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The South Caucasus has emerged as a prominent destination for migrants from Russia
following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022. The essay highlights both the
complex and heterogeneous nature of current migration from Russia to the South Cauca-
sus and the challenges inherent in categorizing and grouping diverse migrant communi-
ties. Describing the identity of migrants, we focus on the actual moment of moving from
Russia to Armenia or Georgia, living in these countries, and the panorama of staying,
returning, or leaving for a third place.

Many people from the current wave of migration are engaged in remote work, primar-
ily in the IT sector, and have a relatively high income compared to the host community.
This trend to seek temporary residence in countries with milder climates and lower liv-
ing costs, combined with remote work opportunities, is shared by lifestyle migrants,
winter tourists, digital nomads, and Russians who fled in 2022. Looking at such new
types of migration, researchers have criticized the privilege and inequality of this life-
style, as well as their weak involvement in the local agenda. However, it is noteworthy
that these communities of migrants are characterized by practices of mutual assistance
and a commitment to ecological values, which in turn foster attention to the local envi-
ronment. The essay describes volunteer practices and explores the concept of disen-
gagement from civic life inherent in lifestyle migration or nomadism.

Keywords: War; Identity; Migrants from Russia; Armenia; Georgia; Digital Nomads; Location
Independence; Local Activism

This essay is based on the work of Exodus-22 (formerly After24), an informal com-
munity of social researchers who relocated to Armenia and Georgia in the spring of
2022 (some members of our group have moved since elsewhere or are in the process
of moving and crossing various borders). Being part of the massive wave of migration
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that followed Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, we tried to understand the processes at
play, in part to ground our own faltering understanding of social reality and to make
sense of our identities. This resulted in fascinating discussions with our respondents,
who had different understandings of mobility and migration, in the face of rapidly
changing realities and emerging trajectories of displacement.

Different sources provide different figures for the number of people who left
Russia in 2022, from a few hundred thousand to a million, with the most balanced
count, based on host country data, standing at about 800,000 (Shirmanova 2023).
Such a discrepancy, surprising in the age of digital surveillance, is characteristic of
this wave of migration, which is turning out to be extremely fluid and uncertain,
eluding both official counting and simple explanation. Should only those who left
without returning to Russia within six months (the deadline for determining tax
residency) be included in this migration wave? Many migrants left in March or Sep-
tember 2022 in a hurry and then returned for brief stays to settle matters with docu-
ments, business, or real estate, so departure without return is not a criterion, and
neither is a period of six months. Some migrants left for a specific country, with plans
to stay for the foreseeable future, while others moved between several countries
throughout 2022.

An interesting feature of this migration is that it quickly became the subject of
intense study and policy papers, largely because a significant number of social re-
searchers were themselves among those who left. Publications by the research group
OutRush, based on surveys of migrants to different countries, present a comprehen-
sive picture (Kamalov et al. 2022). Others focus on specific diasporas in particular
countries, such as Turkey (see the essay by Eva Rapoport in this volume), or on spe-
cific aspects of migration, such as political participation—both in the general con-
text of emigration (Kamalov et al. 2023) and in the context of the South Caucasus
specifically (Krawatzek, DeSisto, and Soroka 2023), or economic strategies of Russian
migrants in the South Caucasus (Baranova et al. 2023).

The South Caucasus has emerged as a prominent destination for migrants from
Russia following the beginning of Russia’s war against Ukraine. There are several fac-
tors that make Armenia and Georgia attractive destinations, including the lack of
visa restrictions for Russian citizens, enabling them to enjoy tourist stays of up to six
months in Armenia and up to a year in Georgia. The 2022 migration has happened in
two waves: first in the spring, at the very beginning of the war, and then in the fall,
caused by military mobilization. For the second wave, countries with land borders
with Russia, such as Kazakhstan and Mongolia, became important destinations. How-
ever, Armenia and Georgia continued to be significant migration destinations
throughout 2022 and 2023. As indicated by survey data gathered by our research
team, these waves of migration in Armenia and Georgia did not differ significantly
from each other (Exodus-22 2023).

This essay draws on various materials, but primarily it is based on interviews
with migrants from Russia to Georgia and Armenia conducted in the summer—fall of
2022. Most of the interviews were with people who moved in the spring of 2022 and
had already lived in Armenia and Georgia for some time, and we focused on their
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post-migration experiences (the total number of interviews was 50, but only about
30 were used for this essay). The interviews of individuals who moved after the mo-
bilization were used for context, since their narratives primarily pertain to the recent
move. This is because at the time of our research, they had not been in Armenia or
Georgia long enough to have sufficient time to reflect on their lives in these coun-
tries. Other sources used for this study are offline and online observations in Arme-
nia during spring-summer 2022 and in Armenia and Georgia in December 2022. Liv-
ing in these countries themselves, members of the research team did participatory
observation of different migrant practices and read public chats and private groups
on Telegram. We also relied on the surveys conducted in Armenia and Georgia by Exo-
dus-22 (two waves, in March-May and November—December 2022).

