last point worth noting here is: emotions. Interestingly, the interlocutors attached
to the migrant/émigré self-identification were the most willing to report on their own
emotional states. The dominant emotional tone was set by a sense of remaining in limbo.
For those less financially well-off, the limbo meant life instability and uncertainty about the
future, which occasionally turned into doubts about the rightness of leaving the country:
“Sometimes I get the feeling that maybe it was stupid to leave, but I try to keep those
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feelings at bay” (KZ-08). Meanwhile, for those financially better off, the state of limbo
meant especially subjective sadness and a sense of having experienced unjust necessity to

leave due to war circumstances.

4.2. Refugee: Politicization of The Underprivileged or Undeserving

Self-identification as a refugee was based on interpreting one’s mobility as a damaging
experience of temporary nature, accompanied by a strong sense of powerlessness and loss
of control over one’s own life. Our interlocutors indicated it almost exclusively when they
enjoyed formal refugee status at the time of the interview, or at least were waiting for it to be
granted. In other words, this self-identification was based primarily on external, formal-legal
legitimacy gained from international institutions. This is shown especially by statements
using the phrase sidet’ na bezhenstve (e.g. PL-04), which means precisely staying in the
country under international protection as a refugee. Far less often, the refugee category
was indicated due to a belief that it adequately described the interlocutor’s experience of
mobility. The lack of such a belief is best seen in interlocutors revealing a disparity between
having the refugee status and the reluctance or hesitation to subjectively identify with it:
“Formally speaking, I am a refugee. But I somehow don’t like to apply this word to myself”
(MN-17); “If you take the dry facts as they are,  am probably more of a refugee” (MN-07).

The underpinning interpretation of this self-identification often began by perceiving the
very moment of departure from Russia in terms of running away, as stated, for example, by
interlocutors in Finland and Kazakhstan: “I ran away” (FI-10); “I just packed up my stuff
and ran away” (KZ-02). The act of running away was portrayed as sudden, and the choice
of destination country as largely random—the result of where the interlocutors stayed in
Russia and how much money they had on the very day of the announcement of mobiliza-
tion. For example, an interlocutor originating from Moscow stressed that he left for Mon-
golia only because, on September 21, he had been staying in one of the Russian cities close
to the Mongolian border, and happened to be unable to afford a plane ticket from there to
Turkey (MN-09). In general, leaving the country was interpreted by self-identified refugees
as an externally imposed necessity that deprived them of any choice. The dread and sense of
having to leave the country immediately almost completely eliminated the margin of agency
that was broadly present among those self-identifying as migrants/émigrés.

Moreover, the interlocutors-refugees extensively discussed the troubles and inconveniences
associated with their attempts to integrate in the host country. They focused particularly on
the experience of unfriendly treatment by host administration institutions, which reveals
two opposing sources of feelings of powerlessness. On the one hand, there is powerlessness
as a result of being subjected to constant, meticulous scrutiny by the institutions of the host
country. For example, some interlocutors from Estonia reported numerous damaging con-
sequences of the mandatory exchange of all their Russian identity documents for a local
ID card—a condition for entering the months-long procedure of legalizing their tempo-
rary residence. This exchange restricted the interlocutors’ ability to move around the coun-
try and allowed the Estonian police to regularly inspect their places of residence for no
apparent reason, Estonian banks to meticulously monitor all their expenses and incomes,
and so on. The following statement is particularly illustrative of how deep such control
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reached: “Every time I buy sausages or milk, it [the transaction] is slowed down because they
[the bank] check what kind of milk I bought. ... They say that the state forces them to do this
because ‘you are a Russian citizen and we don’t trust Russian citizens” (EE-o1). Yet another
statement from the same country reveals that the source of such powerlessness is a sense of
one’s own weakness when confronted with a powerful state machine working against the
interlocutor: “So I'm sitting here like this, and I have no one, I can’t even call anyone, the
state is sitting in front of me, and I'm here alone, and what am I going to do?” (EE-04,).

