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Abstract 

 The focus of interest in this thesis is the social and personal trajectories of men and women 

who were born in the Soviet Union in the 1970-1980s and then, after growing up in post-Soviet 

Russia in the 1990s in an atmosphere of change and uncertainty, decided to exploit the opportunities 

to go abroad to study and work that started opening up in the early and mid-1990s. The thesis 

analyses these moves as the individual strategies of either escaping or waiting on the career 

insecurities in Russia, or consciously enhancing one’s social standing and professional and 

educational capital. It traces their social and professional trajectories, showing that, apart from 

developing the desired expertise and gaining experience, these Russians went through intensive 

changes in their self-identifications and senses of belonging, including the acquisition of new habits 

of mobility, international social networks and cosmopolitan dispositions. This thesis argues that, 

while their Soviet-Russian cultural past and their belonging to a particular social group of ‘Soviet 

intelligentsia’ was still important to them, they continuously acquired new social, cultural and 

cosmopolitan forms of capital that influenced their coming back to Russia as different persons from 

their contemporaries who had stayed in the country. They brought with them new dispositions and 

new social practices resulting from their active comparisons of their lives in Russia and Britain, and 

in many respects they actively maintained their differences in creating clubs for returnees. While 

able to integrate successfully into the emerging Russian middle classes, they still expressed the 

cultural and intellectual heritage of the past Soviet intelligentsia, now reborn in the guise of 

Westernizing attitudes and practices, different degrees of cosmopolitan patriotism, intellectual 

pursuits, a quest for education and self-development, interest in world travel, an ethical concern for 

sustainability, opposition to excessive consumerism in Russia and conspicuous practices of status 

performance.     
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 The materials for this research were mainly gathered through the use of semi-structured in-

depth interviews, one third of them longitudinal, with informants talking to the researcher several 

times during the course of fieldwork between 2007 and 2012. Some additional participant 

observation has been conducted in informal Russian circles in the UK and among returnees from 

Britain in Russia. This research consists of an ethnography with elements of a biographical 

approach. This has made the researcher attentive to the inclusion of a certain event within a 

person’s whole biography, aimed at putting the period researched within the context of the past and 

future lives of the informant. The participants of this research were aged between 22 and 40 and 

belonged to a transition cohort generation (Miller 2000), as they had all passed their childhoods in 

the Soviet Union, their adolescence and teenage years coinciding with the period of dissolution of 

the USSR, with the transitional break up of one system and the formation of another, while their 

young adulthood developed in post-Soviet Russia. They were mainly single when they initiated 

their move to Britain, and had various professional profiles within the broadly defined groups of 

‘highly skilled’ and ‘highly educated’, the latter term being preferred in this research. 

 The dissertation includes an introduction, four ethnographic chapters, a conclusion and one 

appendix. The introduction presents the historical and research context, the methodology and the 

design of the study. The first chapter traces the professional and educational trajectories of 

participants, while the second chapter focuses on informants’ spatial mobility and habits of 

extensive travel acquired during the move to Britain. The third chapter deals with the negotiation of 

informants’ belonging to a particular cultural and social past, which is associated both with 

Russian-Soviet culture and with their social status as the children of Soviet-era intelligentsia. The 

fourth chapter argues that, while belonging to Soviet intelligentsia families was still important for 

informants’ self-identifications in Britain, new social, cultural and cosmopolitan forms of capital 

were acquired during this period, resulting in new cosmopolitan dispositions, ethics and moral 
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values, and new practices socially remitted (Levitt 2001) from Britain. The conclusion places this 

ethnography within the state-of-the-art research on the mobilities of Russians to the UK. 
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Introduction 

 

 

 The focus of interest of this thesis is the social and personal trajectories of men and women 

who were born in the Soviet Union in the 1970-1980s and then, after growing up in post-Soviet 

Russia in the 1990s in an atmosphere of change and uncertainty, decided to use the opportunities 

which started opening up from the early and mid-1990s to go abroad to study and work. The thesis 

analyses this move in terms of individual strategies of either escaping or waiting on the career 

insecurities in Russia, or consciously enhancing one’s social standing and professional and 

educational capital. It traces informants’ social and professional trajectories and shows that, apart 

from developing the desired expertise and gaining experience, these Russians went through 

intensive changes in their self-identifications and senses of belonging, including the acquisition of 

new habits of mobility, international social networks and cosmopolitan dispositions. This thesis 

argues that, while their Soviet-Russian cultural past and belonging to a particular social group of 

‘Soviet intelligentsia’ was still important to them, they continuously acquired new social, cultural 

and cosmopolitan forms of capital that were influential in their coming back to Russia as different 

persons from their contemporaries. They brought with them new dispositions and new social 

practices resulting from their active comparisons of lives in Russia and Britain, and in many 

respects they actively maintained their differences in creating clubs for returnees. While being able 

to integrate successfully into the emerging Russian middle classes, they still expressed the cultural 

and intellectual heritage of the Soviet intelligentsia, now reborn in the guise of Westernizing 

attitudes and practices, different degrees of cosmopolitan patriotism, intellectual pursuits, a quest 

for education and self-development, interest in world travel, an ethical concern for sustainability, 

opposition to excessive Russian consumerism and conspicuous practices of status performance.     
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 Although at the time they were young children, there was already a feeling in the air that 

‘everything’ would not be ‘forever’ (Yurchak 2005), every institution, from political to cultural, 

was still functioning, Soviet education was still in place. The values of Soviet culture were 

continued to be transmitted to these people from their parents, who in their turn had been born and 

raised in the Soviet Union, who lived in this system into late adulthood and who indeed in this sense 

could be called ‘the last Soviet generation’ (Byford 2009a, Yurchak  2005). However, the young 

men and women who became the object of research for this thesis lived through the break-up of the 

Soviet Union system while still in their teens or even childhood. Almost all of them had achieved 

exceptional results during their school studies, including mastering one or several foreign 

languages, participating in science Olympiads and other extra-curricular activities which 

distinguished them from others. Without exception they had gone through higher education in 

Russia, and then profited from the opportunities to study or work in the West which opened up 

extensively during the late 1990s and 2000s.  

 The striking thing here is how quickly all these possibilities have arisen and been exploited. 

During a short period of time many transitions had to be lived through, affecting political regimes, 

cultural value systems, professional opportunities and spatial situatedness. Throughout this period 

these people’s reappraisals of the image of the West have been of great importance. In the course of 

one to two decades they ‘travelled’ through their vision of the world from the sense of the West as 

something utopian and existing beyond the borders, the subject of imagination and idealization, to 

experiencing it in practice and then, for some of them, making of it their home and place of 

everyday life and future plans, while others appropriated it as part of their life experience. For them 

it became a system (both geographical and cultural) of which they had their own opinions and 

memories, and to which they were connected by personal attachments, social networks, and 

possibly new future plans.  
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 Can they be called migrants? Some of them can, such as those who chose to stay 

permanently and those who lived abroad for several years before returning to Russia or relocating to 

a third country (not usually planned in the beginning). Can they be called highly-skilled 

professionals? Using this term for this group is problematic, and its limitations in respect of aims 

and questions of this research will be discussed. They do not constitute a completely homogenous 

group, as their biographical trajectories and personal circumstances differ. However, they are united 

by the fact of their having experienced the break-up of the Soviet Union in their teenage years or 

childhood and their having lived in Britain in their young adulthood. They also have similar 

educational backgrounds and place a high value on meritocratic achievements and educational 

aspirations, their individual decisions to move abroad for professional and personal development 

distinguishing them from their contemporaries in Russia. It is their experiences of ‘meeting with the 

West’ that this thesis examines, with the aim of acquiring a deeper understanding of how a decision 

based on aspirations to succeed and overcome the uncertainties of post-Soviet Russia led to the 

multifarious process of transformation in self-identification where collective memories, group 

statuses, cultural identifications and belongings, and feelings of ‘home’ lost and found are 

experienced and negotiated.  

 Although the Soviet Union was famously ‘classless’, the informants in this research seem to 

belong to the privileged social group of ‘Russian intelligentsia’ or Soviet intelligentsia, if we wish 

to underscore its existing connection to the Soviet past despite the social and political changes of 

post-Soviet Russia. The representatives of this group have much in common in terms of financial 

status (usually not rich), professional achievements (their parents valued education and professional 

development very highly) and cultural background (similar books and cartoons read, similar films 

seen). Those who stayed in the UK succeeded in becoming part of its professional and academic 

middle classes while still being connected to Russia and to the Russian community in the UK, 

which has become diverse and visible in recent decades ((Pechurina 2017, Kliuchnikova 2016, 
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Byford 2014). Those who have returned to Russia seem to have formed a new middle class or a new 

intelligentsia, a group which has been changed by staying in Britain and other countries of the 

world and has quite different forms of social and cultural capital, as well as the ability to compare 

things in Russia and abroad critically. It might be that their children will grow up in different 

environments than the children of those who did not go abroad, and it might be that these people’s 

personal, cultural and political dispositions will mould the core of the new generation of Russians, 

with no danger of succumbing to the political discourses of chauvinism and closure from the rest of 

the world that seem to be emerging from the state in today’s Russia.  

 The present introduction starts by presenting the historical context for this research and 

previous waves of Russian migration to Great Britain. It then discusses the reasons for the 

unsuitability of the label ‘highly-skilled’ for this group of Russians, while also being cautious of the 

word ‘migration’. It shows how only the term ‘highly-educated’ can encompass all the differences 

in informants’ statuses and professional trajectories, while still focusing on their similar educational 

backgrounds. It proceeds to explain that it is the participants’ common past and the similarities of 

their social status in post-Soviet Russia that unite them into the last Soviet generation (Byford 

2009a, Yurchak 2005). It argues that they could be called a ‘transition cohort generation’ (Miller 

2000), in which the group under study (born in 1970s-1980s) are delimited as a particular cohort 

whose childhood and teenage years passed during the break-up of the Soviet Union (Kliuchnikova 

2016). It discusses the available statistics and problematic issues in attempts to define the number of 

Russian-speakers in Britain and shows how migrants’ ‘Russianness’ is itself a debatable concept 

(Byford 2009a). It provides an overview of current research on Russian-speakers in the UK, and 

shows how attempts to describe this community as a whole, although bringing important insights 

into the phenomenon of the Russian presence in Britain, have been found problematic by 

researchers themselves, who became aware of the heterogeneity and looseness of the Russian-

speaking diaspora in Britain in the 2000s.  
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 The introduction then situates this research in relation to previous work and presents its 

approach, which uses elements of biographical research in attempting to provide an overview of the 

individual trajectories of people coming to the UK, including earlier periods and their lives in 

Russia after coming back. It explains that this study was conducted without the initial 

presupposition that these individuals would form the Russian-speaking community in Britain, and it 

was informed by paying attention to the interplay between the shared past of similar education and 

cultural upbringing in Soviet and post-Soviet Russia, and individual choices of self-identification 

and belonging in both Britain and Russia. It then presents the methodology of the study, the details 

of its fieldwork, explains the choice of in-depth semi-structured interviews (combined with 

participant observation) as the main source of its ethnographic data, and speaks about the 

advantages of inserting elements of biographical research into current ethnography. It concludes by 

presenting the ethical issues and problematic aspects of an ‘insider’ leading research into a group 

whose social characteristics are quite similar to those of the researcher. 
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1  Contemporary Russian mobility to Western Europe within the 

historical framework of 20th century ‘waves’ of migration 

 

 The phenomenon of mobility to the West and the stays of various length studied in this 

research are not ahistorical, but could be seen as falling within the so-called ‘waves’ of migration 

from Russia and Soviet Union to Western Europe. Although it will be argued further that the term 

‘migration’ does not exactly cover the expectations and realities of being abroad undertaken by 

participants of this study, in order to present these mobilities in the context of the history of the 20th 

and 21st centuries, the term ‘migration’ will be used here. Although many researchers have 

extensively delineated the history of this migration in the 20th century, some brief remarks about the 

succession of different waves of migration and their characteristics should be made here. 

Geographically, migration from Russia falls into a larger context of east-west migration, and more 

precisely, migration from eastern Europe and the CIS (Commonwealth of Independent States). 

Chronologically, current migration from Russia to the UK can be placed within the so-called ‘fourth 

wave’ of migration. 

 Although there were movements of Russian Jews to the West before the events of 1917, 

caused by tsarist pogroms at the turn of the century and in the 1900s, the first mass migration from 

Russia to the West happened after the October Revolution of 1917 and continued during the Civil 

War into the early 1920s. This wave could rightfully be called the emigration wave, as the moves 

were permanent, and, as Kliuchnikova notes, it had an ‘“exilic” and “diasporic” character’ (2016: 

21), where the emigrants tried to re-create Russian culture and heritage abroad. The second wave of 

migration from Russia happened after the Second World War, which caused displacement and 

forced migration for millions of people, and remains the least researched. The third wave of 

migration is characterized by both its political and ethnic character. The forty years till 1989-1991 
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were characterized by the polarization of Europe into two political blocs. Despite the severe 

restrictions on emigration, several streams of emigration remained, which consisted of either 

political asylum-seekers or ethnic migrants leaving for the USA, Germany and Israel. Alongside 

individual cases of political migrants, ethnic migration constituted the major structural channel of 

migration and was actively promoted by receiving countries. In th case of Europe, the two ‘classic’ 

cases of ‘privileged’ ethnic migration are the Jewish and German ethnic migrants, with three 

million ethnic Germans having migrated to Germany between 1950 and 1993 (Fassmann and Münz 

1995).  

 The fourth wave of Russian migration corresponds to the break-up of the Soviet Union and 

the introduction of free movement abroad for Russian citizens. This classification is common to 

Russian scholars (Iontsev et al. 2001, Vishnevsky and Zayonchkovskaya 1994), as well as their 

European colleagues (Fassmann and Muenz 1994, Frejka 1996, Okolski 2000, Wallace 2002) and 

scholars studying contemporary Russian migration to the UK (Kopnina 2005). The late 1980s 

brought about an overhaul of the European geopolitical map and caused dramatic economic 

transformations in former countries of the Soviet bloc. Citizens of the CEE acquired rights of free 

movement and emigration. This situation brought an immediate increase in east-west and 

intraregional mobility in CEE and Russia. There are two linked features which differentiate this 

migration from earlier waves. Firstly, permanent emigration ceases to be the desired option: 

‘settlement migration has become a tiny part of all movements (…), giving way to many other, 

previously insignificant or unknown, forms of international mobility’ (Okolski 2000: 239). 

Secondly, ethnic factors lose their importance for migration: ‘The main motives (…) are economic 

and to a certain degree social, i.e., the opportunity for improving living standards, individual 

incomes, working conditions, etc.’ (Vishnevsky and Zayonchkovskaya 1994: 252).  

 The general openness of borders and the developed means of communication ease the 

possibility of travelling back and forth freely, and taking advantage of both host and sending 
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countries. Migration for settlement is replaced by various forms of transnational existence and 

temporary forms of migration. Freedom of movement has opened up alternatives to ‘no-return’ 

migration, i.e. permanent emigration, which until 1994 was ‘the only category of international 

migration recorded in Russian statistics’ (Krassinets and Tiuriukanova 2000: 6). Lifting the limits 

and the relative stabilization of the economic situation in Russia brought temporary migration to the 

fore as the most attractive type of migration. In many cases, professionals and scientists formed the 

bridgehead of migration in the 1990s, causing ‘brain-drain’ discourses and concerns in sending 

countries (Kitova and Kuznetsova 1997). Up to 1993, ‘labour migration remained very limited, 

selective and elite. For people in general the road to labour migration was still closed; only highly 

qualified people could avail themselves of this opportunity. The legal basis was meager and the 

institutional structures very scarce’ (Krassinets and Tiuriukanova 2000: 6). This period witnessed a 

‘brain-drain’ of Russian scholars and scientists, largely to the USA, but also to Western Europe.  

 Since the mid-1990s, temporary labour, educational and academic migration has developed 

into an opportunity open to larger numbers of the population. Social and professional 

characteristics, such as higher skills and a good education, play an important role, enhanced by 

flourishing personal aspirations to succeed and try new options for self-development abroad. Even 

though migration did lead to further settlement in the host countries, it started initially as temporary 

mobility to work or study abroad. Diversification of migration patterns in opposition to previously 

dominant ethnic migration (to Germany, USA and Israel) also diversified the destination countries. 

While the USA and Canada, and Germany in Europe, still remain important countries of 

destination, in Western Europe almost every country today receives migrants from Russia. Thus, the 

four distinctive features of the ‘fourth wave’ are ‘new geographic patterns (…), new types of 

migrants, new judicial statuses and new existence strategies of migrants’ which result in increasing 

pluralisation and fragmentation of migration and migrants’ (Snel et al. 2000: 1, quoted in Kopnina 

2005: 31). 
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 Arguably, if either or both scarce ethnic post-Soviet migration or movements of academics 

to the West which led to permanent emigration in the late 1980s and early 1990s are considered as 

constituting a separate wave, it is possible to delineate the mobilities of the late 1990s and early and 

mid-2000s as the ‘fifth wave’ (see Pechurina 2015). It could be argued, in opposition to this view, 

that, having started out by opening routes to go abroad for academic elites only, the fourth wave 

then became more diversified and offered many opportunities for individual mobilities abroad, both 

short- and long-term. As Kopnina (2005: 26-27) puts it, ‘it is characterized by a much greater social 

and ethnic diversity, and a by a wide range of motivations (economic being the predominant ones)’. 