As mentioned above, migrants of different waves are quite close to each otherin
terms of sociodemographic status (Exodus-22 2023). Our survey indicates that over
half of the respondents who relocated in the spring of 2022 are engaged in remote
work, working primarily in the IT sector (Baranova et al. 2023). Thus, the under-
standing of mobility is quite specific to this group, many of whose members enjoy
certain privileges. However, it is important to note that migration can be fundamen-
tally heterogeneous, and individuals may gravitate toward one type or another. So,
for example, migrants to the South Caucasus chose different economic strategies:
keeping their previous income and job in Russia, searching for a new job in the same
professional field, changing their profession, or opening or relocating their business
(Baranova et al. 2023).

We explore these different types of migration in more detail below. It is impor-
tant that respondents who found themselves in relatively similar contexts conceptu-
alize their migration differently. During interviews, they called themselves “emi-
grants,” sometimes “relocants,” or, more often, just avoided labels and referred to the
group as uekhavshie (departed, those who moved) or russkie (Russians). The term
“relocants” was very popular in both Russian and host countries’ media and on Tele-
gram in spring 2022, but it is not commonly used by those who left Russia for the
South Caucasus.? It is crucial to acknowledge the diversity of discourses and their
situational use. Even those who moved due to company relocation may use meta-
phors of homelessness, asylum, or political emigration. Rather than seeking simple
answers as to why they left (beyond the obvious in 2022), this essay aims to demon-
strate the diversity of mobility types and attitudes among respondents.

This essay tackles a broad research question: How do Russians who left for Geor-
gia and Armenia in 2022 perceive their departure, and how do they identify them-
selves? We explore how they define moving and temporary or permanent residence
and how they relate these terms to their experience of living in Armenia and Georgia.
While identities are often considered through definitions, it is important to remem-
ber that they have a fundamentally situational nature and the meaning of a new term
is constructed by speakers in relation to certain moments. Thus, we focus on con-
texts of moving or living in a new place where participants use terminology related

! In Uzbekistan, migrants call themselves relokanty (Elena Borisova, personal communication).
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to mobility (emigration, relocation, moving, departure, refugee, journey, etc.) and
explain their meanings and practices. We examine several key points, including the
actual moment of spatial displacement from Russia to Armenia or Georgia, living in
these countries, and the panorama of staying, returning, or leaving for a third place.

IMMIGRANTS, REFUGEES, “RELOCANTS,” DIGITAL NOMADS

The accepted categorizations partly correlate with larger social or professional
groups. The departure in 2022 continued the “political exodus” that had begun in
2012 and included students, civic activists, and middle-class professionals? (Fomina
2021:64). However, the majority of those who left in 2022, in particular after the
start of the mobilization, did not plan to end up where they did within that time
frame. Willingness to call one’s situation emigration is very subjective and varies
greatly, even within the same group, such as civic activists and employees of NGOs.
The uncertainty of status is caused, of course, by the dynamic situation, which is
beyond the control of those who left: the transformation of political and economic
realities in Russia, as well as changes in conditions in the host societies. What is
important, however, is that the respondents in relatively similar circumstances con-
ceptualize their departure in different ways.

The migration that occurred in 2022, although not classified as refugee reloca-
tion in the literal sense, shares many characteristics with forced migration, which is
typically associated with refugees or political emigrants. For instance, informants
left hastily and were often unable to prepare for their departure or pack their belong-
ings. They are unsure if and when they can return and experience a partial loss of
their social status. However, it is important to note that refugee status confers a
special legal status, which is not common for the respondents in Armenia and Geor-
gia, and therefore in interviews they did not associate themselves with the term
“refugee”:

Respondent: I am an emigrant or an expat. These are probably the words I as-
sociate myself with at the moment. We wanted to become refugees, but that is
an official term to use if, for example, you are truly a refugee for political rea-
sons. And we didn't do that. I still don't know why we didn't, but that’s how it
happened. And it turns out that both terms fit me—emigrant and expat.

Interviewer: And what did you want to do with the refugee status?

Respondent: Well, I was just thinking about getting a residence permit as a
refugee, but it had to be done right away. We have been living without it for a
long time [approx. six months], and someone would ask us, “Why didn't you do it
right away?” And we would be like, “Are we refugees enough or not?” It would
have been weird, but it’s no big deal. In fact, so far we have managed with im-
migrant status, and we're fine. (female respondent, approx. 25, Georgia)

2 This is true for the region in question, the South Caucasus, but is different for migration in
2022 to Central Asia or Mongolia (see Jonutyté 2023).
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Only one respondent applied for temporary asylum in Georgia, but later with-
drew their application:

Well, I wrote to Georgia and asked the UN, like, do they have asylum? . .. They
said that it was kind of humanitarian, you can get asylum, apply for asylum;
they sent me the address, phone number and said, come and you can go to the
address or directly to the border. Here. I came to Georgia, lived here for some
time and went to the migration center. . . . I went there with this paper, and
they took my photo, and I filled out documents with all my information. And
they said that they would give me a temporary ID. They gave me the same
rights as the locals, but they prohibited me from leaving the country. It embar-
rassed me very much that while the application is being processed you may not
leave the country. I met some people who were here for the first time, and they
told me they've been living in the country for two years and they can’t leave
the country. And they are still waiting for their application to be processed.
(female respondent, 26, Georgia)

So since Russian citizens can live in Georgia without a visa and registration for
360 days, asylum status only restricts a migrant. This option was not even mentioned
by people who applied for a humanitarian visa to the EU, primarily Germany, or were
allowed to apply for temporary asylum in Europe.