On the other hand, powerlessness was sometimes the product of a complete lack of inter-
est in the interlocutor from the institutions. The case of Poland shows well the damaging
consequences experienced by a newcomer who stays in the country legally, but remains
situated on the margins of the institutional regime: the lack of access to health care, the lack
of legal and institutional protection in case of being a victim of fraud or crime, problems
with access to the legal labor market, and so on (e.g. PL-02, PL-04). Interestingly, the
Russian newcomers in countries conducting a consistent policy of ignoring them seemed
more likely to encounter resentment, suspicion, and distancing from their co-workers,
supervisors, or random people on the street than the newcomers in countries conduct-
ing a policy of meticulous control. A statement by the interlocutor from Poland provides
insight into the strong political tensions in contacts between the Russian and Ukrainian
newcomers: “the foreman, she was a Ukrainian, and she directly told me: you are a moskal’
[ethnic slur for a Russian], so I will kick you out at your first mistake” (PL-04.).

For all these reasons, the majority expressed hope that their identification as a refugee
was temporary. They pointed to expected events, such as finding stable employment (FI-18)
or receiving a temporary residence ID card (PL-04), which would improve their disadvan-
taged structural position and result in a change of self-identification. This is well-illustrated
by the interlocutor from Poland: “when I get a residence card, I will start to feel like
a migrant [i.e., his position will improve] and then I will have wider opportunities for
further integration” (PL-os).

As mentioned earlier, in Section 3, the refugee self-identification had the largest num-
ber of negative justifications, since many interlocutors pointed out why they did not actu-
ally feel like refugees. They defined refugechood, in an impressively unanimous and precise
way, as fleeing from the immediate threat of physical loss of life in a situation of warfare
taking place on the territory of the country a person lived in (e.g. EE-08, TR-14, TR-20,
GE-13, MN-19, SR-11). At the same time, they admitted that their own departure from
Russia was decidedly different from that definition, since it involved them being under a
threat that was much more abstract, indefinite, and distant in time. Thus, they often inter-
preted their own migratory experience as far less tragic and less traumatic than the expe-
rience of the millions of victims of the war in Ukraine. In other words, the interlocutors
rejected the refugee self-identification due to their reluctance to relativize the experience
of Ukrainians, understood as the close Others who were incomparably worse off and thus
deserved an exclusive right to use this category. This is well-illustrated by an interlocutor
from Kazakhstan: “We cannot call ourselves refugees, because in this way we would reduce
the status of those people [Ukrainians] who fled the actual bombings . . . we suffered too,
but it is clearly impossible to compare them and us” (KZ-04). In turn, another interlocutor
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from Kazakhstan summarized his own departure: “it’s not the kind of story where bombs
fall on your head” (KZ-07).

These optics accompanied other negative justifications. Many pointed to the experi-
ence of a sudden and comprehensive breakdown of social relations as central to the refugee
self-identification. They presented a vision of refugees as people radically and permanently
detached from the social reality in their countries of origin, and pointed out that their
experience was different. They indicated keeping in touch with at least some of their family
members, friends, and acquaintances in Russia. Because of this, they could remain up-to-
date about the situation inside the country. Sometimes they confessed to having retained a
job and source of income from before their departure (e.g., AM-10, GE-10, SR-11, AM-24).
(The latter usually meant remote work for companies located in Russia.)

Another negative rationale emphasized the importance of a certain margin of agency that
the interlocutors kept while leaving the country. These declarations resonate closely with
some of the positive justifications given by the interlocutors self-identifying as migrants/
émigrés. Here many also indicated that, although their departure was generally forced by
external circumstances, they found agency in the very act of deciding on the details of leav-
ing the country—having a certain amount of time and money at their disposal for the rela-
tively relaxed choice of departure date, destination country, and the main mode of mobility
(e.g. TR-11; GE-13; TR-23). They contrasted this with the situation of refugees who must
leave their homes immediately and in an unknown direction.