The mobilities within this broad fourth wave undertaken in the period of the 2000s will be studied 

in this research. 
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2  Trajectories of participants in this research in the context of 

mobility from Russia to the UK in the late 1990s and early and mid-

2000s 

 

 From the mid-1990s-early 2000s Britain became a favourite destination for professionals 

and students alike, with its high-profile image as a financial centre, new opportunities for 

professional realization and the country having a range of prestigious educational establishments. 

There are no immigration opportunities for people from the CIS and Russia in Britain such that they 

would be prioritized over the citizens of other countries, so the patchwork of migration patterns 

becomes more individualized. Britain has not distinguished Russians from other categories of 

overseas migrants, and fluctuations of its immigration policy have equated Russia with other 

categories of ‘overseas’ countries. Although more and more people of Russian origin have been 

receiving British citizenship in recent years, originally their migration was undertaken for reasons 

of temporary mobility. Temporary migration becomes one of the defining types of Russian 

migration abroad and includes the mobility of scholars and scientists, young businessmen, 

consultants and economic practitioners, lawyers, individual entrepreneurs, self-employed artists, 

writers and journalists, as well as migration for purposes of education (both for long-term and short-

term programs). The visa pathways have included routes for entrepreneurs and investors, academics 

and students in secondary and tertiary education, as well as people invited in on temporary work 

contracts tying individuals to specific places of work. From 2002 until 2008 ‘Highly Skilled 

Migrant Programme’ existed that provided a simple and straightforward route to obtaining a 

permanent leave to remain and then citizenship for graduate students and professsionals after four 

years of working in UK, while they did not have to have a specific job offer. The post-graduate 

programme allowing migrants to search for work in the UK for up to two years also ceased to exist 
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and was replaced by a one-year visa issued after a PhD program. To this the possibility to live in the 

UK as a partner of a British citizen must be added. 

 It should be noted here that the group of people who constituted the pool of participants for 

this research possessed a meritocratic personal ethos and based their aspirations in coming to the 

UK on their own professional and educational achievements. Thus they were scholars, 

professionals, journalists, people on temporary work contracts in business, consulting and law, IT or 

design, graduate students of various categories (Master’s, PhD level), as well as postdoctoral 

researchers. The important feature of this research is the dominance of temporary mobility for 

education as a motive among its participants. Studying abroad was considered exceptional until the 

beginning of the 1990s, but thereafter there has been increasing information awareness among 

Russians about opportunities to study. A ‘variety of options’ for applying to British universities as 

long as one was smart enough established itself as a strong image among Russian people in their 

20s and 30s, and therefore the participants in this research. Starting in the late 1990s, a number of 

scholarships were introduced aimed at students from eastern Europe and the CIS countries. 

 Although the image of British education is often associated with affluence, its exceptionally 

high academic standards of entry serve as centrifugal forces for attracting a large number of 

graduate students on scholarships. Graduate students could be compared to other types of modern 

Russian migrants present in this study, who also qualified for entry into the UK through exceptional 

merit. Graduate students are not young people just starting their lives, but rather young adults with a 

previous education and a specialized training in a specific area as part of a self-development project, 

for whom future career steps are anticipated or envisaged. Thus, for the majority of participants a 

move to Britain was connected with enhancing one’s education and/or professional career through a 

path chosen exclusively through individual efforts which consisted of a long process of writing 

applications, gathering information about programs, openings, grants and scholarships, monitoring 

their deadlines, improving one’s English skills and passing language tests, collecting references, 
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writing motivational letters and academic essays, etc. Their moves to Britain were thus individual, 

taking into account a number of efforts to achieve this goal.  
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3  Problematic definitions: is this research a study of ‘highly-skilled 

migrants’? 

 

 However, there are problems in calling this group ‘highly-skilled’, or ‘highly-qualified’. 

First, there is, as Meier notes, ‘a general confusion of terms for classifying the group of highly 

qualified migrants’ (2015: 4). The initial problem of defining what a ‘highly-skilled’ migrant is has 

been noted by many social researchers (Mahroum 2000, Koser and Salt 1997, Findlay and Li 1997). 

As Mahroum (2000: 169) writes, ‘there is no agreed definition across countries and among scholars 

of what characterizes a highly skilled person’, while Koser and Salt (1997: 286) mention the 

reticence of the literature in ‘providing a solid conceptual basis’ for coming up with definitions. It 

seems that most debates focus on the question of whom to include in this category in terms of 

professional and education qualifications and how exactly to define these people. Koser and Salt 

(1997: 287) mention that ‘tertiary educational qualification or its equivalent’ is important for 

inclusion in the concept, but contradict themselves by saying that ‘being a graduate is not in itself 

sufficient to be regarded as highly-skilled’. Zharenova et al. (2002: 3) introduce the term ‘inter-state 

intellectual migration’, which is more inclusive in defining those who might be counted as 

belonging to this category. Their term covers ‘any specialists moving abroad, who are involved in 

qualified, intellectual and creative labour, and also potential specialists: students, doctoral students 

and interns’. Discussing the varieties of possible definitions, Koser and Salt (1997: 287) remark that 

‘common alternatives include “skilled international migration” (Findlay 1990); “skilled 

international labour circulation” (Cormode 1994); “professional transients” (Appleyard 1991) and 

the “migration of expertise” (Salt and Singleton 1995)’. One could add ‘highly-skilled globetrotters’ 

(Mahroum 2000), ‘free-moving professionals’ (Favell 2003), and ‘free-moving Europeans’ (Braun 

and Recchi  2009), as well as ‘transnational professionals’ (Nowichka 2006, in Meier (2015: 4), 
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‘developed world migrants’ (White 1998, in Meier (2015: 4), ‘transnational elite’ (Beaverstock 

2005) and ‘skilled migrants’ (Scott 2006).  

 The problems with labelling my participants with any one of these terms is that it would 

potentially shift the research focus onto their insertion into the economic and professional activities 

of the host country, their role in its labour markets, their privileges in obtaining jobs, etc. Research 

in this field has been concerned with macro- or meso-issues in trying to account for these 

professionals as a homogenous group of migrants in the landscape of international movement. The 

migration of the highly-skilled has created a special field of research concentrating on their 

migration decisions, as well as their patterns of movement and the possible effects of the 

redistribution of intellectual forces in the globalized world (OECD 2002a, Cornelius et al. 2001, 

Koser and Salt 1997). The social and cultural impacts of highly-skilled migration on an individual 

are not taken into account: 

… more often than not the mobility of individuals alongside capital, services and goods 
is simply deduced from the macro-level data. It is rarely asked whether real individuals, 
with everyday family lives and human relationships, could actually live out the lives 
predicted for them by the macro economic data about flows and networks. (Favell, 
2003: 8-9) 

 

 A rather extended body of literature has been dedicated to the potential economic gains for 

receiving countries and losses for sending countries caused by movements of the highly-skilled; 

hence the proliferation of such terms as ‘brain drain’, ‘brain gain’ and ‘brain waste’, which are 

strongly associated with highly-skilled migration (Cassarino 2004, Iredale et al. 2003). In research 

on Russian migration, those studies that use the term ‘highly-skilled’ are described by Kliuchnikova 

(2016: 16) as involving a ‘purpose-based approach to Russian-speaking migration, focusing on 

particular groups driven by common  causes, motives or purposes for international mobility 

(especially economic)’. The mid-1990s and mid-2000s were characterized by appearance of a large 

body of research undertaken by Russian economists and sociologists (Ivakhnuk 2006, Zharenova et 
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al. 2002, Iontsev et al. 2001, Kitova and Kuznetsova 1997, Krassinets 1997, Ikonnikov 1993) who 

focused on general trends and statistics in the out-migration of intellectuals from Russia, positing 

this as a problem for the country’s future. Having worked at the time of concern with movements of 

Russian scientists abroad, these researchers did not envisage a phenomenon of temporary migration 

which features large numbers returning and being abroad without any plans to remain there 

permanently. They did not analyse migration situations where decision-making over migration 

involved indeterminacy and uncertainty, and did not go into the details of particular life histories. 

Works within this approach mainly showed a concern with the emigration of highly-skilled 

Russians abroad in the late 1980s and early 1990s.  

 Such use of this term and its connection with the expected emigration of highly-skilled 

professionals from Russia to their host countries poses a problem for this research, as this study was 

interested in different migration trajectories involving temporary, return, serial, and (in some cases) 

permanent migration. However, as the research design was deliberately targeted at Russians living 

both in Russia and the UK at the moment of my interviews with them, many participants seem not 

to have formed a pool of highly-skilled emigrants in Britain and have returned to Russia after 

spending some time abroad. That is why the term ‘highly-skilled migration’ might mislead the 

reader’s expectations. Accordingly this research would like to demonstrate the variety of mobilities 

and professional and personal trajectories, rather than restricting it to the concept of ‘highly-skilled 

migration’. It is important to note that the variations of these trajectories were not defined by the 

fact of their professions only, but also by personal circumstances (marriages) and situations where 

they had to change professions or remain unemployed for several years. In these cases the term 

‘highly-skilled migration’ will be slightly misplaced.  

 It is also important not mix into this research the term ‘elites’ without further 

contextualization and specification, as it has its own development in anthropology and the social 

sciences (Marcus 1983). In fact, it has been used by researchers studying contemporary Eastern 
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Europe (Shlapentokh et al. 1999) of contemporary economic or political elites in countries 

including Russia. Calling my participants ‘elites’ would indicate that they initially possessed high 

social status and wealth, which might confuse them with the oligarchs and super-rich Russians of 

either Russia or the UK. It is not their current status in terms of money, wealth and political 

influence that was important, but their shared cultural heritage and social background, which was 

not grounded in wealth, but in education and understanding of the importance of professional and 

personal development, as revealed and negotiated during migration to the UK. This is why the term 

‘Soviet intelligentsia’ is more appropriate as showing the similarities in their families’ statuses and 

upbringing. Losing the stability and privileges associated with their parents’ belonging to Soviet 

intelligentsia and finding themselves in post-Soviet Russia in the 1990s, where class divisions and 

social statuses were fluctuating and inequality was growing, was one of the main motivating factors 

for their going abroad. In contemporary Russia the homogeneity of the ‘intelligentsia’ of the Soviet 

Union also no longer exists, and it is important to trace how this generation became integrated into 

the changed system of social stratification in Russia.  

 Secondly, the group of the ‘highly-skilled’ is more often than not considered placeless, 

transnational, not having problems with belonging in a particular culture or place, as they belong 

everywhere. It assumes cosmopolitanism, developed transnational practices and mobility without 

borders or restraints for this group of migrants. The aim of this study is to explore how exactly 

different forms of belonging and embeddedness in place are developing for a particular group of 

people in moving from Russia to the West. However, some researchers do differentiate highly-

skilled or professional groups of migrants in London and other cities while also confronting the 

image of this group as initially volatile, highly-mobile and transnational (volume edited by Meier 

(2015), Ryan and Mulholland 2014a, 2014b, 2014c, Scott 2006). Additionally, Csedő (2008) argues 

for a broad definition of the highly-skilled to include students, and Genova (2017) applies this term 

to her research on Bulgarian students’ self-identifications in London (Genova 2017).  
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 While this previous research was important for understanding the issues touched upon when 

dealing with this group of migrants, the term ‘highly-educated’ would be sufficient for this study, as 

all participants have received tertiary education in the former Soviet Union or Russia. This 

definition would indicate the commonalities of the tertiary education (usually at BA level, called 

‘specialist’ before the introduction of Bologna system) they received in Russia and their drive to 

find their self-realizations in further education or professional spheres as one of the core ones which 

led them to the UK. Thus, these individuals are ‘highly-skilled’ only in the sense of having received 

higher education in Russia and having accumulated enough social and cultural capital to be able to 

undertake individual migration to Britain. What is equally important for this research is that I call 

my participants ‘intelligentsia’ on the grounds that they are the children of the Soviet intelligentsia 

and have inherited such values as the prioritization of education, the importance of self-

development, inclinations to criticism and comparative outlooks on the world and an interest in the 

West (Yourchak 2005). Their self-understandings and senses of belonging to this social group, as 

well as their appreciation of the privileges and cultural heritage of the Soviet intelligentsia, and their 

actions aimed at overcoming the disadvantages which were brought about by the collapse of the 

Soviet system (lack of finance in academia, science and research, development of business spheres 

of employment) will inform the development of the argument in this thesis.  
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4  Inserted in history: common biographical past of the informants 

in this research 

 

 Apart from sharing individual aspirations and a meritocratic ethos as the reasons that drove 

them in their mobility to the UK, the participants in this research have another important feature in 

common, that is, that their teenage years and early adulthood coincided with a historical watershed 

in the history of their country of birth, and possibly, in the whole of Europe, as the Soviet system, a 

state-led project with its own history, symbolism and long-term goals, collapsed after more than 

seventy years of ideological and political influence. One could even speak of a certain group 

identity regarding the participants in this research, defined by their being born at a certain time (the 

last Soviet decades) and having received a higher education still within the solid tradition of the 

Soviet university system. They were also raised on the same books, films and cartoons, with a 

similar unified system of values characteristic of the ‘last Soviet generation’ (Byford 2009a, 

Yurchak 2005), to which, I argue, they belonged only partly, having been born late in the decade 

between late 1970s and late 1980s. Here I agree with Kliuchnikova, who, while mentioning that for 

Yurchak the ‘last Soviet generation’ was those who were born in mid-1950s and 1960s, and for 

Byford it is a broader group born from the mid-1960s to the beginning of the 1980s, shifts the focus 

of her research to ‘“the very last” generation of those who were born approximately during the last 

decade of the USSR (mid-1970s-late 1980s) and thus had little experience of actually living in this 

country but were nonetheless raised in it’ (2016: 62). This upbringing and education is crucial for 

the shared values and identities common to the participants, and it is only those born in these years 

who became part of this research.  

 All the participants in this research belong to the group which used the opening 

opportunities of migration after the opening of Soviet system – some in the early 1990s, but most of 
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them starting from the late 1990s into the 2000s. All of them could be defined as young (or 

relatively young) adults at the time they made this move. They were children, teenagers (or very 

young adults) at the point of the dissolution of the old political system, thus growing up in a fragile 

and uncertain time of constant changes and transformations that Russia underwent during the early 

and mid-1990s. All of this makes it possible to place them within one cohort generation, using the 

terminology proposed by Miller (2000). Moreover, according to his approach, they would be a 

specific kind of cohort generation – a transition cohort generation, that is, people who lived through 

their young adulthood during the period of transformation following a big historical event or 

change. Miller’s definition is quite telling when applied to the group of people studied in this 

research: 

a transition cohort generation – those who are adolescents or young adults at the point 
of transition whose lives begin under the old system but whose main secondary 
socialization, education and early labour market experiences take place during the time 
of transition. The events that take place during adolescence and early adulthood tend to 
be the definitive experiences for determining political and cultural identity, so this 
cohort generation often is set apart from the others by a ‘revolutionary’ consciousness 
that may persist throughout the lifetimes of its members. (Miller 2000: 32)  

 

 Additionally, Miller suggests distinguishing generational units within such cohorts, because, 

he argues, living at the same historical time does not mean having the same reactions to it. Within 

the cohorts there might be distinguished what Miller calls ‘generational units’ with similar attitudes 

to the world, similar social and cultural capital and reactions to the historical events and self-

positioning in this historical context which could have similar features: 

 

Different strata within a cohort generation may have utterly different collective 
memories. These different strata within a cohort generation, experiencing different 
aspects of the same defining events and developing varying sets of collective memories 
have been termed generational units.(Miller 2000: 33, after Riley et al. 1988) 
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 My participants indeed form such a generational unit within a larger group of the transition 

cohort generation. Belonging to a particular age group with quite similar memories of growing up in 

post-Soviet Russia in the early 1990s provides an important background to my informants’ 

biographies, and their past of growing up during the transition era between two political, social and 

cultural eras had and still has a massive hold on their identities. The commonalities of social, 

cultural, educational and historical pasts which come forward to be thought upon and negotiated 

during initially highly individualized journeys abroad are the crux of my research interest in this 

study. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



28 
 

5  Russian-speaking presence in the UK and debates on definitions 

of this group 

 

 All researchers writing about the contemporary Russian presence in the UK point out the 

difficulties in estimating the exact number of Russians who have lived or are living in the country in 

the 21st century. Here the numbers depend on the year when researchers were collecting their 

statistics or making their own observations through media and personal experience. Also, as the 

phenomenon of movement from Russia and the FSU is in flux, the statistics (so far as they can be 

gleaned from various sources) could only capture it belatedly, not reflecting the situation when they 

appear. For instance, Kopnina (2005: 31) estimated the number of Russians in London as ranging 

from 50,000 to 100,000 (while admitting that ‘statistical data of the Russian presence (…) gives 

little indication of their real numbers’. However, by the time new research on the Russian 

community in the UK had been conducted by Byford (2009a, 2009b, 2012), the estimated number 

of migrants from Russia and the USSR, although ‘merely indicative and by no means static’ 

(Byford 2012: 716), was around 300,000 and above, according to a frequently cited report of the 

International Organization for Migration (IOM) of 2007. Since 2007, as Byford indicates (Byford 

2012: 716, footnote), estimates have been higher and reached 400,000, though still remaining 

provisional. However, Malyutina (2015: 23) questions the figure of 300,000, calling the mapping 

exercise of the IOM done in 2007 as ‘highly speculative’ and ‘contradictory’ and stating that ‘it was 

drawn from sources like visa statistics, the Russian embassy, and “unofficial assessment”’. 