As already mentioned, professional group that constitutes a significant part of
the current migration is the IT specialists (aitishniki). According to our survey, 45
percent of respondents who moved in the spring of 2022 (Baranova et al. 2023) and
39.5 percent of those who moved after the beginning of mobilization work in the IT
sector. For some of them, their current departure from Russia continues the trend of
working remotely while living in places like Cyprus or Thailand, what is close to the
so-called digital nomadism (Cook 2020; Thompson 2021). Technological develop-
ments have led to a weakening of the link between work and the physical location of
the employee, especially during and after the COVID-19 pandemic, when many types
of white-collar professionals worked remotely (Hermann and Paris 2020). Digital no-
mads choose locations with a good climate that provide maximum benefits for their
work (Thompson 2019), as well as with the infrastructure for remote work. During the
past year, new reasons for digital nomadism emerged: digital nomads have the op-
portunity to be someplace other than Russia.

After the full-scale invasion of Ukraine, Russian employees of international IT
companies who previously worked in Russia have moved, similarly to digital nomads,
and often ended up in the same countries with them, notably Georgia and Armenia.
Many international companies relocated their staff due to possible sanctions for
continuing their work in Russia and to limited access to various software products,
among other reasons. The use of the terms relokanty (relocants) and ekspaty (expats)
in the Russian-speaking media reflects higher economic status and cultural capital
of migrants compared to the host community. However, despite the significant num-
ber of employees who relocated with their companies, the reasons for departure are
usually cited as circumstances in Russia (see figure 1).
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Reasons for leaving

The threat of mobilization

Censorship and inability to express my opinion in Russia
Poor perspective for relatives

Poor economic perspective

The threat of persecution for political motive

Technologicalfsoft inability to work from Russia

Relocation of the company where | am employed F

[1] 10 0 30 40 50 &0 0

Respondents, %
P Autumn wave

Figure 1. Reasons for leaving Russia, Exodus-22 survey, November-December 2022
(respondents could choose multiple answers).

According to their survey responses, the situation of IT professionals and others
who left Russia in 2022 only partially follows the trend of digital nomadism and the
flexible and nonlocal character of the employment of IT specialists. Their reasons for
departure are more heterogeneous and often are closer to political emigration. In
interviews, people also reflect on the applicability of the terms “expats” and “relo-
cants”: “But ‘expat’ is actually a word originally used for people who moved abroad
for reasons of work. Many IT professionals moved here with their companies for eco-
nomic reasons, and they can be called expats. However, now it has become customary
to refer to everyone who has moved here as an expat. Thus, we have expat bars, expat
places, and so on. However, the majority of people who have moved here are not ex-
pats, but rather political emigrants” (female respondent, approx. 30, Georgia). How
do those who have remote work opportunities, in particular those who identify them-
selves as digital nomads, discuss and conceptualize their departure from Russia?

This direction of migration, from the former center of the empire to the former
colonies, is new. In previous decades there was a large labor migration from Armenia
and Georgia to Russia. Often, locals in the South Caucasus refer to newcomers from
Russia as a tourist flow. The closeness of middle-class migration to tourism is typical
in different areas. Digital nomads (Thompson 2019) and representatives of lifestyle
migration (Benson and O'Reilly 2016, 2018; Korpela 2014, 2019) reproduce middle-
class practices and consumption patterns common within the sending community.
“Downshifters” (lifestyle migrants) simultaneously reject capitalism and practice
prestige consumption in India (Korpela 2010) without noticing the internal contra-
diction of practices and discourses. These traits can also be observed in the migra-
tion from Russia, but participants’ own assessments emphasize the need for decolo-
nial reflection and analysis of social (in)justice. Russians who fled in 2022 are similar
to lifestyle migrants in that they come to countries with milder climates, less urban-
ization, and a lower cost of living. To understand the nature of this migration wave,
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we decided to focus on the largest group of migrants—people with remote work op-
portunities, typically IT professionals. These individuals share some similarities with
digital nomads, although some of our respondents did not self-identify as such. Our
primary focus, however, was not on general declarative formulations of identity, but
on two levels at which this identity manifests itself: the discourse framing departure
and plans for the near future (i.e., context-specific discourse) and partly the prac-
tices in a new country, for example, civic engagement.

By discussing respondents’ departure, plans in the new country, anticipated pe-
riod of life there, as well as any further moves or potential return to Russia, we aim to
examine the terminology and categories that respondents use to describe their situ-
ation and attitudes toward the host community and Russian society. Our starting
point is that it is more fruitful to take into account the situational nature of migrant
groups and to consider them as fundamentally heterogeneous, consisting of indi-
viduals who use different conceptualizations in different contexts.