Moreover, among negative justifications, a marginal yet visible place was occupied by
those interlocutors who believed they were not refugees because this category can be applied
only to members of minorities and small nations, and not representatives of dominant com-
munities such as the Russian nation they belonged to. This position was articulated explic-
itly by an interlocutor from Mongolia: “I am not a refugee because I do not belong to any
small nation” (MN-18). Interestingly, these voices, formulated exclusively by ethnic Russian
interlocutors, can be understood twofold. On the one hand, they could be expressing con-
cern for members of ethnic minorities living in Russia, who were more threatened by the
military mobilization than ethnic Russians. On the other hand, they could be expressing
veiled imperial pride in belonging to the ethnic Russian nation, whose members allegedly
never become so weak as to have to become refugees. Finally, some brief remarks revealed
a sense of injustice related to the inferior treatment of Russians compared to Ukrainians
in destination countries. For example, one interlocutor from Georgia, a country with
strongly anti-Russian public sentiment, claimed that he was not a refugee, because he felt
being treated by the host society as a scapegoat rather than an object of concern (GE-08).

4.3. Relocant: Depoliticization as a Tactic of Evasion

Self-identification as relocant proved to be the shakiest of the categories discussed in this
article. Unlike the previous two, relocant was often indicated with marked hesitation due to
its unclear understanding by the interlocutor themselves. They usually arrived at it by elim-
inating alternatives, i.e., as a result of their prolonged reflection on the differences between
relocant and other possible self-identifications. Some tried to parse the differences with
the reviewers. In short, there was a divergence between the label itself, which was usually
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well-known to the interlocutors, and its vague content, which they first needed to map out
intellectually in order to explain it next. A typical example of a statement full of hesitation
comes from Estonia: “Relocant, probably, to a greater extent, it is such a word, a little some-
thing about some. . .. more about the process of moving, in connection with a change of
activity . .. or something else (EE-08).

More precisely, the relocant self-identification was interpreted as referring to people
who left Russia voluntarily, temporarily, and without any political motivations. Thus, to a
large extent, this category represents the opposite of the previous two self-identifications.
First, when describing the decision to leave, many interlocutors-relocants resorted to
psychological and individualistic explanations. They spoke, for example, of the need to
create distance from “various events taking place in their country” (EE-08); of “fatigue with
the current situation” (TR-11); of the desire “to refresh one’s head” (GE-or). Interestingly,
such statements not only operate in a more subdued emotional register than in case of the
other self-identifications, but also they use vague euphemisms to describe the invasion
and war in Ukraine. This repeated language procedure uncovers an attempt of the inter-
locutors to depoliticize their new positionality by minimizing the importance of the war
circumstances for their decision to leave. Through this lens, the entire sociopolitical context
was reduced to a factor that causes the interlocutors only slight discomfort, whereas the
individual need for a vacation-like trip abroad came to the fore. Such stories were typical
examples of therapeutic discourse.

Second, other interlocutors-relocants were keen to expose the purely economic basis
of their departure from Russia. This was true of those traveling individually (e.g. AM-os,
EE-08, FI-03), as well as those who had resettled abroad as part of collective resettlement
of the entire workplace initiated by their employers (e.g. SR-0s, KZ-06, GE-10, GE-02).
The former pointed out that their departure and stay abroad were related to their free-
dom of choice of employment, which they had due to their possession of rare but uni-
versal competencies—mainly in IT or creative industries such as advertisement—and the
flexibility of their sector to work remotely. These statements were heavily immersed in
a corporate discourse that interpreted the structural compulsion to change primarily as
an opportunity for self-improvement and gaining unique life experience. In this way, the
interlocutors avoided exposing individual costs of their decision to leave by presenting
it as fraught with advantages. Moreover, some combined stressing the voluntariness of
their trip abroad with an emphasis on long-lasting, strong ties with Russia that they con-
sciously kept after leaving the country. The following statement from Georgia shows an
effort to minimize differences between relocants living abroad and people who stayed in
Russia: “the only difference is that I work remotely and do not physically step my foot on
the Russian soil” (GE-o02).