Malyutina doubts that the number of Russians and Russian-speakers could be anywhere near the 

number of Polish-born people in the UK (579,000). Malyutina (2015), Kliuchnikova (2016) and 

Pechurina (2017) show how different criteria of calculation can give drastically different results by 

presenting data from the 2011 Census, which says that ‘there are 67,366 people in England and 

Wales who consider Russian as their main language. The latest estimate given for Russian-born 
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migrants is 40,000 and for Russian nationals is 27,000. Additional figures [are] available regarding 

the number of people born in other former Soviet republics, such as Ukraine (26,452), Belarus 

(6,303), Azerbaijan (6,202) and some others’ (Pechurina 2017). Pechurina also indicates here that 

other immigration statistics that could be used include the ‘number of British passports obtained 

and different categories of British visas granted’, which could be assessed in governmental reports 

online.  

 The cause of the uncertainties and provisionality in statistical estimates, as pointed out by 

Byford (2014a, 2012), Judina (2014) and Pechurina (2017), is the heterogeneity of the body of 

migrants from Russia who have been called using the generic term ‘Russian-speakers’. This body of 

migration is, as Pechurina (2017) notes, ‘culturally, socially, demographically diverse and includes 

individuals who arrived as part of different waves of migration (Soviet and post-Soviet), Russians 

who belong to different generations (e.g. first and second generation of migrants), ethnic Russians 

who grew up in former Soviet Republics or other countries, and other Russian-speakers from 

countries of the former Soviet bloc or the USSR itself’. Judina (2014) shows that the so-called 

‘Russians’ could differ by nationality and country of origin and might be EU citizens, or citizens of 

the countries of the FSU, or Russians by nationality, or even the wives of British nationals, as well 

as by the intended length of their stay in the UK, as they could be either settled in the country or 

working on temporary contracts, such as professionals and scholars, students and postdoctoral 

researchers, whose final country of settlement is not yet clear.  

 Byford (2014a: 116) analyses the problematic side of conceptualizing ‘the Russianness’ of 

this population, as it is obvious that they could not be put in one group according to neither their 

previous nor their current citizenship, and less so by their migration histories or generational 

belonging, while their professional and personal trajectories are too varied for statistics to reflect. 

Byford explains that ‘both the term rossiiane, meaning “citizens of the Russian Federation” and 

russkie, meaning “ethnic Russians”, are much too narrow and specific to apply to this migrant 
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population as a whole’. While these two terms could not be used, ‘the term sootechestvenniki 

(compatriots) (…) is even more problematic on account of its politicized nature’. Thus, as Byford 

shows, ‘the term used most commonly for this migrant body is russkogovoriashie (Russian speakers 

or Russophones), since it encompasses – with deliberate, euphemistic and politically correct, 

vagueness (Byford 2009a) – a much wider and more mixed group of former Soviet citizens’. The 

important notion that Byford proposes here is that after moving to the UK these migrants start to 

identify not with a particular ethnicity or citizenship but rather with ‘Russian language, culture and 

history’, and ‘common upbringing and roots in the former Soviet empire’.  

 Russian migrants’ identifications with the general realm of Russian language and culture 

seem to be similar to the situation described by Laitin (1998), who shows that a hybrid Russian-

speaking nationality begins to form in the states of the post-Soviet space to reflect commonalities of 

cultural and linguistic identifications of people now living in different countries and having 

passports of different nationalities, thus allowing them different rights of access to either Russia or 

Europe. However, as Kliuchnikova (2016: 38-39) notes, the new states of the FSU have different 

attitudes to the Russian language. In particular, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Belarus and Ukraine were 

states where Russian was extensively used as the second language in communication, while in 

Ukraine ‘Russian has usually been involved in the discourse of trauma and repressions of the past’, 

a situation exacerbated by the political events of recent years. This awareness that some FSU 

countries are closer to Russia culturally and linguistically than others is important for this research, 

as several participants in this study are indeed nationals of Ukraine (3 persons) and Kyrgyzstan (1 

person), while additionally two people of Russian nationality in this research belonged to the Tatar 

(1) and Buryat (1) ethnic groups, although their interest in their cultural heritage had fluctuated over 

the course of their lives. The nationals of Ukraine and Kyrgystan identified as Russians 

linguistically and culturally, while the Russians of Tatar and Buryat origin shared the urban 
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upbringing of other participants, and both had received their higher education in St Petersburg, 

while their parents could be considered intelligentsia, similarly to other participants of this research.  

 Additionally, the existing data seems to focus only on those who have settled in the UK 

more or less permanently and might either have British nationality or permanent leave to remain, or 

some other kind of a permanent work visa or partner’s visa. However, the pool of participants in 

this research includes many people who never intended to stay in the country permanently, and even 

if they did (and many of them did not), to do so later. However, this was not clear at the time of the 

research, and they never associated themselves with the community of Russian-speakers in the UK. 

Their trajectories were temporary, their staying in the UK was temporary, sometimes after moving 

to Russia or third countries they came back to the UK (return or serial migration), so they hardly 

every participated in the polls or assessments of the Russian embassy on which the available 

statistics are based. So, while it is important to mention the numbers and debates about the presence 

of Russian-speakers in the contemporary UK here, it is also important to stress that this research 

was conducted amongst people who had diverse personal and professional trajectories of passing 

through Britain with only a third of them leading to settlement and to their becoming part of the 

group of Russian-speakers residing in the UK. 
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6  Contemporary Russian mobility to the UK as an object of current 

research 

 

 A body of modern research on Russian mobility and migration to Britain in the last two 

decades has started to appear since mid-2000s. Two books that were a starting point for research not 

on eastern European, but in particular Russian migration to the UK, creating this group of migrants 

as a separate subject of research, were written by Kopnina (2005) and Darieva (2004). Both of them 

were interested in seeing whether the new group of migrants perceives itself as a community 

(Kopnina), and whether there are available means for it to act as a community and to build channels 

of communication to represent itself and to make itself known to its members and to the 

environment of the host country (Darieva). It is important to note that both works focused on 

Russian migrants in London, who were compared respectively to Russian migrants in Amsterdam 

(Kopnina) and Berlin (Darieva), which either reflects their research design (studies of migrants in 

urban environments) or indicates their expectations that large enough clusters of Russian migrants 

would only be found in the capital. Kopnina made interesting observations about various Russian 

individuals in London (it is interesting to note that she did not differentiate between Russians from 

Russia and Russians from other CIS republics), showing how they created cultural discourses of 

difference in their attempts to identify themselves as Russians in the UK, while also distancing 

themselves from their Russian past. Kopnina showed that, at the time of her research, Russians 

formed isolated informal networks and did not identify as a community, being invisible among 

other migrants in the city. Kopnina did not choose a particular group of Russian migrants according 

to their status, age, or common biographical past in Russia or the FSU, and her participants were 

thus quite a mixed group. Darieva, on the other hand, tried to show that the Russian-language media 

in fact serves as an effective tool for the creation of an ‘imagined community’ of Russians in the 

capital, being, on the one hand, the mean for establishing discourses of cosmopolitanism with 
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regard to Russian ethnicity, where different manifestations of it are welcomed, and, on the other, for 

staying connected to contemporary Russia and to nostalgic visions of the migrants’ Soviet past.  

 Since then the interest in Russians as a separate community in the UK, its discourses of 

difference in comparison to other groups of migrants in Great Britain, its identity discourses in 

attempts to define itself as a group, and the growing force of its diasporic identity in relation to the 

Russian state and Russian society has become a question of research for Byford (2014a, 2012, 

2009a), Bronnikova (2014), Morgunova (2013, 2010, 2007, 2006), Pechurina (2017, 2011). 

Influenced by the works of Goffman and Turner, Byford proposed a performance-oriented vision of 

the Russian community in the UK, showing that it is only through activities such as the migrant 

press, festivals and celebrations, and the formation of Russian-language schools that Russians in 

Britain can act as a community in the eyes of themselves and form the image of a community to 

others. Byford (2012) also showed that competition currently exists between several organizations 

to represent this fluctuating community to the Russian state, while there is no fixed diasporic 

representation of Russians in the UK on the international level. Bronnikova continues Byford’s 

argument regarding the existence of a ‘performing community’ (Byford 2014a) by showing how 

political activities of opposition to or approval of current Russian politics can serve as a uniting 

force for some representatives of the Russian diaspora in the UK.  

 Morgunova followed the route opened by Darieva by focusing on media as a field of 

research of discourses of the differences of Russian migrants in the UK, this time choosing online 

blogs and chatrooms rather than printed media as her object, being informed by Foucault’s work 

and applying discourse analysis in her research into the online communications of Russian 

migrants. Morgunova (2010, 2007, 2007) showed that the concept of the West has been a powerful 

reference for the formation of these discourses, where Russian migrants tried to associate Russian 

history in the 18-19th centuries with that of the West. They equated Western and Russian history 

with high culture and intelligence, and saw themselves as the bearers of culture and civilization, in 
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comparison to migrants from other (non-European) continents in the UK. Pechurina (2011) also 

took interest in discourses of difference imposed on Russians in the UK externally. She also 

analysed representations of Russian-speakers in the British media, showing the contradictions 

between the formation of negative clichés of ‘Russian dolls and oligarchs’ and the notion of the 

invasion of Russian capital into the UK, which hardly reflects the real picture of status and wealth 

distribution among current Russian-speaking groups in the country.  

 The importance of the differentiation of Russian-speaking groups in the UK was shown in 

the research undertaken in the 2010s. Morgunova (2013) showed that current Russian groups were 

more differentiated than united in online communication and did not perceive themselves as one 

‘imagined community’ (Anderson 1983), although some ‘ideal unity’ existed in the online Russian 

chatrooms when they came into existence in the early 2000s. Migrants in the 2010s did not seem 

able to form one distinct discourse as a group and preferred exclusive online groups as means of 

differentiation from other groups of Russian-speakers on the grounds of profession, age, status and 

wealth. Malyutina’s (2015) work, researching the principles of friendship formation among 

Russian-speakers in the UK and the cultural discourses they generated also showed that there is no 

homogeneous community of Russian-speakers under formation in Britain, while differentiation into 

smaller clusters seems to be more effective as a way of positioning oneself amongst the variety of 

Russian-speaking groups in London. It is interesting to note here that all previously mentioned 

researchers took a rather mixed group of Russian-speakers for their analysis (although Malyutina 

tried to limit her age group to the ‘young’ in a broad understanding of the term), where their 

countries of origin and current nationalities did not matter as long as they identified as Russian-

speakers and used Russian in their everyday and online communication. 

 It seems interesting here to trace the circular route of approaches to Russian migration to the 

UK with the start of sub-communities within an ‘invisible’ Russian community, a statement made 

by Kopnina at the time when the numbers of Russians in the UK were still relatively small. It was 
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followed by research by Byford, Bronnikova and early Morgunova trying to trace the consolidation 

of the Russian-speaking community through its re-enactment in the media and at festive events, as 

well as through and political engagement. More recent works by Morgunova and Malyutina show 

that differentiation into groups according to status, wealth and migration histories (belonging to 

certain waves or particular routes of migration) produces a more effective group of sub-community 

formation in the ever growing body of Russian-speakers in the country, where it is their differences 

rather than their commonalities that serve as ground for self-identification. It should be noted that 

these researchers (starting with Kopnina, followed by works of Byford, Pechurina, Morgunova, 

Malyutina and proceeding to later research by Kliuchnikova) made no differentiation between 

Russian-speakers coming from different CIS states, usually putting them all under the umbrella 

term of Russians or Russian-speakers. No or little differentiation has been made either on the 

grounds of their nationality or visa status, or even the legality or illegality of their residence in the 

UK, as the fact of Russian-speaking self-identification was usually enough to include them in the 

study group. Thus, Kliuchnikova (2016: 64) describes her sample so:  

Selected informants <…> present a variety of migrant categories in terms of their 
statuses, rights to reside and legally work in the country (long-term study or work visa, 
ILR, EU citizenship, British citizenship), occupational spheres (academia, catering, IT, 
marketing, law, teaching) and financial backgrounds… . 

 

 Pechurina (2017) also speaks about the ‘challenges of migrants’ diversity’ when addressing 

the problems that could arise in researching the current body of Russian-speakers in the UK. On the 

one hand, as Byford (2009a) shows, common Soviet memories and imaginations, nostalgic 

reconstructions of the Soviet past, and similar experiences of Soviet education and cultural seem to 

unite the diasporic body of Russian-speakers in the UK, especially since the distinctions between 

the post-Soviet and Soviet generations of migrants are blurred, as the cultural practices and codes 

are recognized by both groups. On the other hand, as Pechurina argues, it should be acknowledged 
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that there is no such thing as a homogeneous Russian diaspora in the UK, although attempts to 

claim it as such have been made by representatives of the Russian state, as shown by Byford (2012). 

Pechurina concludes that ‘the diversity within existing diasporic structures prevents the possibility 

of finding a common ground for self-identification in an increasingly diverse migrant body’ 

(Pechurina 2017:37). Having in view future research on the Russian-speaking diaspora in the UK, 

Pechurina suggests:  

While the Russian language can be considered as an important cultural identifier and is 
used as an identity marker by some diasporic organisations, it is important to consider 
other dimensions such as ethnicity, class, and gender that reveal far more complex ways 
of individual and communal identity in immigration (Pechurina 2017:37) 

 

 Understanding the impossibility of researching the Russian diaspora in the UK as a whole, 

some researchers have undertaken the analysis of smaller groups, being able to delve in more detail 

into the processes of the expression of Russian cultural identities through individual (Kliuchnikova) 

and family language practices (Judina) and the creation of home atmospheres through objects 

related to Russian and Soviet culture (Pechurina). Kliuchnikova also introduced the concept of 

‘linguistic biographies’, showing how use of the Russian language in relation to English in the 

everyday lives of Russian migrants could change through the course of their stay in the country. 

These researchers also opted to leave London to look at the everyday practices of Russians in other 

areas of Britain where Russians had been considered more ‘invisible’ than in London. These 

include Newcastle and other smaller towns in the north of England (Kliuchnikova 2016), various 

locations including Oxford in the south of England (Byford 2009), Manchester (Pechurina 2015) 

and Scotland (Judina 2014). This research showed how everyday practices of expressing one’s 

‘Russianness’ (in a wide sense of its understanding, including elements of Soviet and post-Soviet 

culture) and positioning it in relation to other possible identifications could be explored through 

narrative analysis (Judina 2014), ethnography, including elements of biographical research 
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(Kliuchnikova 2016) or research into atmospheres and material objects (Pechurina 2016, 2015, 

2011).  
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7  Present study in the context of previous inquiry: its goals and 

research questions  

 

 This study also focuses on everyday practices and processes of change among a relatively 

small group of people finding themselves in the UK, although their experiences of staying in the 

UK were not researched synchronically and at the time they were happening, but rather as the 

constructs and memories of individuals, as their own visions of their time in Britain and their own 

representations of how this time has affected them and what it meant to them. It tries to understand 

in what ways this particular period was influential for their future professional, social and personal 

biographical trajectories. It places an emphasis not on their being temporary or permanent migrants 

in a particular Western country (Britain) and not on the fact of their becoming a part of its Russian-

speaking community. Rather, it investigates this period as meaningful for their social trajectories 

and personal development. They were the first generation who could easily go abroad if they chose 

to after many decades of closure and of the existence of the West only in political discourse and 

group mythology and imagination. A period of being in Britain is thus considered a transient point 

in the lives of the participants of this research, and its actual validation through their stay in Britain 

and later life decisions is an object of research here. These processes are considered to be a meeting 

point of the individual and collective, and will be grasped by analysing changes in social standing 

before and after this period, as well as the accompanying accumulation of social, cultural and 

cosmopolitan capital (Kennedy 2009, Weenink 2008) during it. The thesis is interested in those who 

stayed in the UK and those who returned in equal measure, but pays attention in the last chapters to 

their continuing connection to their Soviet past and to modern Russia, both as a space of cultural 

heritage and as a contemporary social and political system. It argues that the period in Britain was 

instrumental in giving these individuals the resources to recapture the advantages of their Soviet 

intelligentsia background and gain new privileges (financial stability, professional expertise, 
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competitive education abroad, changed values and cosmopolitan capital) that were helpful in their 

integration into both the British and emerging Russian middle classes. This research prioritizes 

analysis of the latter process (integration into the emerging Russian middle classes) and ends by 

discussing the practices and dispositions that distinguish the returnees from Britain from their 

contemporaries in Russia, while also arguing that they have successfully become part of the modern 

middle class in Russia. 