Another crucial area of focus is to examine the respondents’ involvement in par-
ticipatory practices in their host country. It should be noted that the current wave
of migration includes both citizens who are highly involved in civic processes and
organizations and those who represent the opposite end of the spectrum in terms of
civic participation: as the interviews show, most digital nomads (or other IT special-
ists) before the war avoided involvement in political issues at any cost.

In general, such attitude is typical for digital nomads in different countries:
civic participation is not an important consideration for them. In fact, they often
disengage from politics of a particular state and attempt to de-territorialize their
lives and focus on work as much as possible; for some digital nomads the so-called
location independence is an important characteristic (Mancinelli 2020:425). For
example, there is a tendency to connect digital nomads’ individualism and nonin-
volvement in political and civic life, as the desire to be “place independent” is of-
ten associated with freedom and adventure (Hermann and Paris 2020). Erika Pol-
son states that location independence “means taking for granted the privilege to
imagine stepping into and experiencing other worlds—worlds that others have
labored to produce and maintain” (2019:168). So the question of involvement and
participation is highly topical for understanding digital nomads and other privi-
leged group of migrants, lifestyle migrants, or winter tourists. By examining their
civic participation, we aim to illustrate the identity of migrants: how they struc-
ture their lives in a new place, and whether they participate in social life or choose
to avoid it.

DISCOURSES OF MOBILITY: DEPARTURE AND RETURN

How thought-through or planned the departure was for migrants from Russia varies
quite a lot. On the one hand, numerous respondents stated that they had been con-
templating migration in recent years or even had taken concrete steps and that the
outbreak of war simply hastened their departure.
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Yes, maybe that’s why I made up my mind easily—I had thought [about it], but
I had thought that I would leave in a year. Here I wanted to save some money, to
sit. Maybe, with the same job, to move. I wanted to go to Portugal, but it was all
the same. Now I understand that it wasn't very conscious anyway. I mean, I
wanted to, but I also sometimes thought that maybe I would never move. I
thought about moving, but somehow I didn’t really want to move. (female re-
spondent, 30, Armenia)

For the 2022 migrants the departure could be delayed (due to the different rea-
sons, such as documents, for example) or hurried: “After the mobilization started, I
went abroad as I had planned, just a little earlier (originally I was focused on Decem-
ber—February). Now I am building a life here, working at an IT start-up” (male re-
spondent, approx. 35, Georgia). “On February 25 I realized at once that, well, we all
had to move somewhere. . .. I guess I spent those two months hesitating, between
thinking that it’s time and thinking that maybe some kind of life is possible, and not
paying attention. At least to live an ordinary life, like going to the dacha and forget-
ting about all this for a while” (male respondent, 34, Armenia).

People who already had the experience of living in another country emphasized
the advantage of adapting to the current situation:

I continued working, earning my usual income in Dushanbe [in Tajikistan] and
spending it [there]; it was convenient and quite doable. I worked every day; it
saved me psychologically. That is to say, leaving your job and your family behind
was disastrous for the psyche. As a matter of fact, I had lived in the Dominican
Republic, Finland, the Baltics, Armenia, and Georgia before that. That is, for me
it was actually normal to work from other cities. (male respondent, 49, Georgia)

On the other hand, descriptions of departure depict a tumultuous and often
chaotic activity that is frequently seen as an escape. “The mobilization was particu-
larly frightening because it seemed impossible to escape and difficult to understand
where to go. We had to run while we still could. Well, I guess there wasn’t much ra-
tionality in that decision” (female respondent, 30, Armenia). “I was running away
from the insanity, first of all, of myself. It was all like an escape” (female respondent,
approx. 30, Armenia). Images of escape serve to explain why people are not making
long-term plans in their host society, as we can see in a Telegram chat: “Just coming
here was a choice with no choice—fleeing in October to where we could. If it turns
out to be permanent emigration, we'll probably move on [to a different country] in a
year or two.”

With respect to the “if” in the last excerpt, it is interesting to understand the
meaning of “return,” a very frequently used word in the migrants’ discourse. The re-
spondents perceive the possibility of returning home as something that is beyond
their control, similar to dealing with an act of nature. “Would I go back to the Russian
Federation? I hope that someday time will come when I realize that I want to go back
there. But right now I don’t see that happening in the foreseeable future” (female
respondent, 25, Armenia). Such situation creates a sense of uncertainty and restless-
ness. As a result, respondents are unable to exert any influence on their own return,
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which is a significant limitation for them and prevents them from fully demonstrat-
ing their agency. Instability is both external and internal. The rules for Russian pass-
port holders residing in other countries are constantly changing. Returning to Rus-
sia is also uncertain, and most respondents do not have clearly set criteria for the
decision to stay or to leave.