The latter interlocutors shifted the main responsibility for their decision to leave onto
the employer, usually adding that they had voluntarily and willingly agreed to the received
offer to go abroad. Interestingly, only among this group did a very narrow definition of the
relocant self-identification emerge, which they understood as applying only to those who
experienced collective job mobility: “A relocant is someone who works for a company
and the company says: come here, we’ll pay your journey, we’ll give you an apartment for
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the first month, legal advice, and so on” (GE-10). Such an attempt at creating a narrow
definition may be indicative of the relative compactness, strength, and sense of collec-
tive uniqueness of the representatives of this group, whose members seemed to wish to
distinguish themselves from other Russian migrants. Nevertheless, in the light of our
study, such a narrow definition is only one of several possible ways of understanding the
relocant category.

A third important aspect of the narratives developed by the two above-mentioned types
of relocants was the belief in the short-term nature of their stay abroad and an empha-
sis on their desire to return to Russia soon: “relocant assumes a certain amount of time
[abroad], after which he’s ready to come back home” (GE-o1). This is why relocants com-
monly reported their reluctance to integrate more deeply into the host societies. On the
one hand, they often perceived their position as people alienated from local relations
as comfortable, mostly due to their stable financial situation and the maintenance of
strong ties with Russia: “[I feel] a bit like a foreign legionnaire who came here to work”
(EE-08). On the other hand, they described their partial adaptation to the new context as
a smooth and essentially problem-free process. What stood out in the stories of those col-
lectively resettled was the elaborate topic of the “relocation package” (e.g. SR-05). It was
described as comprehensive adaptation support, provided especially to the employees of
large Russian companies, which included legal, psychological, educational, and logistical
care and advice related to the relocation to a new country. In short, the collectively reset-
tled employees reported having moved along with the entire surrounding social world in
which they had functioned before their departure from Russia and also met most of their
needs in the destination country. As a result, they often had no interest in actively inte-
grating into the host societies.

Moreover, those interlocutors-relocants who ended up in former USSR countries did
not feel the need for active integration due to the belief that they found themselves in a
space they considered close, familiar, and non-foreign. This cultural feeling tended to be
reported even when the interlocutor had never visited the country before, suggesting a lin-
gering colonial framing of the post-Soviet space as a transparent and accessible “backyard”
of the Russian center. It allowed relocants to believe that the historical permanence of ties
between Russia and the given host society would make their social integration happen
spontancously and naturally as they stayed in the country for a longer period.

Importantly, this sense of closeness has sometimes been accompanied by a sense that
there is a clear hierarchy between the highly-developed Russian center and the underde-
veloped peripheries of the former common state, which clearly corresponds to the “Great
Russian chauvinism” discussed earlier in the subsection about migrants/émigrés. Some
relocants interpreted their arrival in Armenia, Georgia, or Kazakhstan in terms of a “civiliz-
ing mission,” akin to the colonial “gift-giving” logic described by Bruce Grant (2009), where
Russian presence is framed as an inherent benefit to the host societies. This perspective mir-
rors the racialized hierarchies inherent in the term “migrant” used in Russia, but reverses
the direction: while the “uneducated migrant” is seen as a burden in Russia, the “enlight-
ened relocant” tends to see himself as a catalyst for local progress in the host society. This
is well illustrated by a relocant in Armenia, who inscribed the center-periphery hierarchy
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into the reported conversation with local Armenians: “I really like it when Armenians
come to our events, to our meetings, and they say: guys, it’s great that you [the Russians]
came here, because you move us forward, you give us something new, something fresh we
did not have before” (AM-21).