 In taking this stance, this research analyses the lives of modern individuals from Russia 

(mainly) and from the FSU countries (4 participants) finding themselves (temporarily, semi-

permanently or eventually permanently) in the UK without an initial presumption that they would 

form a certain visible or invisible group of settlers in the host country. However, it takes a more 

rigorous approach than that of previous research to their backgrounds in Russia and their social 

characteristics. They do form a group with many commonalities on the basis of similar family 

status, education, income, age and their past in the USSR and Russia, and here the research is 

different from previous research on Russians in the UK, where a more heterogeneous group in 

terms of age and status, as well as pre-migration background is analysed. The participants in this 

study travelled to the UK for reasons of personal and professional self-development, but this 

research does not start with the presumption that through doing so they automatically joined the 

community of Russian-speakers in the UK. Some participants, who stayed longer, indeed did so, 

and some, having stayed for a year or several years in the UK and now living in Russia, obviously 

did not. This study does not take a group of people who have settled in the UK for its object of 

analysis and does not assume that its participants have become part of a ‘Russian-speaking 

diaspora’ in Britain. From this perspective it thus differs from the approaches of Byford, 

Bronnikova, Kliuchnikova Morgunova, Judina and Pechurina discussed earlier. In contrast to these 

studies, it includes the period before a move to Britain as it attempts to find the motivations for it, 
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and also includes the period of post-migration life in Russia under its scrutiny, examining how the 

period in Britain was still influential in people’s memories and practices after their return. 

 While focusing on a particular group in terms of their social and cultural backgrounds before 

their move to Britain, this thesis tries to analyse the variety of these people’s life paths as they 

stayed in Great Britain for different periods of time and came with varying intentions with regard to 

staying or returning, and also put these intentions into practice very differently, with different 

reasons for developing their life trajectories in this or that way. This study aims to explore how self-

identifications and a sense of belonging by those who shared a cultural and social past of growing in 

the Soviet Union and post-Soviet Russia (or CIS country) was influenced by the fact of their staying 

in a Western European country (Britain in this case) for some period of time. This research is 

informed by this very precise interest in the meeting of people’s individual aspirations for 

professional success and personal self-development, where a move to Britain was chosen among the 

other possible options available, and their common past formed mainly through education and 

socialization in the kindergartens, schools and universities of Soviet and post-Soviet Russia.  

 The thesis also explores the biographies of individuals who are related to each other by 

belonging to quite a close-knit group socially, culturally and demographically and their self-

understanding of how staying abroad (in Britain) for some time has changed them. They were 20 to 

35 during their move to Britain, and the majority of them were single and not influenced by 

anybody else in their household (a partner, family, parents, siblings, etc.) when undertaking this 

move. Building on their memories and recollections and analysing their own accounts of their life 

stories (with the focus on the move to Britain), this research explores how being abroad activates 

the participants’ self-perceptions of being Russian or post-Soviet and their responses in terms of 

belonging that it brings to the surface. Being based on memories (recent and distant) and fresher 

recollections of everyday life in Britain and its aftermath, this study also aims to trace the very 

process of different changes in their social and cultural capital, and their perceptions of home and 



41 
 

space, and of skills and values, activated through the fact of having spent a relatively long time in 

the UK. In this attempt to trace the biographical development of its participants, rather than 

focusing on a particular point in time, this research approaches Kliuchnikova’s (2016) analysis of 

the linguistic biographies of Russian-speakers in the UK, but here the similarities cease, as it does 

not pay so much attention to language use.  

 This study aims to answer a group of interrelated questions. How influential has the move to 

Great Britain been for the formation and development of one’s biography? In which ways has it 

changed participants’ perceptions of home and space and their general awareness of the 

geographical world? How has the period in Britain become a meeting point of one’s individual 

biography and one’s belonging to a certain social and cultural past in Soviet and post-Soviet 

Russia? What role did one’s ‘Russianness’ and ‘Russian-Sovietness’ (Lerner 2011) play in the 

general cluster of individual, professional and group identifications formed during one’s stay in the 

UK? What changes occurred in one’s social and cultural capital during the period spent in the UK? 

How has one’s feeling of belonging in a particular system of values associated with Soviet and post-

Soviet Russia been transformed through one’s being in the UK? What roles did new cosmopolitan 

practices play in the transformations of their self-identifications? How and to what extent have these 

changes been influential in achieving a desired social status in both Russia and the UK? How, on 

the whole, could a move to Britain be inscribed into the biographies of Russians who were born in 

the Soviet Union and grew up in post-Soviet Russia, and what role has this played in one’s social 

and professional mobility, articulation of belonging to a particular culture, and reassessment of 

one’s past and future? 
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8  Methodology of this study: an ethnography with elements of 

biographical research 

 

 It is vital for this research to understand a period in Britain in the context of its participants’ 

biographies with their past in the Soviet and post-Soviet Russia of the 1980-1990s, the time of 

migration to Britain in the 2000s, and varied developments in their life trajectories afterwards. As 

personal biographies are not static but develop in time, this research is attentive to the fact that the 

initial planning of a move to Britain, as well as a later return to Russia or settlement in Britain, had 

already been inserted into the participants’ changing visions of their biographies.  

 First, this research used the interview as its major tool of collecting data, as it was important 

to open up personal reflections of the individual changes that occurred during one’s time in Britain 

and to give participants a chance to consider this period in the context of their biographies as a 

whole. Second, it has used longitudinal interviewing, as inherently present in studies by other 

researchers on Russian-speakers in Britain who conducted their interviews over the course of 

several years, but not deliberately chosen as part of their method. Such interviewing was conducted 

over the course of 2-4 years with about a third of interviewees, many of whom later became key 

participants exactly because of the possibility to trace the development of their biographies in 

relation to their move to Britain, and also to show different stages in the formation of their life plans 

and feelings of belonging.  

 Third, the research design included people at various stages in relation to their move to 

Britain, just at the start , in the first (second, third) year, at a time when it had just ended, or one or 

more years ago. In some life stories the move itself happened 5-7-10 years ago, but the person was 

still connected to the UK either by the fact of living there or having travelled to Britain frequently, 

or remembering it very vividly and positioning it as an important part of their biographies. The 
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details of participants’ positions vis-à-vis their move to Britain at the time of the interviews 

mattered a lot for the unwinding of a decision-making process regarding whether to stay in the UK 

or return home, and also for tracing the changes in the person’s self-identifications and sense of 

belonging, which were influenced by the actual number of years he or she intended to spend and 

actually spent in the UK. 

 Fourth, the differences in the participants’ life-trajectories with regard to their stays in 

Britain were quite paradoxically reflected in the elements of a multi-sited ethnography (Falzon 

2009) that informed this research. The interviews were conducted in two countries, Britain and 

Russia, in order to follow the research design of finding two groups of participants: those who were 

still in the UK, and those who had returned to Russia after a period in Britain. As this research used 

some interview data collected during research for an MPhil at Oxford University, several interviews 

in 2007 were conducted in Oxford only. Later the geography in the UK widened to London, 

Cambridge and Warwick while continuing to include Oxford, while in Russia the sites were St 

Petersburg and Moscow, as this is where my participants lived and worked after their return to 

Russia. These sites did not capture my participants’ presence in two countries simultaneously (in 

comparison, for instance, to the study of foreign correspondents by Hannerz (2004), where the 

researchers tried to capture the multilocality of his participants’ work), but rather captured different 

times in their biographies with regard to their move to Britain, and also reflected the intricacies of 

the life trajectories (professional and personal) of some of the participants. Britain was a location 

for interviews with those who either had just started their presence in Britain, who were there for 

several years, who had returned again to Britain after their initial return to Russia or a move to other 

countries, or who had chosen it already as their destination and were able to obtain leave to remain 

or British nationality. Russia was a location for interviews with those who had just (or not so long 

ago) returned to Russia after their temporary stay in Britain, who were temporarily in Russia but 

later found themselves either in Britain or a third country or who had settled permanently in Russia 
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some time ago, already having their families, flats and places of work there at the time of our 

interviews.  

 This continuous attention to the role of mobility to Britain in people’s social trajectories and 

changes in their self-identifications makes it possible to call this study an ethnography with 

elements of biographical research. In order to trace the changes in self-identifications that occurred 

after a period in Britain, semi-structured interviews with participants (lasting 1-3 hours per session, 

and including 1-4 sessions) were chosen as the main method of acquiring data. However, unlike 

Morgunova’s, Kliuchnikova’s or Judina’s research, neither discourse analysis or narrative analysis 

were used, and it was what was said rather than how it was said and in which particular words it 

was phrased that was important for this study. Thus this was an ethnography based on interviews 

but also including participant observation in both Britain and Russia. Here, for instance, the work of 

Ryan and Mulholland (2014a, 2014b, 2014c) could serve as an example of successful interview-

based ethnographic research amongst highly-skilled French migrants to London.  

 The semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted in the period between the years 

2007 and 2012, some of them (a small part) during fieldwork for an MPhil dissertation (submitted 

in 2008), and the majority of interviews in 2009-2011 in Britain and Russia. The interviews were 

thus conducted at different stages of informants’ migration experiences. The structure of the 

interviews encouraged the informants to talk about their migration experiences from a chronological 

perspective, starting with their pre-migration experiences, proceeding to their period of temporary 

migration, and then talking about their options for professional and personal development, and their 

mobility plans. All interviews were conducted in Russian, fully transcribed by the researcher (the 

Russian transcriptions could be accessed by request and with the consent of the informant), and the 

quotations used in the dissertation have been translated by the researcher. Participant observation 

also took place in Britain and Russia. In Britain I attended the events at the Russian Orthodox 

Church and Russian cultural festivals, and observed some of my participants at informal meetings 
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of Russians in Oxford, Cambridge and London, while in Russia I attended meetings of British 

universities’ alumni and people who had lived in Britain in Moscow and St Petersburg. 

Additionally, some time was spent with informants in informal conversations in their flats in 

London and Moscow, being offered accommodation for a few days while conducting my fieldwork 

in those cities.  

 Sixty participants were interviewed for this ethnography. Some of the interviews were more 

successful than others due to time limitations of some of the participants, to their willingness to 

open up about their biographies, how far it was possible to form a relationship of trust during the 

interview and their availability for further interviews. About a third of the interviews were 

longitudinal (included 2-4 sessions over the course of these 5 years), where a new development in a 

person’s life, such as relocation to a new country, or new profession, or new family status, usually 

served as a reason to meet for a new interview if the participant had time for one. The participants 

were initially found through a snowball method and advertisements in mailing lists, and later 

through weak ties and personal connections in the Russian-speaking community in both the UK and 

Russia, as additional participants meeting particular criteria to meet a research sample needed to be 

found. In the process of choosing participants, the goal was to find roughly half of participants who 

lived in Britain at the time of fieldwork and half of those who were already in Russia. Some 

migration pathways turned out to be more complicated than initially expected. Variety in the terms 

of the position of the participant in relation to his or her stay in Britain was also sought, as described 

earlier. Additionally, the variety of professional and individual stories with both successes and 

failures in the UK and Russia were sought, with stories of failure, however, being hard to find due 

to the unwillingness of participants to speak about low points in their life trajectories and also 

because of a rather vague definition of ‘failure’. For instance, would a return to Russia be 

considered a ‘failure’ to stay in Britain when one wanted to do that? Or would a move to another 

country after a return to Russia be considered a ‘failure’ to establish a successful and productive life 
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in Russia after the period in Britain? These moments were very subjective and nuanced, and the 

notion of ‘failure’ was dropped in order to account for the varieties of participants’ life trajectories 

without making any assumptions. However, many contingencies were indeed found to be present in 

migration pathways and general life stories, as will be shown in the first ethnographic chapter.  

 The participants in this research were aged between 22 and 40 during our interviews, with 

the majority being between 22 and 35, and at the moment of writing these lines they are between 27 

and 44. They belong to the transition cohort generation (Miller 2000), as their childhood had been 

passed in the Soviet Union, their adolescence and teenage years happened during the period of the 

dissolution of USSR and the transitional times of breaking up one system and the formation of 

another, while their young adulthood developed in post-Soviet Russia. Three of them are Russians 

born in Ukraine, and one was born in Kyrgyzstan, while all the others were born on the territory of 

today’s Russia. The respondents come from the families of the Soviet intelligentsia, and almost all 

of them had to make their own ways in both education and their professions individually, without 

the help of family resources. They were mainly single when they initiated their move to Britain, 

while at the time of writing these lines many of them are married and have children. The 

participants in this research had various professional profiles within the broadly-defined group of 

‘highly-skilled’ or ‘highly-educated’ (the latter term being preferred for this research), being 

Master’s and PhD students, post-doctoral researchers, young academics in various fields of 

research, university lecturers, people working in the spheres of business, finances and venturing, 

lawyers, linguists, journalists, and freelance analytics. Some informants passed several stages or 

degrees of professional development during the time of our interviews and during the course of the 

writing up of this thesis.  

 This group seemed to provide an ideal case study for exploring the impact of migration on 

the self-identification and formation of new forms of social and cultural capital, as the individuals 

concerned were young adults who had acquired a certain set of cultural rules and norms, but were 
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very flexible and open to new influences and experiences. Representatives of this group were 

involved in multiple interactions, especially in an international environment formed during their 

temporary migration abroad, where there were no family or work obligations, and life was 

considered a transitional state of preparation for the future. Meanwhile, some crucial decisions 

pertaining to one’s future were taken during this period, and there was a constant awareness of 

one’s migration experience as an important and influential precursor of one’s future.  
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9  Advantages of the biographical approach for the present 

ethnographic study 

 

 This ethnography uses elements of a biographical approach as part of its methodology. 

discussing the definitions of a biographical approach and its advantages for the current research 

therefore seem necessary. It could be argued that attention to individual histories has been an 

important interest of the social sciences for quite a long time. Roberts (2002) and Plummer (2001a) 

give extensive accounts of works in the social sciences which were focused on individual 

biographies, while Watson and Watson-Franke (1985) focus on anthropology. Seminal works like 

Crashing Thunder (1926) by Paul Radin, Sun Chief (1942) by Leo Simmons and later 

ethnographies Tuhami: Portrait of a Moroccan (Crapanzano, 1980), Nisa: the Life and Words of a 

!Kung Woman (Shostak 1982) and African Voices, African Lives (Caplan 1997) demonstrate the 

development of life histories in anthropology in the twentieth century, and not just in recent 

decades, as some historians of biographical research argue. In sociology, ‘the desire to place people 

and their humanity at the core of social research, are not new either’ (Merill and West 2009: 3), as 

they reach back to Max Weber’s interest in people’s actions and the meanings attributed to them, as 

well as the Chicago School of research, such as Thomas and Znaniecki’s seminal work The Polish 

Peasant in Europe and America (1918-20) and later the works of Pierce and Mead (Nilsen 2008: 

84-86).  

 How can one define the biographical method? It seems to be an umbrella approach uniting a 

set of biographically oriented research strategies in the social sciences: oral history, life story 

research, life course approach, auto-ethnographies, autobiographies and biographies, narrative 

studies, etc. But despite the interchanging usage of a cluster of terms specific to this method, the 

main theoretical and methodological orientation could be summarized. It is one of the qualitative 
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approaches in social sciences, as it analyses social reality through ethnography, interviewing, oral 

history and the analysis of life story documents. It considers it impossible to understand the breadth 

and complexity of social reality through quantitative methods only, and stands firmly on the 

qualitative side of the divide. Miller defines the biographical method as follows:  

The biographical method is the collection and analysis of an intensive account of a 
whole life or portion of a life, usually by an in-depth, unstructured interview. The 
account may be reinforced by semi-structured interviewing or personal documents. 
Rather than concentrating upon a ‘snapshot’ of an individual’s present situation, the 
biographical approach emphasises the placement of the individual within a nexus of 
social connections, historical events and life experiences (the life history). An important 
sub-stream of the method focuses upon the manner in which the respondent actively 
constructs a narrative of their life in response to the social context at the time of 
interview (the life story). (Miller 2003: 16) 

 

 There is a certain terminological ambiguity regarding the products of biographical research: 

‘life story’ and ‘life history’. Miller, in his definition above, draws a distinction between a life 

history and life story because of the narrativist element present in the second. It has also been 

argued that a life story is an account told of one’s life (regardless of the attention of the researcher 

to its narrative elements), while a life history is a biographical account formed by the researcher on 

the basis of interviews and other materials (historical documents, written sources, etc.). Bertaux and 

Kohli (1984) define life stories as ‘oral, autobiographical narratives generated through interaction’ 

that may refer to ‘one’s life or relevant parts thereof’, emphasizing the restriction to only ‘oral 

narratives’, in opposition to the broader view of ‘life history’ in American literature, where the 

latter might include references to oral narratives as well as personal documents (Bertaux and Kohli 

1984: 217-218).  

 Plummer (2001a) makes another important distinction concerning the role of the interviewer 

in the final outcome of biographical research. He distinguishes between naturalistic, researched 

(solicited) and reflexive life stories. Life stories belonging to the first type occur naturally, either as 

stories told by people every day, or as more complex ones produced without the initiative of the 
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researcher: ‘confessions, personal statements, biographies and autobiographies’ (Plummer 2001a: 

27). Researched (or solicited) life stories ‘are specifically gathered by researchers with wider, 

usually social science, goals in mind’ (Plummer 2001a: 28). The role of the researcher becomes 

important here, and the interview becomes an instance of social interaction, as ‘these do not 

naturalistically occur in everyday life: rather they have to be seduced, coaxed and interrogated out 

of subjects’ (Plummer, 2001a: 28). The final type of life story, reflexive and recursive, owes its 

existence to the inclination of some biographical researchers to the narrative analysis of told life 

stories. Through the researcher’s awareness of the textual elements of an interview, the stories 

‘become self-conscious and suggest that story telling is a fabrication, an act of speech, a mode of 

writing’ (Plummer 2001a: 34). The present ethnography is based on collected life stories belonging 

to the second type: researched or solicited ones.  