It should be noted that people perceived their move differently due to the fluid-
ity of migrants’ plans. The attitude of migrants also can change over time. A woman,
who had initially moved to Armenia on her husband’s request, went “on vacation” to
Russia in late fall 2022 and realized that she wanted to stay in Armenia: “my life is
already here.” However, many others, based on their specific work and family circum-
stances, had to make difficult decisions about returning to Russia or leaving it mul-
tiple times in 2022. For example, a woman who moved to Armenia in spring 2022 with
her 20-year-old son and quickly received a residence permit there had to return after
a sudden illness of her parents. Moving back and forth every month, she says: “My
migration case, it is totally a kind of crazy and abnormal case. I know that there are
other people like me who are both here and there. This allows us, on the one hand, to
see the bigger picture from two sides. However, the ambiguity of our position is also
very disturbing and does not allow us to build a normal life in a new place” (female
respondent, 46, Armenia/Russia). Such decisions were an attempt to adapt to chang-
ing conditions. Despite this, many people ultimately chose to return to Russia, often
because of work, elderly parents, or their children’s education. For some, the end of
summer was a decisive moment, as factors like the new school year and tax residency
deadlines forced them to make a more “final” decision about leaving or returning.
However, the possibility or impossibility of returning was often beyond their control,
limiting their agency and decision-making abilities.

DISCOURSES AND PARTICIPATION PRACTICES, OR “WE ARE
GOING TO ARGENTINA, BUT FOR NOW WE LIVE HERE”

Migrants from Russia largely did not see Armenia and Georgia as desirable destina-
tions. They describe their move to one of these countries as an exogenous necessity
rather than a choice: “There was no choice here. That is to say, I had no choice. My
evacuation took place in such a hurry” (female respondent, age unknown, Armenia).
“I originally wanted to go to Georgia, but getting to Georgia was complicated. Geor-
gia, Turkey. . . There were still tickets to Armenia, a friend rented a hostel for a
week—that is, I had a planning horizon of really just a week. I was like, well, I'll just
run over there” (female respondent, 30, Armenia). However, the fact that they did not
always consciously choose the country of their current residence does not necessar-
ily mean that they plan to return or move further. Some migrants express a desire to
settle in their new country, as evidenced by a respondent above who is considering
taking out a mortgage and planning to stay for at least a year in Armenia.

Is their departure from Russia emigration? Some people tend to see it that way:
“But usually we call ourselves emigrants. We are emigrants. This word still has such
an loaded political connotation. In my mind, emigrants are people who left for po-
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litical reasons. So, yes, emigrants” (female respondent, 23, Georgia). Some respon-
dents prefer to avoid the word “emigration” (emigratsiia), but they emphasize that
they are staying abroad long-term: “So, in principle, you could say that I'm finally not
moving, not for a while. For years, maybe a decade, or decades” (male respondent, 39,
Georgia). Other respondents are not sure; a woman living in Armenia for half a year
uses terms that refer to temporary status (“refugee,” “travel”):

4

I don't call myself anything. But if I have to choose, I guess it’s still a “refugee,”
[we are] refugees. Well, because I said that so far, despite the fact that it’s been
some six months—it will be soon—1I consider it as an extended journey [za-
tianuvsheesia puteshestvie] so far. Well, I understand that there are people who
decided for themselves that they are gone and they are done with Russia forever.
But I think it is easier for them because they have cut themselves off [from Rus-
sia] and are building a new life. I haven’t made that decision yet. (female re-
spondent, age unknown, Armenia)

Life in Armenia and Georgia as a transit point option gives many people time to
understand what their next steps should be. Many migrants have previously moved
from Armenia and Georgia to other destinations such as Europe, Latin America, or
popular lifestyle destinations like Bali and Thailand. “I am planning to go to South-
east Asia for the winter. For now, I'm planning to go to Sri Lanka mainly just because
I love the heat, and I figured since I don't have a homeland now, at least I can live
where it's warm and the produce is fresh” (male respondent, 32, Georgia).

When discussing their plans, migrants highlight the high level of uncertainty
surrounding external circumstances, which are largely beyond their control. As men-
tioned above, this uncertainty comes from both the sending and receiving communi-
ties, which creates a double uncertainty for some migrants. As a result, many de-
scribe their current situation as being ready to adapt to any changes or to move to a
different location if necessary:

Idon’t planto [move], butI can never tell ifit’s for sure or not. I am not afraid
of the world at all. I think that a person who is used to working and, well, more
or less has a brain and at the same time understands that if you go some-
where, you don’t have to bring your monastery with you—that you have to
adapt to the circumstances that are there, to the way people live—then I
absolutely don’t rule anything out. I don’t know what will happen tomorrow.
Maybe after two months they will decide that we need visas here and will not
give them [to us], for example, and will say, that’s it, let’s go. . . (female re-
spondent, 48, Georgia)

In the interview excerpt above, the person’s self-identification as a citizen of
the world and readiness to move are extremely important. At the same time, a similar
sense of willingness to move arises in interviews with people who had led settled
lives before 2022 and did not move even within Russia, but having now found them-
selves in this state of motion, they are fully prepared to continue it. “I think I'll go to
Georgia now in August or in September, I don’t know, I'll go, I'll. . . T'll see what's
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there, some other places. Yes, yes, yes. Yeah, I want to, no specific plans” (male re-
spondent, 34, Armenia).