As mentioned earlier, the relocant self-identification also had an extensive negative aspect.
Importantly, the interlocutors” negative justifications did not consist of saying why they did
not deserve the category, as was the case with the refugee self-identification. On the contrary,
they focused primarily on demonstrating the uselessness of the relocant category as such.
First, they regularly pointed out that this category was an element of contemporary Russian
“newspeak’, i.e., it did not arise naturally, but was invented top-down by the authorities and
then widely propagated by the official state media: “it’s a stupid word that’s just made up ... It
just softens everything. It is clear to everyone why people are leaving, so why soften and miti-
gate this?” (MN-17; see also: TR-20, MN-20, FI-11). This interpretation presents the relocant
category as an inherent element of the political discourse of power, introduced to redirect
the attention of Russians, both of those who left and those who stayed, from the political
interpretations of their mobility to the purely economic interpretation. The purpose of such
amove would be to discursively obscure the magnitude of the damaging consequences that
the Russian society must bear due to invasion of Ukraine. Hence, some manifested a strong
aversion to the category of relocant, considering it completely incomprehensible: “it’s some
kind of weird buzzword that I don’t understand at all” (TR-20). Others stressed primarily
that this category was an unnecessary euphemism (GE-18, KZ-08).

Second, criticism referred to a group of Russians self-identifying as relocants. In particu-
lar, some interlocutors accused them of conscious or unconscious escapism, understood as
a comfortable but insincere and socially irresponsible distancing from the current war situ-
ation. According to this interpretation, the main goal of self-identifying oneself as relocant
is not to cope with the difficult experience of war-induced out-migration, but to serve two
opposite purposes. The first one is to distance oneself from reflecting on the real reasons
for leaving the country; instead, it exists to convince oneself that leaving does not mean any
significant change or a turning point in one’s life. An interlocutor from Kazakhstan pointed
directly to this escapist mechanism: “alot of people call themselves relocants, as if they don’t
want to admit that their life has changed really seriously, that it’s really a big move” (KZ-13).
Other interlocutors added that the relocants’ attitude focused on avoiding confrontation
with their own mobility experience also translated into a lack of authenticity in contacts
with other Russian migrants (MN-17, KZ-07).

The second purpose would be to manifest distance from the global migrant/émigré
community due to a sense of superiority towards them. Thus, the above-mentioned veiled
imperial pride in belonging to the Russian nation returns here. More precisely, only those
Russians who were convinced of the uniqueness of their own fate compared to that of
“ordinary migrants/émigrés” would consider themselves relocants. As mentioned by an
interlocutor from Kazakhstan, such an attitude would especially apply to better-off peo-
ple who managed to maintain their previous standard of living in new circumstances: “so
the migrants, they are [allegedly] the people who work as cab drivers, couriers, or clean the
entrance to your office. And we are [allegedly] not migrants, we are relocants. We have good
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jobs ... we are different, not ordinary people who moved, but people who moved and work
and earn good money, here we are” (KZ-22).

4.4, Other: Self-ldentifications of Uprootedness

A relatively large group of interlocutors showed particular creativity in searching for a suit-
able name for their new status, especially in the face of a deep sense of inadequacy and the
ambiguity of their current life situation. These people self-identified with categories other
than those discussed above, taking them from diverse registers of social relations and pre-
senting them with varying degrees of clarity. However, these people were united by a sense
of not being rooted in the current time or place of residence and, consequently, emphasized
the uncertainty of being still on the road or in limbo. This sense was often accompanied by
a narrative of the lack of agency, somewhat similar to that characteristic of the refugee cat-
egory, but enriched by an element of disbelief that the whole turbulent and complicated
migration process was actually happening to them.

More precisely, two interlocutors self-identified themselves as hobos (MN-13; TR-04),
which bluntly exposes a fundamental sense of being uprooted and emphasizes the lack of
any place they could consider as providing them with even basic sense of existential secu-
rity. The feeling of not having any home is particularly evident in the Russian-language term
bomzh, used by one interlocutor (PL-03). An acronym for the phrase bez opredelennaogo mesta
zhitel'stva (no specific place of residence), bomzh is used primarily by the Russian police for
protocoling the legal status of people whose address of residence cannot be determined. The
other categories used by the interlocutors to stress their state of temporariness were: guest
(AM-16; AM-08) and gastarbeiter (SR-09), i.c., a guest worker, one who was forced to come
to a country only to earn money for living and then return home. The multiplicity of such
terms suggests that many interlocutors perceived their situation as far from stable.