 Atkinson (1998), in his famous definition, emphasizes the ‘told’ characteristic of the ‘life 

story’ produced in the course of an interview situation and the existence of creative elements on the 

part of the teller to relate the facts of his/her life in a preferred order and focus:  

A life story is the story a person chooses to tell about the life he or she has lived, told as 
completely and honestly as possible, what is remembered of it, and what the teller wants 
others to know of it, usually as a result of a guided interview by another. (…) A life 
story is a fairly complete narrating of one’s entire experience of life as a whole, 
highlighting the most important aspects. (Atkinson 1998: 8)  

 

 Atkinson mentions the differences between a life story and an oral history based on their 

emphasis and scope, characterizing the latter as a story focused on a separate aspect or theme, as 

opposed to one person’s entire life. Denzin (1989: 29) also remarks on the options for a life story to 

‘cover the full sweep of a person’s experiences’ or to be ‘partial, topical, or edited, focusing only on 

a particular set of experiences deemed to be of importance’. Plummer (2001a: 26) makes a similar 

distinction between the comprehensive life-story, ‘which purports to grasp the totality of a person’s 

life’ (Plummer 2001a: 26), and the topical life-story, which ‘does not aim to grasp the fullness of a 
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person’s life, but confronts a particular issue’ (Plummer, 2001a: 26.). An additional distinction that 

Denzin (1989: 43-44) makes is between self-stories which put ‘the self of the teller centrally in the 

narrative that is given’, ‘need not be coherent, linear’, and ‘may be told only to another individual’, 

and personal experience narratives which may express ‘shareable experience’ and ‘entertain or 

recreate cherished values and memories of a group’.  

 Taking its place within aforementioned distinctions, this research, first, uses life stories 

collected through the process of interaction between the researcher and the interviewee as the 

source of ethnographic data. Second, the collected life stories were researched (solicited) by the 

researcher in the course of one or several encounters with the interviewees. Third, the interviews, 

while covering times of biographical importance such as the years of upbringing and education in 

Russia and leaving a space for contemplation of a future, are focused on the experience of 

temporary migration to the United Kingdom in the 2000s-2010s and the informant’s return to 

Russia, if this had taken place. That is why the life stories collected for this research are thematic 

(topical) rather than comprehensive accounts of the interviewees’ lives. And fourth, they could be 

defined as self-stories, as the individual life stories are told not linearly, but with steps back, 

anecdotal vignettes and in-depth explorations of one’s past and present. References to experiences 

shared by others are always brought back to the central theme of a personal life story, which allows 

us to define the collected accounts as self-stories that, when analysed together, form the memories 

of a certain group (generational unit of the transition cohort generation) of modern Russians.  

 The presence of a story as a constitutive part of materials collected sing a biographical 

approach links it to the temporality of experience as a process in time. Stories help to create the 

coherence of temporality out of events ‘scattered’ in the past. The temporality of narrative is one of 

its essential qualities that provides a tool for imposing an order and allowing otherwise 

disconnected experiences to be integrated, or for the natural order of events to be broken for 

meaning-making purposes (Ochs and Capps 1996: 23-24). Here time acts as a primary sense-
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making mechanism, which organizes the structure of a life story and gives direction to the life 

project it represents, while also serving as a marker of its context, marking the ‘space’ within which 

the story unfolds. As Bruner (1986b: 153) remarks, ‘stories give meaning to the present and enable 

us to see that present as part of a set of relationships involving a constituted past and a future’. As 

Alheit (2005) shows, a life story allows one to pass to the level of the informants’ life-time from the 

level of everyday routines and to make sense of past events, incorporating them into one’s vision of 

self. 

 An anthropologist could benefit from the strengths of biographical research methods if they 

are introduced into ethnography. Scott and Alwin (1998) and McLeod and Thomson (2009) 

mention the differences involved in using longitudinal research in retrospective and prospective 

analysis respectively. In the former, life-stories are collected retrospectively, while in the latter the 

research design makes possible continuous meetings with respondents over a period of time. The 

present research combines both approaches. If only one interview was conducted, the informant’s 

plans for the future were elicited during it, and informal talks with an informant followed an initial 

interview. If several interviews were conducted, respondents were asked to compare the plans and 

visions of their life paths as presented in the previous interviews to their visions and plans at the 

moment of a new interview. This was done in the hope of understanding the passage of time and its 

influence over human biographies. According to McLeod and Thomson (2009: 61), ‘by observing 

research subjects and inviting them to reflect on the past and to project themselves into the future, 

these studies can capture something of the process through which the self is made and remade over 

time’. This ethnography follows Russian migrants through different stages of their migration 

stories, as well as trying to trace the changes that occurred in their identities over time spent in 

Britain. Their experiences of being in the UK were inserted into the development of their 

biographies. This has allowed the flexibility and contingency of initial migration plans to be traced, 

as well as the changes in cultural identity, spatial preferences, and life values and aspirations that 
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were caused by migration. The following ethnographic chapters will engage the reader in a detailed 

analysis of particular instances where personal migration experiences were articulated: broader 

choices of staying or returning, spatial mobility of varied scope, negotiation of one’s cultural and 

ethnic belonging vis-à-vis one’s social status, and changes in the social and cultural capital of 

participants, as well as their attitudes to Russia.  
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10  Situated knowledge: positionality of the researcher and the 

informants  

 

 As a researcher, I was aware of my too being a Russian and having moved to the UK to do 

my MPhil and DPhil studies, so that I could be considered an ‘insider’. Also, similarly to Ortner 

(2003) in her research on graduates of her high school class, I assumed that in terms of my family 

background and social status in Russia before moving, I belonged to more or less the same social 

class as my participants. Here the fact that quite a lot of them, if they were students, could finance 

their studies through a scholarship, also indicated to similarities of our financial situation before the 

move. I also belonged to the same age group I had chosen for my research. I was born in 1980, I 

also had a Soviet childhood, and my teenage years were passed during the transitional 1990s and 

my youth and adulthood in post-Soviet Russia. There is also a personal interest in this research for 

myself, as, having lived in the UK and having thought of varying scenarios after my return to 

Russia, I wanted to understand the experiences of those that were in some respects similar to mine, 

but then developed in their own unique ways, varying in terms of professional careers, individual 

pathways, family status and personal changes.  

 It could not be denied that during the time of my fieldwork I was always an ‘insider’ 

researcher, and my respondents knew that and accounted for this fact in their questions about my 

life trajectory, and in some initial presumptions about our mutual understandings of some things, 

processes and realities in the UK and Russia which they thought I knew and shared. The fact of my 

Russianness probably caused a different dynamic in a research environment than that described by 

Byford (2009b), where he felt that the participants were performing some aspects of their Soviet 

background to him, being aware of the researcher being a stranger, a foreigner, not one of them, 

while avoiding discussion of certain aspects of their past, dismissing them as ‘banal’ and therefore 
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not worthy of elaboration. However, as Pechurina (2014) and Malyutina (2011) in their articles on 

issues arising on doing research among Russians argue, the fact of being Russian should not lead 

one to take for granted the elimination of any problems in the approach adopted to the participants. 

Pechurina and Malyutina actually faced quite different situations, though both indicated that 

Russianness as such did not work as a way of easy access to the studied community. In Pechurina’s 

case, the researcher had to find strategies to present herself as a newcomer seeking for help and 

advice, find similarities in her family background and her spatial experience of relocations through 

the USSR in her childhood, and rely on other, more influential, members of the Russian 

communities to help her gain entry into the field and build relationships of trust with her 

informants. She also had to deliberately attend some Russian cultural and church events to build this 

rapport and to make informants feel she belonged among them. In Malyutina’s case, her presence in 

the Russian bar in London led the participants-to-be to assume that they could be friends only on 

the ground of their Russianness, and the researcher had to face too much intimacy and sometimes 

unwanted closeness from people who in other circumstances she would not have considered 

‘friends’ at all.  

 My situation in this respect was probably quite different, as, first, I deliberately narrowed 

my research group from the beginning and thus shared many biographical characteristics with my 

participants. Thus it was not only on the basis of their Russianness that I felt like an ‘insider’ among 

them, but also on the basis of our shared past and some similar characteristics of our experiences in 

being able to spend time in Britain. The entry into the field did not require any additional attempts 

from me apart from snowballing techniques and some initial advertisements on mailing lists to 

which I already was a subscriber. The reason for this was my living in the UK and building 

connections and friendships within the Russian student community of Oxford and London two 

years prior to my starting the DPhil research. Also, I had many contacts among the recipients of 

various scholarships available for Russians to study in Britain, such as the Chevening, Clarendon, 
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Hill Foundation and Weidenfeld, and approached people who had received these scholarships or 

were current scholars in both Russia and the UK. Some of the participants were friendly 

acquaintances before the start of my research, while others were recommended by other 

acquaintances and actually became my close friends over the years of the research. Others (mainly 

those met during fieldwork in Russia) were not connected to me in any sense initially, but had 

agreed to participate mainly because they were interested in talking about themselves to a 

researcher from Oxford, and also to someone who was still living in Britain while they had already 

returned to Russia, so there was a sense of proximity on the grounds of a shared experience of 

having lived or worked in Britain. As my research design was not to study the representatives of a 

Russian community in the UK, but rather the individual trajectories of Russians, I never approached 

people at Russian cultural and social events, and the meeting was always initiated through emails, 

prior arrangements, discussion of my research goals, or an invitation to speak about their 

biographies with a focus on their period in Britain. The participants usually willingly spent hours 

doing this, and many of them agreed to meet me again for a second or third interview afterwards.  

 Here the aspect of sincerity versus performance seems important to reflect upon. Like 

Pechurina (2014), who describes the actions of participants in performing themselves to her and 

hiding their real selves as rather instances of failure in her fieldwork than normative practice, I felt 

that closure from me as a researcher initially led to performances of self and was then changed to a 

more reflexive, sincere approach where participants spoke at length about their lives without the 

continuous awareness of judgement from my side. Here I differ from Byford (2009b), who, 

following Goffman (1959), regards the enhanced performativity of self as a normative part of each 

of his interviews and seeks to deconstruct these performances by seeking the goals his interviewees 

were trying to achieve and the sides of themselves they chose to show. Although each interview 

was indeed an interaction between me as a researcher and my participants, in the most successful of 

them there was a level of sincerity, self-reflexivity, self-probing and exploration which was not 



57 
 

attributable to constant awareness of me as somebody in front of whom a certain role must be 

performed. I concentrated on what my respondents told me more than on the way they were telling 

me these things, and put analysis of the performativity of this group aside with a view to 

researching what was actually said during these longitudinal and normal in-depth interviews. There 

were indeed instances of deliberate performance of the self during my fieldwork, and those will be 

discussed in the ethnographic chapters, but attempts to construct a visible distance between me as a 

researcher and a participant and to influence me in believing in a certain status of an individual 

which included a degree of role-playing were the exception rather than the rule in my research. 

These situations happened when a person responded to the advert in the mailing list and we had 

never known each other before and did not have any acquaintances in common. The deliberate 

performance of self usually had to do with the participant’s subjective perception of me as an 

Oxford researcher and the things that should be said to such a person (a task which was performed 

very differently by some of the participants), and it involved voluntary or involuntary exaggerations 

and distortions in presenting their lives and trajectories of movement to Britain. These interviews 

usually stood out from the rest of my data, and I considered them only partly successful, as they 

could be analysed mainly from the point of view of such self-performance and actually did not 

provide the same level of self-reflexivity that other interviews did.  

 There was, however, the question of the difference in social and financial statuses that 

happened due to the fact that, being a DPhil researcher with limited finances and an uncertain 

professional future, I interviewed, amongst others, people who already had built successful 

professional careers both in Britain and Russia. Narayan (1993) mentions the fact that, even in cases 

of ‘native’ anthropology, the power relations between the researcher and the participant belonging 

(presumably) to the same community should be considered in detail and not taken for granted, as 

‘factors such as education, gender, sexual orientation, class, race, or sheer duration of contacts may 

at different times outweigh the cultural identity we associate with insider or outsider status’ 
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(Narayan 1993: 672). The existence of social hierarchies was, for instance, true for Scott (Ganga 

and Scott 2006) in his research on British expatriates in Paris, where the rich expatriates controlled 

the place and time of the meeting and chose expensive restaurants for their interviews, thus leaving 

Scott, a PhD researcher, feeling not exactly equal to his compatriots, with their rich lifestyles. 

Although in my case, the hierarchical self-positioning of my participants was not as conspicuous as 

for Roberts (2012), who conducted interviews with political elites in Russia, there were still 

sometimes moments when I felt that, though we shared some similarities of our past and education 

(both in Russia and Britain), my financial and professional status was much more fragile than those 

of my participants. These objective differences in status and income, however, were more often 

than not counterbalanced by the shared pasts of myself and my participants, and in this particular 

instance not of having been born in post-Soviet Russia, but of living and studying in Britain.  

 This situation, on the one hand, required my persistence in deliberating on some concepts 

and elucidating the details of informants’ life-histories. On the other hand, it made discussions of 

many things easier, opening up my informants towards in-depth discussions, as they were sure I 

would understand their biographical context and other realities, both of post-Soviet Russia and of 

modern Britain.   
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11  Structure of dissertation 

 The dissertation includes an introduction, four ethnographic chapters, a conclusion and one 

appendix. Each ethnographic chapter starts with a theoretical discussion which brings insights and 

introduces debates relevant to the theme of the chapter. The appendix lists all informants with their 

brief biographies. 

 The first ethnographic chapter starts by presenting the debates on mobility and migration, 

introduces the advantages of the biographical method in studying migration decisions and speaks 

about life course theories and lifestyle migration research as important for understanding the 

decision-making processes of the informants in this work. It traces the professional and educational 

trajectories of participants, starting with their reasons for moving to the UK and finishing with the 

discussion of their current situations in terms of their professional employment, visa status and 

choice of country for settlement (Russia, Britain or other countries in the world). 

 The second ethnographic chapter focuses on informants’ spatial mobility and habits of 

extensive travel acquired while moving to Britain. It shows the dramatic difference between travel 

abroad being confined to the imaginary realms in their teenage years in post-Soviet Russia and their 

cosmopolitan exploration of the whole world in their late 20s and 30s in the 2010s. It analyses their 

arrival in Britain, their explorations of their cities and the country, their extensive comparisons 

between Russian and British cities and their creation of ‘homes away from home’ in Britain after 

returning to Russia. It also describes their developing practices of world exploration and expertise 

in spatial mobility acquired during their time in Britain. 

 The third ethnographic chapter deals with the negotiation of informants’ belonging to a 

particular cultural and social past, which is associated both with Russian-Soviet culture and with 

their social status as the children of Soviet intelligentsia. It analyzes three strategies of informants’ 

behaviour with regard to their cultural heritage and social backgrounds, and shows that each of 
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these strategies envisaged gaining or at least trying to gain a privileged social standing vis-à-vis 

other migrants, other groups of British and international people, and, most specifically, other groups 

of Russian speakers in the UK. It also looks closer at the discourses of othering used by Russian 

informants in this research in differentiating themselves both culturally and socially from other 

people in the UK (both Russian and non-Russian).  

 The fourth ethnographic chapter analyzes the changes in norms, values and practices that 

happened during the period of life in Britain. It also shows how this period was influential in 

defining one’s stance vis-à-vis Russia and defining one’s position in the modern world. It argues 

that, while belonging to Soviet intelligentsia families was still important for informants’ self-

identifications in Britain, new forms of social, cultural and cosmopolitan capital were acquired 

during this period, which resulted in new cosmopolitan dispositions, ethics and moral values, and 

new practices socially remitted (Levitt 2001) from Britain. It shows that this new capital, as well as 

professional and financial stability, was the basis of the successful integration of returning Russians 

into the emerging Russian middle class while self-identifying as a special sub-group of returnees. It 

also helped those who remained in the UK to be incorporated into the British middle classes while 

maintaining a certain distance, as Russian social networks continued to be maintained.  

 The conclusion summarizes the findings of this thesis by tracing once again the social, 

professional and personal trajectories of these informants who grew up in the families of Soviet 

intelligentsia, undertook a move to Britain and were the first generation to encounter the West in its 

fullness and live there with the possibility of return after the period of closure. It shows how new 

forms of social and cultural capital, as well as new cosmopolitan capital, were instrumental in their 

successful integration into the middle classes in both Britain and Russia, their position as 

‘cosmopolitan patriots’ (Appiah 1997) being important for their ability to ‘socially remit’ new 

practices and dispositions into Russian society. While still self-identifying as a special group of 

‘those who have been abroad’, they manifest a new combination of traits which proves that the 
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privileged position of Soviet intelligentsia could be re-established by acquiring financial and 

professional stability, as well as new the lifestyles, international social networks and mobility habits 

needed for successful lives and good social status in either contemporary Britain or Russia.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



63 
 

Chapter I 

 

Migration decisions in context: trajectories of mobility between Russia and the UK 

 

 

1  Introduction 

 

 The first ethnographic chapter will present the diversity of participants’ mobility trajectories 

when moving to Britain and returning to Russia, and will contextualize these trajectories in relation 

to the participants’ own biographies. By presenting various migration stories, it will show the 

contexts in which these decisions were formed and describe the multiple factors that influenced 

them. It will also trace life trajectories after the initial move to Britain. This chapter divides the 

biographical trajectories of individual participants into three categories: staying in Britain, returning 

to Russia, or going somewhere else, and traces their professional and social mobility trajectories. It 

is important to mention that all mobility trajectories in this research initially started as temporary 

migration movements, as Russians coming to Britain were not sure how successful their plans to 

stay permanently would be, even if they had envisaged to do so. As a result, although some life 

trajectories turned into permanent emigration to Britain, temporary mobility to Britain will be given 

special attention in this chapter, as it was the constitutive element of many of the biographical 

pathways in this research. A special effort will be made to show how migration decisions developed 

over time, and here the situatedness of participants in different moments of their lives at various 

moments of interviewing will be articulated.  
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 This chapter will open by presenting discussions of the normative nature of temporary 

mobility in the present world. A similar ‘migration culture’ was developed in the minds of the 

participants of this research before their actual move, usually when they were students in Russia. 