This life in transit is discussed in the context of digital nomadism. Some people
move hastily and without thinking, not anticipating that they would become no-
mads. Once they have left, they either consciously decide to continue traveling or it
happens spontaneously. One may be surprised when one finds oneself falling into
this pattern of behavior and embracing this lifestyle. “I thought it was terribly ex-
pensive to be this nomad and I couldn’t afford it. That's why working from other
countries was something I hadn't thought about before. In fact, it turned out that
working and living from other countries can be no more expensive and in some plac-
es even cheaper. That is, it is cheaper in Turkey and in Armenia than in Russia. And I
can’t understand whether it is cheaper here or whether there is just less to spend
[compared to the previous period]” (female respondent, approx. 25, Armenia).

Despite the temporary and uncertain nature of staying in Armenia and Georgia,
migrants from Russia actively create networks within the migrant community. Trust
and mutual help are typical for the current wave of Russian migration (Kamalov et
al. 2023). The so-called Dilijan care community that we studied is an example of
such unity, as it was created by migrants with experience in volunteer work and so-
cial movements. While its core members cautiously assume they will live in this Ar-
menian city for “at least a year” (but not for the rest of their lives), many migrants,
even those typically seen as apolitical digital nomads, participate in the communi-
ty’s activities. Their work includes sterilizing and vaccinating homeless dogs, animal
treatment, regular Sunday garbage collections, sorting garbage, as well as fundrais-
ing for refugees from Nagorno-Karabakh, charity donation for the locals, and even a
short-lived initiative to provide shelter for those fleeing mobilization in Russia. An
initiative in Georgia, Thilisi Cleanups, started in spring 2022, soon after the begin-
ning of the war in Ukraine. It organizes cleanups of neighborhoods in Thilisi by
picking a location, providing instructions, and organizing people for the effort. It
not only educates individuals about environmental conservation, but also fosters a
sense of community involvement and participation. Katya Chigaleichik (n.d.) has
also discovered many migrants in Georgia participate in civic activism. These civic
activism projects often involve mixed teams of Russians, Ukrainians, Belarusians,
Georgians, and others.

Some of these projects, whose development we observed from May to December
2022, were more successful or popular than others. For example, blood donations for
victims of the September 2022 shelling in Jermuk, Armenia, near the border with
Azerbaijan, have ended, and free shelter for those who left Russia without sufficient
funds has been discontinued or turned into housing strictly for political migrants.
However, other projects are developing and finding support from or partnerships with
the host community. For example, the sterilization program and the veterinary clinic
in Dilijan were realized in cooperation with the TUMO Center and their grant to solve
the problem of stray animals. Sorted garbage was picked up by trucks provided by the
municipality, after a meeting with the city’s mayor. These projects simultaneously
existed somewhat isolated from the host community and raised questions about why
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Russians were so involved with pets, waste sorting, and so on, but gradually gained a
place in the city. The most striking example of support for migrants’ initiatives was
the participation of Armenian Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan in the garbage collec-
tion organized by migrants in Dilijan on March 26, 2023 (Armenpress 2023).

On the level of both discourse and practice, we observed opposite coping strate-
gies regarding the stress of sudden migration. All respondents perceive their recent
departure as an uncertain and transitory situation. They do not yet understand their
new status or know how their life is going to turn out. Some respond to this by creat-
ing social connections, seeking support and friendly contacts with other migrants,
participating in the life of the host community, and engaging in practices of civic
participation. However, when asked directly where they plan to live in the future,
they respond rather vaguely. The other position involves disengaging from the state
and, consequently, from commitments to civic participation. It involves life in tran-
sit, which is characteristic of lifestyle migrants and digital nomads.

DIGITAL NOMADS AND OTHER PEOPLE ON THE MOVE:
WHAT HAS CHANGED IN 20227

Remote workers (udalenshchiki), “winter tourists, snowbirds” (zimovshchiki), and no-
mads (kochevniki) have been relocating to work on ocean shores or ski resorts long
before 2020 (the COVID-19 pandemic) and 2022 (Russia’s invasion of Ukraine). In
many places that attracted digital nomads even before the pandemic, the economic
situation has worsened, lowering the cost of living and therefore making such coun-
tries even more attractive for people with remote jobs (e.g., Turkey), and the political
situation in the countries of origin of many nomads has become more tense (Russia,
Belarus). Wars, like epidemics, accelerate and catalyze social processes. They shut
down some countries, accelerate the globalization of others, and increase the level of
stress and the number of restrictions with which one must comply. Therefore, the
number of nomads all over the world has also increased. Nomad List (nomadlist.com),
a major online resource for digital nomads, keeps statistics on nomadism worldwide
based on data collected from their registered users. Since Nomad List membership is
paid, the collected data is biased toward people who are willing and able to pay for it,
which is usually nomad workers from more affluent countries. Nevertheless, the num-
ber of digital nomads from Russia grew from 1 percent of registered users to 5 percent
on this resource in 2022, moving Russia into third place (after the United States and
Britain) for the number of nomads from that country.