Thus, the study turned out to capture well the experiences of people who were still in the
middle of a search for the new, stable self-identification. This included also self-identifying
in metaphorical ways, for example as a nomad (TR-08; MN-15) or pilgrim: “At the moment
Iam...some kind of a pilgrim . .. I mean, I haven’t gotten anywhere yet, I mean I'm on
the move, unfortunately I'm torn away from home, but I haven’t found a new home. So,
I’m looking for a new home...” (PL-02). For an interlocutor in Georgia, a literal allegory
of life as an open road turned out to be central (GE-09), while an interlocutor from Serbia
reported a sense of being the protagonist of some unrealistic book plot: “a traveler with an
ass under fire” (SR-07).

Moreover, in the narratives of those who left the country immediately after the announce-
ment of the mobilization, the dramatic nature of their mobility and the unexpected need to
flee were particularly visible. More precisely, they tended to choose categories that reflected a
belief of them being victims of macropolitical processes beyond their control, such as one who
suffered (AM-23) or was a hostage to circumstances (SR-11). The latter interlocutor compared
his decision to drop everything and just leave to a hurricane: “It’s just like the hurricane came
through, took everything away from you, and, like, you have to do everythingall over again”
(SR-11). Interestingly, among the metaphorical terms, there were also very abstract categories;

for example, one interlocutor stated: “[By leaving,] I threw myself into outer space” (PL-03).
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CONCLUSION

This analysis examined the self-identifications of post-2022 war migrants from Russia, put-
ting into practice, in a meaning-oriented, relation-sensitive manner, the primary postulate of
critical migration studies to get close to the life experiences of migrants. We did this by delv-
ing into the self-identifications that these migrants formulated in order to make sense of their
migratory experiences. On this basis, we developed and discussed a typology of the three most
frequently indicated self-identifications: migrant/émigré, refugee, and relocant. Our interloc-
utors articulated them from the bottom up, reflected on them, and filled them with personal
meanings. As our analysis has shown, these self-identifications were thoroughly permeated by
a tension between politicizing and depoliticizing migrants’ new social positionalities.

Therefore, while the former two self-identifications (migrant/émigré, refugee) were,
primarily, spaces of politicization of migratory experiences, the latter one (relocant) was
most of all about depoliticizing them. More precisely, those self-identifying as migrants/
¢émigrés politicized their experience most consistently and in line with a position of open
anti-authoritarian resistance. In addition, those addressing the category of refugee used it
in a more ambiguous way, i.e., to politicize their experience either as the experience of an
underprivileged (positive identifications) or an undeserving person (negative identifica-
tion). Thirdly, the relocant self-identification was a way for interlocutors to depoliticize
their migratory experience by articulating it in line with blended economic (corporate) and
lifestyle (therapeutic) discourses, thus interpreting changes of an external, structural, and
coercive nature as individual life choices and opportunities for self-improvement. Last but
not least, diverse other self-identifications were fundamentally linked with each other by the
interlocutors’ sense of uprootedness from old social ties combined with a sense of remaining
in a nomadic state, in a mode of constantly searching for a new place of potential rootedness.

To sum up, by navigating different self-identifications of post-2022 war migrants from
Russia as well as by showing how they were (de-)politicized, consciously or intuitively, by
our interlocutors, we revealed politicality as the main organizing principle of migratory
experiences, and showed how it was nested in different interpretations, narratives, and imag-
inaries that coexist with each other. Our typology shows not only that the core meaning
of each self-identification is shaped in interrelation with other ones, but most of all that
these self-identifications taken together testify to the very nature of the politicality that
thoroughly permeates the post-2022 migratory experience of Russians. More precisely, we
show that this politicality emerges as a complex and relational dynamics of a grassroots
multi-perspectivity, which consists of different positions people on the move take to make
sense of fundamental changes that Russia’s war in Ukraine has brought not only to their
daily lives but to their entire biographies.
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