The chapter will then mention the benefits of the biographical approach in studying migration 

decisions and will note the importance of an awareness of the passing of time in doing so. It will 

also mention the suitability of the life course approach (Giele and Elder 1998) in application to 

migration (Vysotskaya 2011, Wingens et al. 2011), as it is within this approach that the concepts of 

‘turning points’ and ‘trajectories’ are used and can be effectively applied to the study of particular 

migration paths as they develop and change. The important historical context for my informants’ 

movements was the transitional period of economic, social and moral uncertainty in Russia in the 

early and late 1990s. It is either to escape this uncertainty or to enhance one’s social and 

professional advantages in the changing employment market that the majority of informants 

undertook a move to Britain. This chapter will start by building upon the main argument of this 

thesis and showing that this move was an active strategy to overcome the disadvantages of 

belonging to the Soviet intelligentsia (no academic or professional stability, limited finances, 

changes in social hierarchies in the country) and building upon its privileges (high-level education, 

quest for knowledge, cultural capital). Participants’ movements to Britain were either a way to wait 

on this uncertainty (migration being a safety valve against it) or to act upon it by engaging in a 

move that could produce new options for professional and social advancement in future. The 

chapter will also present other constitutive elements of migration undertaken by the participants in 

this study: a quest for a better life and a search for personal authenticity. The role of these aspects in 

decision-making were highlighted in research on lifestyle migration (Torkington et al. 2015, Benson 

and Osbaldiston 2014, Hoey 2014, Duncan et al. 2013). The realm of the social imaginary 

associated with movement abroad (Benson and Osbaldiston 2014, Pine 2014) will also help us 

understand the context of participants’ decisions. Informed by these aspects, this chapter will 
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proceed by presenting the migration trajectories of the participants in this research in the context of 

their biographies. It will demonstrate a range of different consequences of an initial move to Britain 

from emigration and settlement to a return to Russia, with a variety of other possibilities in between.  
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2  Migration and its corollaries: characteristics of contemporary 

movements  

 

 Temporary mobility was the initial basis of all the migration movements undertaken by the 

participants in this research. The inclusion of temporary migration in the realm of migration 

research went along with an appreciation of the differences between its patterns. The fact that short-

term migratory patterns began to matter was one of the motivating factors for scientists to introduce 

new terms when speaking about this process. Koser and Salt (1997: 288) write: ‘There are (…) 

grounds for preferring the term “movement” to “migration” when applied to the highly skilled, 

bearing as it does fewer assumptions about the length of time involved’. Castles and Miller (2009 

[1993]: 302) introduce another term to differentiate the patterns and time scales of migration: 

Mobility for study, tourism, marriage and retirement is assuming greater significance 
and affecting ideas on migration. <…> Mobility implies more flexible types of 
movement, for a variety of purposes, which do not necessarily lead to long-term stay. 
For the foreseeable future, the world will experience both migrations in the traditional 
sense and new types of mobility.   

 

 Apart from the temporary character of some patterns of contemporary migration, there is 

also another reason for using such terms as ‘mobility’ and ‘movement’ for the processes analysed in 

this study, namely the normality of spatial relocations in the modern world. Migration gradually 

ceases to be considered a ‘problem’ or a ‘violation’ of some pre-existing spatial or governmental 

order. It is by overcoming a ‘space-as-culture-container’ view that ‘thinking and theorizing about 

migration became increasingly possible’ (Brettel 2000: 113). It is the growing appreciation of the 

interconnectedness of this world and its processes that now cause migration to be considered as one 

of the normal processes of the modern world. Castles (2012: 17) defines this vision as an important 

step towards understanding modern migration: 
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This implies (...) seeing migration not as something exceptional or problematic, but as a 
central part of processes of social change everywhere. Migration should be analysed 
(…) as an integral part of most processes of social transformation (…). This means 
questioning the widespread understanding of ‘migration as a problem to be solved’. 

 

 A view of the normativity of migration (and the corollary processes of ‘movement’ and 

‘mobility) suggests a new concept of ‘migration cultures’, or, as Clifford (1992) famously states, 

‘traveling cultures’. Movement becomes not a disruption to the stillness of pre-fixed spatial entities, 

nor a flight from poor economic or political conditions, but rather an existential action, a normal 

and important action to create oneself  while ‘on the move’. Moreover, as Meier (2015), in his 

introduction to a book on migrant professionals, remarks, migration begins to be regarded as a way 

to acquire a type of social capital associated with mobility, which it is increasingly important to 

acquire as part of one’s professional and individual advancement.  

 This new vision of migration provides a new framework for perceptions of the role of 

migration in the development of human identity. The fact of mobility and movement becoming the 

essential characteristics of modern life puts the process (and not the result), the development (and 

not the achievement), learning (and not knowledge) at the forefront as the core of human 

experience. Papastergiadis (2000: 11) accentuates this connection: ‘the metaphor of the journey, the 

figure of the stranger and the experience of displacement have been at the centre of many cultural 

representations of modernity’. And as John Berger (cited in Rapport and Overing 2000: 264) 

argues, movement becomes ‘the quintessential experience of our time’, while, for Rapport and 

Overing (2000: 264), ‘being rootless, displaced between worlds, living between a lost past and a 

fluid present, are perhaps more fitting metaphors for the journeying, modern consciousness’. 

Scholars now do not talk about the places and cultures which a migrant leaves or finds, but rather of 

‘the experience of movement [which] has produced novel forms of belonging’ (Papastergiadis 

2000: 5), of ‘migrant landscapes’ where ‘identity is formed on the move’ (Chambers 1994: 25), of 
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‘moving lives’ characterized by ‘a series of everyday experiences of migration’ (Burrell 2006: 1). It 

is accepted by a growing number of social scientists that ‘metaphors and motifs of movement are 

the quintessence in the conceptualization of identity’ (Rapport and Overing 2000: 267). 

 

3  Biographical and life-course approaches as methods of 

researching migration and mobility decisions 

 

 After leaving its predicament of dealing with ‘discrete social spaces with their own discrete 

sets of people and cultural norms’ (Rapport and Overing 2000: 265), anthropology, equipped with 

elements of the biographical approach to migration, seems well-suited to accounting for movement 

in which what is left behind and what is encountered on the journey are woven into a single and 

comprehensive narrative. Anthropology pays attention to the migration experience as a lived one 

and does not lose ‘sight of the subtle intersubjective processes of everyday life’ (Papastergiadis 

2000: 11). It is important here to reflect upon the potential implications of a migration experience. 

As Fielding (1992: 201) famously notes:  

It is one of those events around which an individual’s biography is built. The feelings 
associated with migration are usually complicated, the decision to migrate is typically 
difficult to make, and the outcome usually involves mixed emotions. (…) Migration 
tends to expose one’s personality, it expresses one’s loyalties and reveals one’s values 
and attachments (often previously hidden). It is a statement of an individual’s world-
view, and is, therefore, an extremely cultural event.  

 

 Doing this becomes possible by taking into account the importance of both sides of the 

migration story and describing the intermittent journey between the two. It is the ‘articulation 

between the place whence a migrant originates and the place or places to which he or she goes’ 

(Brettel 2008: 114) that becomes important. As Papastergiadis (2000: 11) notes, ‘attention to 
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beginnings and ends of the journey has often obscured the interminable process, the unending 

journey of modernity’. The need to account for the experiential and processual nature of identity 

formation and put the migration experience into the context of one’s whole life was the core reason 

for scholars to explore the potential of biographical methods in anthropology and migration 

research in particular (Burrell 2006, Brettell 2003, Findlay and Li 1997, Halfacree and Boyle 1993).  

 The anthropology of migration has therefore used biographical research methods to capture 

fleeting personal experiences through their attention to the temporal characteristics of migration and 

its part in a person’s biography. This insertion of a particular experience within the framework of 

one’s whole biography, inherent in the biographical approach, and its particular sensitivity to the 

temporal development of events makes it an effective tool for studying migration. The 

‘contradictory experience of time’ (Alheit 2005) should always be taken into account by an 

anthropologist endeavouring to capture particular lived experiences. Biographical methods are best 

suited, as McLeod and Thomson (2009: 63-64, authors’ emphasis) note, for ‘the study of 

transitions; how pathways are constituted; how changes and adaptations take place; the impact of 

key events and changing circumstances; (…) developmental, incremental and cumulative processes; 

and gaining a realistic grasp of casuality’. Halfacree and Boyle (1993: 337) also advocate the use of 

the biographical approach to migration, as it allows the inclusion of the temporal dimensions to 

conceptualize the processual quality of decision-making in migration and places the whole 

experience into the framework of the migrant’s biography: 

Of primary importance is a need to stop regarding migration as a discrete 
contemplative act but to see it as an ‘action in time’. If this is done then the reasons for 
the move can be seen as being no longer located wholly or even largely at the instance 
prior to the ‘physical’ relocation from I to j. Instead, they also bear some relation to the 
individual’s past and to their predicted and projected future. Looked at this way, a 
specific migration exists as a part of our past, our present and our future; as part of our 
biography. 
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 As Burrell (1998: 25) notes, it is not ‘accurate to assume that moving is a “one off” event 

which separates migrant lives into “before” and “after”’. Migration is a pre-meditated event, and is 

prepared by a migrant-to-be’s previous life and his or her world views and values. Also, in its turn, 

it shapes new plans and is influential in the development of one’s life. The biographical approach 

accounts for the ‘unfinished’ quality of migration mentioned earlier: 

Migration (…) is not a movement with clearly defined starting and finishing points: the 
psychological repercussions of migration, for example, always outlast the physical 
disruption. The ramifications of the voyage of migration for migrant identity have 
become the focal point for much qualitative research into migration. (Burrell 2006: 26) 

 

 Halfacree and Boyle (1993) mention yet another important aspect of migration decision-

making which could be unpacked by a researcher using the biographical method. This is the 

vagueness of a migration decision. That is, decisions are not just traced back to particular past 

moves and particular reasons, but a scope for complexity and uncertainty is left as not fully 

accountable for: 

Recognition of the place of migration decision making within the individual’s biography 
should not be seen deterministically, with past actions and experiences dictating current 
behaviour. Instead, Shotter argues that when time – the ‘forgotten dimension’ – is taken 
seriously we can see a ‘vagueness’ in our processes and a resulting degree of openness 
in their outcome. (…) Such vagueness is necessary in order to allow for the intervention 
of human agency, the ability of individuals to ‘make a difference’ as individuals. 
(Halfacree and Boyle 1993: 337-338) 

 

 As Findlay and Li (1997: 35) state, it is the biographical approach that encourages ‘migrants 

to engage in a deliberate act of reflection and to try to relate their migrant intentions to the wider 

collage of their changing social and cultural worlds’. Involvement with the development of a 

particular life over time involves, they argue, ‘investigating how the growth of migration intentions 

over time related to the self-defined changing cultural contexts of the migrants’ everyday life’. 

(Findlay and Li, 1997: 35). 
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 In her research, Vysotskaya (2011) pays attention to the contingencies of migration 

decisions and the vagueness of the motivations that form a migration trajectory, and tries to account 

for the fuzziness of migration decisions informed by a combination of several factors in presenting 

her ‘ideal types’ of the migration trajectories of highly-skilled Russians in Germany. She also draws 

attention to the situatedness of a move abroad at a certain life stage in the migrant’s life course.  

Here she uses life-course research (Giele and Elder 1998), as it effectively draws attention to the 

‘turning points’ in a migrant’s life, and effectively operationalizes the term ‘trajectory’ (Wingens et 

al., 2011). Vysotskaya pays attention to the fact that the motivations of her informants differed 

depending on whether they were in their 20s or 30s at the time of their move to Germany, and she 

links these differences to two different stages in the life-course, the first associated with ‘being 

young’ and the second with ‘adulthood’. In this research, it is also important to note that the 

biographical phase of young adulthood (a stage where one is still unmarried and is trying out 

various options in terms of one’s development) coincided with a migration move in almost all the 

life stories analysed here. This ethnography follows participants through the different stages of their 

mobility trajectories, which ran in parallel with their decisions about their professional 

development.  

 The biographical approach also highlights the importance of particular historical and societal 

developments for individual histories, especially those which were part of ‘historical watersheds’ 

(Miller et al. 2003). The biographical researcher becomes attentive to the fact that it is through 

living at a particular historical time in a particular country that migration decisions are formed. 

Many simultaneous trends could be mentioned as characteristic of post-Soviet Russia. There was a 

growth in social apathy, insecurity and disbelief in one’s possible involvement in the social and 

political life of one’s country, a dislocation of the possible ideological grounds and social structures 

that might be influential for individual decisions, and with pragmatism and invividualism 

increasingly becoming the important characteristics for personal success. However, in parallel to 



72 
 

these uncertainties and the lack of a unifying moral ground, one could also witness the increased 

opportunities, the freedom to move and act, and new variants in social, professional and spatial 

mobility. Here the imagined West could present itself as an exciting, if risky place for self-

development, as the image of the West had been forming for a long time in the minds of several 

Soviet generations, acquiring a quite positive image associated with freedom, varieties of self-

expression, comfort in life and the lack of pressure and inhibitions, as formed in the minds of the 

last Soviet generation (Yurchak 2005). It is important for this research to analyse a move abroad as 

in fact a biographical option to escape from uncertainties in Russia, an attempt to try new options 

for professional and social mobility abroad. 

 However, while post-Soviet Russian society could not be called a haven of stability, the 

West had insecurities of its own, as described by such scholars as Giddens (1991) and Beck and 

Beck-Gernsheim (2001). While instability, the multiplicity of risks and the loss of safety nets 

provided by the state were characteristic of Russia, similar features were part of the social praxis 

elsewhere in the world, as people led a ‘life of one’s own in a runaway world’ (Beck and Beck-

Gernsheim, 2001: 22). The weight of an individual decision (with both positive and negative 

results) falls on the shoulders of the individual. Individualism and the pressure of one’s own choices 

had become an accepted norm rather than a temporary feature of transformation in the West, and 

Russians coming to the UK in the 2000s were making choices regarding pro-activeness and highly 

individualized decisions that were more characteristic for the Western way of life and were finding 

plausibility for contemporary Russians, too.  
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4  Risks and the focus on agency as the context for contemporary 

mobility patterns 

 

 Migration may be a search for new opportunities, but it is, as modernity goes, an 

unstoppable process in this search for the new, with the fear of losing opportunities elsewhere 

becoming a potential factor in movement. This search is linked to ‘the centrality of choice in the 

self-constitution of postmodern agents’ (Bauman 1992: 201). This is inextricably tied to ‘the focus 

(…) on agency’ (Bauman 1992: 190). As Bauman explains, life is supplying us with more choices 

than one can ever realize, and the reflections of individuals concern less the means with which to 

realize the ends, but more which ends to choose so as to lose less in opportunity costs. The 

‘business of life’ becomes ‘split into a series of choices’ (Bauman 1992: 191), the making of which 

is the very process of living.  

 The focus on agency is closely linked to the focus on an individual and the newly-perceived 

social need for him/her to develop, succeed and take advantage of life. As Beck and Beck-

Gernsheim (2001) note, responsibility for one’s life has never lain so heavily on oneself as in recent 

decades. It is in this way that the focus on agency and the abundance of choices show their darker 

side. If the ‘wrong’ choice has been made, it is an individual’s fault, as such buffers of 
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responsibility as social milieu, family, government, religion or destiny cease to matter. The 

abundance of choices has another side, as it becomes a field of multiple insecurities (Beck 1992). 

The imagined or envisaged risks become a constituent part of the migration experience. The fact 

that migration is temporary assumes risk-taking in terms of both returns on time investments and 

possible options of life after it. The acute perception of risks influences the increasingly hesitant 

planning of future as it is contingent on changing circumstances in migration pathways. It also leads 

to the breaking up of plans into short-term periods and the refusal to plan ahead for more than one 

year. It seems that this is a reflection not only of the Russian experience, but more generally of the 

migration experience of contemporary individuals, and this research will account for these trends in 

modern migration biographies. 

 The result of the multiple contingencies that await individualized life trajectories is the 

ensuing increase in the time taken for new life decisions, as the transition between the individual 

and the public spheres does not function correctly in modern society. The opening up of new 

choices co-exists with the disappearance of former structural securities, while individual decision-

making requires extensive time and results in ‘time-outs’ taken from the previous development of 

life. This necessity to take ‘timeouts’ in order to find new solutions and pathways in their 

biographies is similar to the notion of ‘timepass’ proposed by Jeffrey (2010) in his book about 

periods of waiting that are common to young, educated, but unemployed Indian men. This concept 

of a ‘timeout’ taken for decision-making accounts for cases in this ethnography where temporary 

migration abroad was undertaken specifically for the purpose of giving oneself time to re-adjust to 

the need to make new life choices, to break with previous life-styles, and to change one’s life 

through time passed in Britain.  