In 2022, there were many people for whom instability was stressful. There
were those who were willing to give up control of their lifestyle for the sake of
stability: “I'm no longer a nomad, although I would like to be. The company moved
me to Serbia, and for the next few months I will live and work from here. I hope
they will trust me more and let me travel more,” shares a business analyst, who
backin February 2022 said that when choosing a job, she looked first and foremost
at the possibility of moving regularly (female respondent, approx. 27, Armenia and
other countries).
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Some of the respondents do not consider the change in their life as radical:
“What changed after the war, particularly in relation to nomadism, was that I stopped
visiting Russia. In the past, flights were often arranged in such a way that I flew
somewhere, then flew back to Russia, even for a couple of days, saw people, changed
clothes, took some other things with me, and flew on. That’s it. I used to go back once
a month. Now I've stopped doing that. In July I was gone for a while, but now instead
of Russia, my base, where I come to see people and change things, is Armenia” (fe-
male respondent, 25, Armenia).

On closer examination, however, the situation appears to be more complex, and
the nonparticipation of digital nomads is not so straightforward. The reasons why
people choose to combine work and travel go beyond just the opportunity to do so.
Constantly moving from country to country, searching for housing, booking flights,
and dealing with paperwork can be a tedious task, but people are willing to do it in
order to experience a variety of lifestyles. However, many digital nomads also feel
safer or better off without the pressure of the news about the war and political is-
sues. By swapping civic engagement with agency in “lifestyle design,” digital no-
mads distance themselves from involvement in the affairs of their home country and
often neglect engagement in the host country, sometimes even avoiding local news.
“When I was in Sri Lanka during the demonstrations, and we were asked not to leave
the hotel for our safety, I felt zero empathy toward that country” (female respondent,
approx. 30, Armenia). However, they come together in small expat communities to
satisfy their need for belonging and participation. These communities organize vari-
ous activities, such as rallies, collecting humanitarian aid for refugees from Ukraine
and/or Nagorno-Karabakh, hosting letter-writing evenings for political prisoners,
participating in eco-activism, or establishing various initiatives. Migrants open new
places (cafes, coworking spaces, and bars function as full-fledged social hubs for
migrants) or gather at various public venues for educational lectures and classes for
both children and adults, sports, hobbies, and so on.

Despite the fact that many nomads prefer to remain apolitical (as one respon-
dent said, “don’t waste resources on things you can't influence”), some have devel-
oped an interest in civic initiatives, mostly directed to the development of digital
nomad community. For example, a respondent has created a Telegram channel with
information and support for IT specialists who want to move. She states that she has
changed her attitudes and become more involved than before: “I think that if it were
not for the war, the mobilization, I would hardly think of creating a channel to help
people with advice. And, therefore, to conduct business among the relocated people
in Yerevan, too” (female respondent, approx. 25, Armenia). Some respondents have
abandoned their previous lack of interest in politics and developed an interest in
staying informed about current events. This is reflected in their newfound habit of
reading news and following social media posts shared by friends. “I read the Arme-
nian news, and I empathize a lot,” says the nomadic woman who remained indifferent
to the problems of Sri Lankans. Another nomad noted that this change in interest
may be due to the environment they find themselves in, as there are now many people
with similar interests:
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What has changed in terms of my identity is that my interest in politics has
grown. Before, it wasn't that I didn’t care; I guess I just didn’t know anything
about what was going on, where it was happening, or why. I didnt read news in
any way, and in short, I didn’t click on news stories on social media when I saw
something like that. Now, I can’t say that I delve as deep into any issues as some
friends who read military analysis or something like that, but I have developed
a particular interest in knowing what’s going on. And generally, getting and re-
membering some information is definitely happening a lot more. Perhaps this
change has also come about because of my environment. I think there are a lot
of people like me now, who have had an unexpected political event in their lives,
and who repost news here. (female respondent, 30, Armenia)

Despite these newfound interests, many nomads remain focused on their per-
sonal lives and families and prefer not to get involved in politics or civic initiatives.
While some have even begun to attend rallies and write letters to political prisoners,
the opposite trajectory also occurs, albeit it is less common. For example, one re-
spondent who had been actively involved in political life in Russia became disillu-
sioned with everything once he moved from Moscow to Thilisi and is no longer inter-
ested in politics.

CONCLUSION

How should we define the current wave of migration from Russia to the South Cauca-
sus? It is important to note that the categories are very fluid and contextual and can
change over time. Migrants themselves may also use categories in speech with which
they may not agree in principle. Many emphasize that they do not yet understand their
status and struggle to find a suitable self-identification that reflects their identity.

We found that returning home and building a new life are (still?) perceived by
these individuals as something beyond their control, like an act of nature they cannot
influence. This limits their agency and prevents them from being fully self-determined,
especially in their activity directed at their native country (e.g., donating money to
political and civic organizations deemed “undesirable” by the Russian government and
so on). Nevertheless, people are engaged in local activism in their current countries of
residence and support social networks and solidarity among migrants. Taking part in
various initiatives often helps people who have recently left Russia, as it simultane-
ously establishes social connections and gives them a sense of belonging.

Everyone experiences uncertainty. However, in the face of uncertainty, people
adopt different strategies. Some opt to travel and explore, while others prefer to put
down roots in one place and engage in the social life of the migrant community. Al-
though there are no certainties for anyone, what matters most is how a person acts
and their ability to choose an area where to apply themselves that aligns with their
values, such as ecology, caring for homeless pets, or politics.