 However, Skegg’s (2004) criticism of the universal discourse of freedom of choice, which in 

fact is embedded in the values of the middle classes and elites, should also be taken into account 

here. It is in fact the previously acquired educational capital (languages, higher education in 
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Russia), cultural capital transmitted through one’s family background and upbringing (high 

motivation to succeed, the readiness to venture into the world, knowledge of high culture and 

literature) that enabled my informants to undertake such a pro-active choice as a move abroad. So, 

one could argue that it is their belonging to the post-Soviet intelligentsia, combined with their 

readiness for self-development and the acquisition of social and  cultural capital (Bourdieu 1986), 

coupled with their sensitivity to new tendencies towards nomadism in their quest for a better life 

brought from the West, that made their move abroad possible. Thus, their self-understanding of 

class, however broadly defined it might have been, has in fact followed them into their biographical 

pathways. And in fact, as this thesis will also show, the informants in this research have undertaken 

a move abroad in order to find their place not only in a displaced system of social norms and values, 

but also in a changed system of social stratification.  
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5  Migration as a quest for a better life and a search for authenticity 

 

 A movement to another country often becomes an unexpected option of self-development 

which contradicts the careers and personal lives that others have been following. While many 

uncertainties are associated with this move, it also represents a chance to realize one’s dreams of a 

better future for oneself and to search for the environment that may reveal one’s authentic self. 

Benson and Osbaldiston (2014) mention these important components of migration, calling them a 

quest for a better life (Benson and Osbaldiston 2014: 4-5) and seeking authenticity (Benson and 

Osbaldiston 2014: 6-7) respectively. Salazar (2014) and O’Reilly (2014) also mention the 

importance of imagination in creating the context and motivation for a move abroad. Imaginary 

realms of future mobility are sometimes as important as the actual move itself. Pine (2014), drawing 

on Bloch (1986), links migration to a concept of hope and anticipation that one will become 

someone else in another country and develop a new self through migration. Similar expectations 

were found in research by Corcoran (2002), where Irish migrants moving to London wished to 

‘reinvent themselves’.  

 These directions of research are very informative in this study’s attempt to account for the 

motivations of young Russians in moving abroad in the early and mid-2000s. The instability of the 

situation in Russia and the generally increased feeling of insecurity associated with the period of 

transformation in the country were not the only motives for movement abroad. Actually, this very 
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same period was associated with increases in the numbers of individuals who wanted to live their 

lives differently and to engage in attempts to find new options of life development which would run 

counter to the expectations of previous generations and sometimes contradict the more conservative 

life decisions of their contemporaries in Russia. While others in their late 20s were already forming 

families and steadily developing their careers, many of my informants were still single, dissatisfied 

with their work routines in Russia and wishing to change some things in their lives. In many cases, 

they were also dissatisfied with the political and economic situation in Russia, and their 

professional prospects in the country. Sometimes they had insecurities or a lack of harmony in their 

family situation at home (relationship with parents, or break up with a partner at that time) and, 

again, perceived migration as an opportunity of a fresh start. This state of dissatisfaction with one’s 

personal and social standing was also one of the underlying driving motivations for a move to the 

UK. This endless reflexivity and quest for better life was partly the heritage of their belonging to the 

Soviet intelligentsia, but also it partly reflected the new trends towards personal pro-activeness 

characteristic of educated Russians in the 1990s to 2000s. And thus, while all migrants moved for 

professional and educational reasons, the underlying lack of balance between the imagined ‘ideal 

life’ and real life in Russia was the additional cause of movement in many life stories. Hopes for a 

better future (which could be realized either in Britain or with the help of a move to Britain) was 

what drove my informants to the UK, and they were the first generation for whom such an option to 

go abroad was suddenly possible. 

 Insertion in the context of a ‘migration culture’ in the early and mid-1990s in Russia was 

also important in this readiness to try out the option of migration, as, firstly, many participants had 

travelled abroad with their parents or individually in the 1990s, and, secondly, they had access to 

information about available scholarships and other professional opportunities to go abroad when 

studying in universities in Russia. In many respects it was the appearance of different opportunities 

to go abroad that was one of the prerequisites for many of the participants in this study to undertake 
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a move to Britain, and they were the first post-Soviet generation to be given a variety of chances to 

do so. A notion that everything is possible if one only tried hard enough was quite frequently held 

before the actual move, which represented the realization of this vision. Added to this disposition 

was the imagination of the West, which, in my participants’ visions, might represent more 

abundant, professionally and socially rewarding and meritocratic grounds for one’s development. 

Thus, a better future was sought on multiple levels, including expectations of the social and 

professional mobility that could be enhanced by this move, the financial gains through being 

employed abroad or finding a lucrative job in Russia afterwards, as well as a personal quest for an 

authentic life and a better future. 

 My participants rationalized their quest by choosing a biographical option that was not 

possible ten to fifteen years ago, namely going to the West for professional or educational purposes. 

Some informants had plans to settle permanently (harbouring plans to emigrate similar to previous 

waves of migration), but the majority did not, but planned to stay in the UK for a limited period of 

one or several years. The UK as a destination appeared amongst the variety of countries through 

having learned English at school as the main foreign language (the choice was limited to 

Anglophone countries), the image of the UK as a country with strong traditions of education, the 

existence of an imaginary realm linked to its history and culture, and the fact that it was a European 

country (in opposition to America) and thus had traditions with which a Russian could associate 

more easily than in the case of the United States or Australia. Sometimes the UK was only as a 

second or third destination after previous stays abroad.  

 

6  Life stories of permanent settlement in the UK: different routes 

leading to it 
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 Presentation of the ethnographic findings of this research will start with the stories of those 

whose move to Britain ended up in their permanent settlement in the country. Although the final 

decisions to stay here seem similar, the trajectories were very different. Life stories that led to 

informants remaining in the UK will be presented here and differentiated according to the 

professional and personal motivations that mattered in the decision-making process. It is in this 

section that the term ‘migration’ seems more appropriate than in other life stories, as it led or was 

intended to lead to emigration and permanent settlement. However, in many cases the mobility 

trajectories developed over many years during which they were perceived as temporary movements. 

It is important to trace the different biographical trajectories that led informants to remain in the UK 

and to unpack the motivations behind such decisions.  

 

 Several types of mobility trajectories, initially starting as temporary and then developing 

into permanent settlement with different visa and citizenship statuses, can be distinguished:  

 

1. Stories of migration where professional motivations were combined with strong negative 

feelings towards Russia, its political, social and cultural situations.  

 

2. Professional advancement through movement to the UK where Russia was perceived as 

lacking career opportunities. The UK was initially not the only country considered, but 

professional offers of a position were decisive in remaining in the UK.  

 

3. Situations when informants had academic or career positions in other countries, including 

Russia, between their initial move to Britain and final settlement there. Here one could 
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differentiate the migration paths associated with positions abroad from those where a return 

to Russia after an initial stay in the UK was followed by re-migration into the UK, which 

resulted in permanent settlement.  

 

4. Biographical trajectories where no firm initial plans to stay had been made but which ended 

up in permanent settlement in the UK for various reasons where personal (marriage to a 

European or British citizen), social (increased embeddedness in social and professional 

circles in Britain) and professional reasons were combined. 

 

5. Trajectories with desired permanent settlement combined with fragile migration status.  
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1.6.1. Political rejection of Russia combined with a career leading to settlement  

 

 The following biographical trajectory shows how political views, negativity towards 

contemporary Russia and strong political adherence to the ‘West’, as well as the perceived 

impossibility of professional development in Russia, influenced the respondent’s determination to 

stay in the UK. Nikita V. was born in Siberia, Russia, and was in his mid- and late-20s at the time 

of our two interviews. From his school years and later in the university he excelled in chemistry and 

physics, having early ambitions for a research career in either of these fields. He finished his funded 

PhD at a top UK University in mid-2000s, after which he embarked upon a brilliant academic 

career. He lectured in several top universities in Britain, and was then offered a lucrative permanent 

position at another British university. In this life-story a professional career path was more or less 

straightforward, while his migration decision was oriented towards emigration without considering 

any other options. Nikita seemed to be ashamed of having spent his youth in post-Soviet Russia, 

and he has done everything to get rid of his memories of his own past. He developed strong 

criticism of all things Russian: politics, culture, the mentality of people. In his late 20s he had ultra-

oppositional views similar to those of the earlier generations of Soviet dissidents. His decision to 

move to Britain was made with the aim of leaving the country, as he despised it from his teenage 

years. It transpired through our interviews that his extremely negative and apocalyptic view of post-

Soviet realities was the decisive factor in his decision to migrate to Britain: 

From ten years old I understood that the things I saw in the USSR were lies, [and] it 
depressed me a lot. I secretly tuned in to various radio transmissions, and as I spoke 
English, I could understand them. Soon I realized that what they were saying was 
different from the local television. […] I deliberated on who was lying to me and 
realized it was Russian TV. In the university my impression solidified, as with my 
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absolute poverty and not knowing where to go. Other students, I noticed, had 
disappeared abroad. I also applied to different places. […] My friends were departing 
to anywhere possible just to emigrate, so I had the same plan. It didn’t make any 
difference to me where to go; the main thing was to leave. Life was so hard, and I had 
had enough of surviving on ten dollars a month.  

 

 Nikita sounds like a ‘Soviet émigré’ of previous waves of migration. His talk is loaded with 

negative reactions to post-Soviet realities, while he seems quite knowledgeable in many aspects of 

Soviet and post-Soviet history, especially in respect of modern Russian opposition movements and 

their leaders. According to Nikita, it is in Britain that he found his true self, while leaving his 

Russian self behind and trying his best to suppress it. Being born in Russia is just a ‘historical 

chance’ which he spent his life forgetting and changing: ‘Russia is just the country where I was 

unlucky enough to be born’. Nikita is content with having possibilities to develop his talents and 

intellect through an academic career in Britain. When I tentatively asked him if there was 

potentially the option of his returning to Russia and working in academia there, he gave his reasons 

why this could not happen: 

 

I don’t think Russian corruption would allow this. A discussion could begin from a 
hundred thousand dollars of annual salary and British citizenship. If I had this salary, 
and there was no corruption, and I was never forced into being a Russian citizen under 
any condition, well, maybe. But the problem is that corruption in Russian society is 
practically unavoidable. I need to apply for grants in order to work, while in Russia 
those who get involved in backstage deals get the grants. As an academic, I cannot 
possibly function there.  

 

 Nikita’s decision to migrate seems to be directed at cutting a line between his previous life 

in the post-Soviet past (which includes stories of electricity shortages, dire frosts and hunger in the 

mid-1990s) and his current self in a perfect environment of professional success, personal safety 
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and comfort. The trauma related to his past continues to inform his initial migration decision, which 

he has never regretted and never seen as a reversible step, which in this case it is not. 
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1.6.2. Strong motivation to develop professionally in sciences and academia 

 

 Interviewees who fall into this type of pattern display a focus on their academic 

advancement and scientific research, and the UK in their view was the country where they could 

successfully realize their ambitions. These participants were working in science and academia – 

biochemistry, medicine, physics. Kirill D. was in his early 30s at the time of our interview. He had 

been developing his academic career since his university years in Ukraine. By the end of his PhD in 

biophysics, Kirill received an offer of a post-doctoral position at a top UK university, spent three 

years there and was offered another post-doctoral position at a university in London. At the time of 

our interview he was expecting to get a lectureship there and had permanent leave to remain in the 

UK, which would give him the right to apply for British citizenship.  

 Kirill is another person whose migration decision was made with a strong intention to 

remain abroad, with no particular preference where exactly, as long as it was a Western 

Anglophone country. There was no hesitation for Kirill about the need to valit za bugor (‘to move 

beyond the hill’), a slang phrase for permanent emigration. Its frequent usage reflects his immersion 

in the discourse of Soviet dissidents of the 1970s and 1980s and the academics of the early 1990s, 

because this expression reflects the irreversible quality of the migration decision, implying the 

undesirability of Russia as a place to live in. Quickly moving za bugor meant leaving all the 

negativies of Russia behind one once and for all, and Kirill, talking to me in 2010, still used the 

term frequently, reflecting his mental patterns about migration being centered around permanent, 

rather than the more flexible, temporary moves common among my other informants.  

 The decisive factors in Kirill’s decision were neither personal comfort nor long-term safety 

and stability, but the need for academic development, the search for the right environment and 

equipment and the funding to continue his research. In order to achieve something professionally, to 
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develop his own academic standing through publications and laboratory work, Kirill was able to 

sacrifice his personal attachments and his inclusion in the scientific community back home. His 

move abroad was deemed a bad decision by those he left behind: ‘not exactly a betrayal, but… (…) 

if you finish a PhD with them, you owe them something, you have to work there’. But he rejected 

all this and moved to Oxford: ‘I was not planning to return after three months; I was definitely 

planning to stay longer’. At the time of the interview he was more worried about his academic 

career in the UK than about his prospects of emigration, which seemed to have been decided: ‘I 

have indefinite leave to remain, which is a kind of a permanent visa, and prospectively it leads to 

citizenship’.  

 So, the reason for his move abroad in the early 2000s was the lack of a productive academic 

environment and the necessary equipment in Ukraine and Russia: ‘My boss was publishing articles 

with a rating of “two”, and it was considered superb, while others were not just doing anything’. 

When asked about the possibility of his moving back and working in Ukraine or Russia, Kirill was 

hesitant: ‘I was there a year ago; I walked the corridors of the Biophysics Institute in Moscow. The 

boss wears more money on himself than probably the lab has altogether’. Kirill, like Nikita V., is 

sceptical about the structural possibilities for return in the part of the Russian scientists. He tells me 

how he had read an article by a state official who said that the Russian state was ready to create 

workplaces for only ten returning leaders of laboratories. Also, he would like to be paid the same 

money he gets paid in the UK, and in his sphere – biophysics – he thinks he never will. 

Additionally, there is another lurking factor which seems to influence his decision to stay in the 

UK: the non-transparency of careers in the post-Soviet space. Kirill thinks that nepotism still 

pervades the post-Soviet system:  

A very interesting thing was happening in our Institute: too many similar-sounding 
surnames in managerial positions. It might be so, of course, that geniuses’ children are 
geniuses themselves… 
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 Such an organization of academic institutions does not attract him: ‘Here [in Britain] you 

come and they ask you, what have you done, what can you do, what are your publications, and it is 

all very clear and simple. There [in Russia or Ukraine] they ask: “Who is your father”’. It is quite 

obvious that, after starting it ten years ago, Kirill is still focused mainly on his academic career: ‘I 

arrived here before I was 30. When you arrive after 30, it is too late to build a decent career. But I 

arrived before 30, and I’ll see what happens’. Similar to when he first took a decision to migrate, 

the potential benefits for his career as a scientist and researcher remain prevalent to him: ‘I can’t 

place more priority on friends or family before I get this lectureship’. And so he continues to work 

work and live in London, content with his permanent leave to remain in Britain, hoping to have 

British citizenship at some point, and meticulously building up his academic career.  
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1.6.3. Professional trajectories involving other countries before settlement in the 

UK  

 

 Here an example of a professionally-oriented trajectory where different contingencies led to 

final settlement in the UK will be presented. Dmitry A. was 28, 30 and 32 at the time of our three 

interviews in 2007, 2009 and early 2012 respectively. He graduated from leading university in St 

Petersburg in 2003, and afterwards completed a Master’s program in sociology at another university 

in St Petersburg. His decision to apply for a PhD degree at a university in the West had been 

steadily forming during the years of his education in Russia. He relates his reasoning at that time:  

My goal during those years was to study somewhere in a Western doctoral program, in 
Britain or America (…) At some point I understood that if I want to get seriously 
involved in sociology or political science I had to go abroad, as I couldn’t get a serious 
sociological education at any of the Russian universities. (…) and then... this career of 
which I was thinking once… a teaching position, at the international level… it is 
impossible without some Western background. And then I also thought that it would be 
interesting for me anyway – even if I change my mind, even if I don’t succeed, it will be 
useful for me to spend several years abroad, get new experience, learn the language 
well…  

 

 In 2005 Dmitry was accepted on a PhD program in sociology at a top UK university, and at 

the time of our first interview (2007) he was a third-year PhD student there. He spent the year 

2008/2009 in Russia, working as a lecturer in St Petersburg, which is where our second interview 

took place. While still writing up his dissertation, he obtained a post-doctoral position in Europe. 

And then in 2011 he accepted an offer of a lecturer’s position from one of the leading universities in 

Moscow, where our last meeting took place in January 2012. By that time he had established 

himself quite comfortably in both the city and his new academic status. At the time of writing this 
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thesis Dmitry has been offered a permanent lectureship at a British university and now lives there 

with his partner and child.  