This study underscores both the complex and heterogeneous nature of present-
day migration and the challenges inherent in categorizing and grouping diverse mi-
grant communities as a cohesive whole.
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On one hand, participants in the current wave of migration from Russia make
decisions that vary from person to person. Their descriptions of experiences, plans,
and identities might change based on their emotional state and individual circum-
stances. Their departure from Russia can combine features of different kinds of mo-
bility: emigration, privileged migration of digital nomads, and refugee flight. For the
participants themselves, these and other categories are situational. Consequently,
choosing a single category to describe the current wave of migration is almost im-
possible, as it consists of different people categorizing their migration experiences
differently at different times. The explanation for this can be found in the complex
nature of this migration and intertwinement of different circumstances, above all
the paradoxical combination of forced departure from Russia and their privileged
status.

On the other hand, it should be kept in mind that the very categories of our ana-
lytical apparatus are rather conventional. One section of the essays explored the
concept of digital nomads’ location independency, suggesting their disengagement
from local life (Polson 2019). However, other studies highlight mutual support among
nomads and the “sustainability of the whole digital nomad ecosystem” (De Almeida
et al. 2022:3354). For instance, a respondent in Armenia created a telegram channel
for fellow digital nomads, showing a sense of “care of place” by establishing cowork-
ing spaces (cf. Liegl and Bender 2016). Additionally, there is emphasis on the social
responsibility of digital nomads in some research (Mourato, Dias, and Pereira 2023).
Thus, it is important to problematize the very categories we use to describe migra-
tion in different contexts.
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l0xHbii KaBKa3s cTan BaxHbIM HanpaBneHWeM ANs PoCCUMICKMX MUTPaHTOB NOCJ/IE NONHO-
macwrabHoro Brop:keHua Poccuu B YkpauHy B pespane 2022 roaa. B gaHHom acce nog-
YepKMBaKTCA pasHoobpasue Tekyuei murpauum us Poccum B Apmenuio u Mpysuio, a Tak-
}Ke CJIOKHOCTHM, CBA3aHHbIe C KaTreropusauuei M1 HOMUHaLUMEN HefaBHO BO3HUKWUX u/
MM BO3HUKAIOLWMX MUrPAHTCKUX coobuiecTs. Mpu onMcaHUM MAEGHTUYHOCTM MUTPAHTOB
AenaloTcA akueHTbl Ha MOMeHTe nepeesfa Ha H0xHbIN KaBKas, KM3HU B HOBbIX CTpaHax
M nnaHax npe6biBaHMA, BO3BPaLLEHMA MU Nepee3fa B TPETbe MecTo.

MHorue MUrpaHTbl TeKyLLe# BOJIHbI 3aHATLI YAANEHHON Pa6oToii — B 0CHOBHOM B cthe-
pe MHOPMALUOHHDBIX TEXHONOrUI — U UMEIOT OTHOCUTEJIbHO BbICOKUM A0XOfA NO CpaBHe-
HUIO C HaceneHnem NpUHUMaIOLKUX CTPaH. Takoe NpoXKMBaHUe, 3a4acTyl0 BpeMeHHOe, B
CTPaHax ¢ MATKUM KNUMATOM U Gonee HU3KOW CTOUMOCTBIO XKU3HU CeMAHTUYECKMN conu-
)KaeT HbIHelWHNX MUrpaHToB U3 Poccum ¢ naidcrann-murpaHTamu, ce3oHHbIMM TypUCTa-
MU U uncpoBbIMU KoueBHUKaMU. Mof06HBIN 06pa3 KU3HM HEPEeAKO KPUTUKYETCA MecT-
HbIMU KUTENAMU C NO3ULMIA NPUBUNETUA U HEPABEHCTBA, A TaKXKe HEBKIOYEHHOCTH
cocepie-MHOCTPAHLEB B JIOKaJIbHbIA KOHTEKCT. MeXAY TeM BaXKHO OTMETUTb, YTO U3y4a-
eMble MUTrPaHTCKMe Co061ecTBa XapaKTepu3yITCA B TOM YMC/Ie MPAKTUKAMMU B3aUMONO-
MOLLM 1 NPUBEPXKEHHOCTbIO 3KOJIOrMYECKMM LLIeHHOCTAM, YTO B CBOIO O4Yepepb Cnoco6CT-
BYeT UX BHMMAHUIO K MeCTHOU cpepe. B 3cce onucbiBalOTCA BONOHTEPCKME MPaKTUKK
HOBbIX MMFPAHTOB, a TaKXe UCCNeAyeTCA KoHLuenuma (He)BKNIOYEHHOCTU U (He) NpuHA-
TUA Y4aCTUA, NPUCYLLAA MUTPALUK KaK 06pasy KU3HU uau uudpoBoMY KOYEBHUYECTBY.

KnioueBble cnoBa: BoiiHa; MAEHTUYHOCTb; POCCUINCKUE IMUTPaHTLI; ApMeHus; lpy3us; und-
POBble KOYEBHUKM; HE3aBUCUMOCTb OT MECTa; JIOKaNbHbI i aKTUBU3M
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