 And yet Dmitry’s decision-making process has not been as smooth as it might seem from 

this outline of his budding academic career. During the two first interviews, one of the major 

themes he brought up was the uncertainty about his future in both the professional and personal 

spheres. Dmitry had been constantly considering several variants of the future at the same time, 

leaving various options open for his professional development, as well as his choice of a country to 

live in and his family status. His decision to continue an academic career (which, once made, 

influenced his further migratory moves) had also been subject to many hesitations, which he 

expressed during our first interviews. While finishing his PhD, Dmitry applied to various positions 

in both London (media) and Russia (consulting), and only when two of these fell through did he 

take a lecturer’s position in St Petersburg. But as soon as he received an additional grant, he went 

back to Britain for 1.5 years. Over these years Dmitry’s decision-making was not focused on 

migration, as his priority was purely academic – finishing his PhD. He could not make any further 

life-planning before it was done: 

You see… all my life plans in the last two-three years are formed up to a certain point, a 
certain moment when I finally finish my dissertation and get a degree. When I finish my 
degree, then it will be something else, then I will be formulating my plans and goals 
differently. But now I have to hold on till the moment I finish the dissertation… 

 

 During his last in the PhD Dmitry made his final decision to become an academic. 

Preferable options of a career for him were positions in America or Britain (as a sociologist 

speaking only English, he chose only Anglophone countries), but he did not exclude returning to 

Russia. In 2009, having got married and lecturing in St Petersburg, he spoke about his possible 

future moves:  
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There could be different variants. Maybe, I will… be somewhere… in a university town 
in New England or Oxford, teach and write some articles there, live with a wife and a 
small baby. Maybe all will be well. But it could happen that in five years I will be here 
in Piter (...), and will be sitting at the same table as now.  

 

 Dmitry’s final decision to take a position in Moscow in 2011 was a result of his previous 

activity in Russian academia. Although he had been considering applying to post-doctoral and 

permanent positions in the USA and the UK, he opted for a three-year contract in Russia, as it was 

more permanent and was offered to him earlier than he received answers from his other 

applications. Thus he became a Russian academic who returned to Russia after completing his PhD 

in the UK. It seems like a direct, simple decision to return, but this was not the case. He was very 

comfortable with his life in Moscow at the time of our last interview in 2011, although he admitted 

that in a longer-term perspective he would still like to continue a career in the West: 

In three years’ time I would have liked to have the possibility of going somewhere… I 
want to leave, but it doesn’t mean that I automatically wish to leave now – but I want to 
have this opportunity to do so, and this opportunity can appear only through orientation 
on the international academic market, publications in English, trips to conferences, not 
local but international, and that is what I am trying to do.  

 

 The uncertainty of Dmitry’s decision-making and the absence of the theme of migration 

from his vision of the future are conspicuous. Career-wise he had many points of bifurcation where 

it was not only his attitude that was influencing his decision-making, but also the contingencies of 

various job offers. He had to weave his way through multiple potential job options which could 

have given him an equal chance of being in both the UK and Russia, in such different spheres as 

academia, consulting or the media. He eventually accepted a position in the UK, where he lives 

with his new family and where he has a permanent academic position and thus permanent leave to 

remain, which may lead to citizenship. Factors related to career advancement were again prioritized 

by him.    
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1.6.4. Biographical trajectories where a combination of professional, personal 

and social reasons led to settlement in the UK  

 

 The strong influence of personal, family and social factors over the final decision to settle in 

the UK is characteristic of this group. Biographical trajectories here include working in the country 

for a long time to be able to apply for citizenship, while also developing a social and cultural 

affinity with it, as was the case for Evgeny L. Other informants lived in the country long enough to 

become embedded in various social circles in the UK (Ryan and Mullholland 2014c) and acquire 

the social capital of a migrant (Ryan et al. 2015). For many female interviewees in this group, 

remaining in the UK was the result of a combination of their professional careers in different areas 

(academia, business, laws) and their marriages to British or European citizens that enabled them to 

stay in the country permanently. During fieldwork, many informants were still at the initial or 

middle stages of their migration trajectories, and interviews reflected their uncertainty as to where 

to move next or a strong wish to return to Russia, which was contradicted by the further 

development of their biographical trajectories.  

 Tanya S. was born in a small town near Perm, Russia. She was respectively in her late 20s 

and early 30s at the time of our two interviews. She left her town for Moscow in 1997 and 

graduated from a leading Moscow university in 2002. After her third year at university, Tanya 

worked in financial law for several international companies in Moscow. At some point in her 

successful professional career she decided to return temporarily to her student life, as she thought it 

was her last chance do so, and to do a Master’s abroad. During our first interview, when Tanya was 

a student at a top UK university, she said:  
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There came a moment when I felt I wanted to study. I didn’t want to live in another 
country – I had lived in Japan for some time during my work – but I wanted to get 
academic experience and study. When you have been working since you are 20, you 
realize that there has been something you haven’t caught up on, and you decide to make 
adjustments. […] I just longed for a student life, with all those bops and Formals.   

 

 At the time of our first interview, Tanya was planning to return to Russia after her course, as 

her previous job was waiting for her there, and she had good chances of continuing a successful 

career. At that time Tanya already seemed fully aware of the differences between Russia and the 

UK, drawing on her friends’ examples for knowledge of living conditions in both countries. She 

speculated that at least a third of those staying in the UK were staying temporarily in order to get 

valuable experience and then go back to Russia and boost their careers. This did not exclude their 

applying for British citizenship if they could do so. In Tanya’s view, were it not the migrants’ wish 

to ensure flexibility of movement in both countries by obtaining a British passport, they would 

return straight away after getting work experience in London. She thought that London was 

regarded pragmatically by many migrants as a financial centre with opportunities to acquire 

professional experience, and after staying there people returned home or planned to return in the 

near future. She compared systems of education, national health and housing in the UK and Russia, 

speaking negatively of Britain from the knowledge she had gained through her friends’ examples. 

She explained to me the process of her decision-making, which seemed to have been influenced by 

her understanding of the drawbacks of being in the UK: 

At first I wanted to stay and work here, in England, for a year. But now, when I see how 
my friends live here, how they fight for their survival to a large extent, how little they 
can afford, I probably want to go back to Moscow. The period of my applications for 
work and internships has passed. It takes a lot of time, and when you finally get what 
you want, you are absolutely unhappy. Student atmosphere is one thing, everything is 
wonderful, everybody is friendly, but it’s different when you work – you don’t have 
money to allow yourself proper rest. (…) And so I want to stay here till September, till 
my course finishes, and [then] go back to Russia.  
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 However, after graduation Tanya began to apply for jobs in the financial sector in London. 

Why, as she had initially planned, did she not return back to Moscow, where her employer was 

ready to have her back working in a privileged position? Finally, after a year of sending out 

applications, Tanya started working for a small company in London, and we met for an interview 

again. She remembered her views at the time of our first meeting:  

At that time, yes, I had those sensations and thoughts. (…) I wanted to return. When I   
came here, I was already working in Moscow. I had a certain level of income, a certain 
level of comfort. You come here, and you understand that in principle here everything is 
just madly expensive… (…). Well, naturally I was shocked. And then there were other 
things. You understand that you are an immigrant, and however wonderful you were, 
you would never achieve as much as you could in Russia… (…) and also I am strongly 
attached to my family, to my parents. (…) And that’s why by December I was absolutely 
sure that I wanted to go back to Russia.  

 

 But her decision to return changed through her beginning to feel much more comfortable in 

Britain in terms of both social interaction and work possibilities than she thought she would. A job 

offer from the London-based company made her change her decision to return immediately after her 

studies. Her long-term wish to return to Russia remained, but she decided that work experience and 

a period of life in an environment with international social connections would be good for her. 

However, after six months working in London, she was made redundant. If it had not been for this, 

she argued, she would have worked for two or three years in London and then returned to Russia. 

But things changed, and braving her new circumstances, she wanted to prove herself in a new 

search for work and still obtain the work experience she longed for after graduating. Now both the 

hopes of success in a career (a professional factor) and being embedded in international social 

networks developed in London (a social factor) made her want to stay in the UK, despite the 

financial hardships and insecurity.  

 Tanya’s comparative perspective on the UK and Russia in terms of long-term security and 

future family life did not change, as she was still sceptical of Britain with respect to the health 
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system, housing and pensions. She still felt she would never be considered equal to the British in 

the UK, and planned to return to Russia to start a family and have children, as, in her view, Russia 

was the only suitable country for doing so. During our second interview Tanya started deliberating 

on the factors that could keep her in the UK or make her return to Russia. At that time life in the 

UK had many more positive aspects and prospects for the future than it had before. Also at that 

point the UK seemed to offer more chances for personal comfort than Russia did: 

 

When everything goes well in work and in your personal life, you become a more consistent person, 

a more focused one. This is what I am striving for – to get a sort of such balance. I’ve got the 

sensation of knowing what this balance will give me and what I have to do to get it. I think that in 

Russia it will be difficult for me to achieve this.  

 

 When I found out that Tanya had married a North American living in London and was 

successfully continuing to work there, I knew that her temporary stay in Britain had all the 

hallmarks of becoming permanent, despite her still maintaining a positive image of Russia as a 

motherland where her friends and family lived, and where her cultural upbringing was rooted.  

However, at that time this seemed to acquire features of nostalgia, which meant that an initial 

temporary year abroad for Tanya had developed into a permanent stay through different decisions 

related to her career and life taken in previous years. At the end of 2012 her baby son was born in 

London, and two years later she gave birth to her second son, which rooted her in the UK even 

further. She now works and lives in London, and is not planning to return to Russia.    
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1.6.5. Trajectories with a contradiction between a strong motivation to remain in 

Britain and a fragile migration status 

 

 Some interviewees still had a precarious migration status at the time of the fieldwork, while 

still wanting to remain in the UK. Their motivations included economic and professional 

considerations, as well as cultural and social affinity with the West. They might still be forced to 

return to Russia if their work contracts were not extended. They have limited social contacts with 

friends or acquaintances or colleagues in Russia or post-Soviet countries, and they refuse to look for 

possible professional opportunities in Russia or the post-Soviet space, as they feel strongly the 

conflict between the present social and political situation in their home country and their ideal 
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vision of their future in the UK. Their self-perception is of being fully-fledged emigrants to Britain, 

but their actual visa status is far from being permanent.  

Nadya V. was in her mid-30s at the time of our three interviews. After graduating in 1999, she 

worked in marketing in Odessa, Ukraine, from 2000 till 2007, reaching one of the highest possible 

positions in her firm. Then she felt that there was no room for her further development in this 

business: 

My next position was the head of market research, and my next and the last one was 
strategy planning manager. After this I actually wished for something more… but there 
was no options for development there. They only offered a salary rise, but as far as 
responsibility or quality was concerned, there was nothing interesting left. And, frankly 
speaking, how old was I? Well, after 30-31, yes, but ‘life is still going on’, and this 
hidden dissatisfaction was mounting up, and mounting up, and mounting up. And you 
think, well, you are 30, and what have you achieved?   

 

 After proposing new projects to the company, she left and did a number of independent 

projects on brand development. And that is when she started considering doing an MBA degree 

abroad: 

 

When I lost the context of the company where I had spent seven years (…) I understood that I if I 

wanted to develop in some way or another, I need to enrich my experience, because until then it was 

very limited. Of course, I considered myself a genius in marketing (laughs). But I knew that if I 

wanted to convince my potential clients, I needed to have more credibility, and I decided that MBA 

was the solution.   

 

 Nadya considered doing an MBA not only as a way to develop her skills and obtain a 

Western degree. Her decision to study abroad was a planned step towards permanent immigration, 

although she was not sure how she would realize her plan of staying in the country after the degree. 
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She also considered Canada, Australia and New Zealand alongside the UK, comparing these 

countries’ immigration policies. As she had been planning to leave forever, Nadya sold her flat in 

Odessa and used all her savings to complete her MBA degree. She was single and, from her point of 

view, had nothing keeping her in Ukraine. She was very sceptical about political and economic 

development in her home country throughout our three interviews. She never regretted her decision, 

although she had to face difficult times after graduation: 

 

I am not regretting this decision to leave everything behind, because I understood that I 
was not coming back. And then, you know, the value of the things that you stash away in 
Ukraine is relatively ephemeral for me now. I see people losing what they have earned 
in a second. They slave at work all their lives, and then something happens, and they 
can’t protect it, they just lose everything. I mean, there is no social guarantee there, 
none.   

 

 Wishing to increase her chances of finding work after studying in the UK, Nadya dedicated 

all her time to studying and finished her MBA with a distinction. At the time of our last interview 

she held a post-study visa allowing overseas graduates to work in the UK for two years. She was 

searching for jobs in consulting and finance in London. Despite the acutely difficult financial 

situation she found herself in, she never changed her mind about remaining in the UK. The reasons 

for this decision became clearer through her stories of her life back home. She mentioned cases 

where her business partners used humanitarian aid to pay off their debts, and described ‘black’ 

salaries at her work which inevitably made future pensions minimal and unprotected. She spoke 

about post-Soviet Ukraine in this way: 

… in the legislature there is a perfect mess going on there; if you followed it, you might 
have seen the disputes between the ex-president and parliament there. The 
constitutional court is so, so corrupt, not to mention the lower courts, so there is 
continuous corruption throughout the whole country. The level of corruption is similar 
to African countries… I am not exaggerating – I checked the ratings and I looked up 
Ukraine’s position.   



97 
 

 

 After 1.5 years, Nadya found a job with a governmental financial organization in London. 

Having felt and still feeling insecure with her status and future, she is nevertheless determined to do 

everything in her power never to return permanently to Ukraine, although she visits her family 

twice a year. The future will depend on the development of her career in London, which could be 

the only way for Nadya to extend her permanent British work visa and then receive indefinite leave 

to remain, which remains her ultimate goal. 

 

 

 

7  Life stories resulting in a permanent return to Russia: different 

trajectories  

 

 This section describes the biographical trajectories of those who finally returned to settle in 

Russia. Four broad subcategories of returnees can be distinguished: 

 

1. Trajectories where a move to Britain was undertaken for new professional or educational 

experience, and the return was envisaged and made after the course or a temporary 

contract was over.  

 

2. Trajectories which involved a longer stay in the country than initially expected, but 

where a return was always envisaged and finally made after several years in the UK.  
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3. Trajectories where attempts to remain in the UK or apply for contracts in other countries 

(Europe and America) were made, but a return to Russia was decided on as a viable 

professional opportunity appeared, leading to a participant reversing his or her initial 

plans.  

 

4. Open biographical trajectories involving permanent settlement and citizenship in the 

UK, followed by a return to Russia to accept an attractive professional offer. Dual 

citizenship will allow different professional careers in the future.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1.7.1. Returning after an educational course or a work contract 

 

 Many differently nuanced trajectories of professional mobility fall into this category. There 

were those whose temporary professional contracts in the UK were offered quite unexpectedly, with 

informants not having sought such opportunities of work abroad. These informants never returned 
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to the UK and never considered going again, nor did they retain strong emotional attachments to the 

country either. For others, a short educational or professional engagement in the country was 

planned, but made with a clear view to returning to Russia and applying the knowledge received 

there. Some took a break from work in Russia and then returned to successfully continue or modify 

their professional trajectories. Other participants knew about the restrictions in their particular 

contract or scholarship in the UK and never searched for possibilities abroad, having found 

employment in Russia and built a successful career there at the time of my fieldwork. The majority 

of participants interviewed in Russia followed this trajectory of temporary mobility to the UK, 

indicating the growing popularity of such temporary educational and professional mobility among 

young educated Russians in the 2000s. 

 Vassily B. was born in Moscow. At the time of our interview and follow-up meetings he 

was in his late 20s. Vassily had graduated from a leading Moscow unviersity with a focus on 

economics. Vassily mentions his wish to make a difference, to make his own contribution to 

making the world a better place, which influenced his further change of specialization: 

 

I knew that my father was involved in nuclear physics. It is the depository of wonders of human 

consciousness. So I was thinking… there were some thoughts. I wished to make some sort of 

contribution, to have my own input in a big whole. (…) Not that I had claims on any really high 

goals, as I was not part of technical sciences, where it all happens, but I still wanted to do my bit. 

And this is how I came upon the topic of venture investments and venture finance.  

 But between his position as a graduate with some work experience and his wish to work in 

venturing and private equity and make contribution to the development of this world lay the 

obstacle of his lack of experience and knowledge in his chosen sector. He would not have been 

accepted for a job in international equity in Moscow unless he had a prestigious business degree 
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recognized in the world’s leading financial institutions. He needed to overcome this barrier and was 

searching for possible solutions. With a view to returning to Moscow to work in his chosen sphere, 

Vassily came to the decision to go to the UK to do a business course: 

I understood that I would like to work in private equity and that my previous job was 
great, but it didn’t bring me nearer the desired result, although that experience was 
very valuable and useful. That this gap was difficult to overcome... (…) I understood 
that my new sphere required substantial experience and knowledge, and it should be 
either consulting or investment banking experience. (…) I wanted to work in a private 
equity fund, but I knew that if I didn’t create my own value in this market, no one would 
need me. And building up my own value could be effective either in a consulting or in a 
bank, as one needs experience which could be useful in that sphere. And so I was 
thinking that studying in England could be a very good step on my way there. 

 

 Having made this decision, Vassily applied to several business schools, planning to fund 

himself, but he then received a scholarship which allowed him to opt for one of the most prestigious 

business schools in the UK. He came to the UK with the set goal of getting his business degree, and 

he concentrated all his efforts on studying during his one year in the UK. Remaining in the UK was 

never on his mind or in his plans. It seems that for him the decision to return to Russia was 

incorporated in his mind as the only one possible after finishing a British business degree. As we sat 

in a café in Moscow, he answered my specific question as to why he had moved back to Russia: ‘I 

had friends, I love them very much, I didn’t want to leave all that, I had something to return to, and 

I had a fiancée (he stressed the last word)”. When I asked him whether he wanted to move abroad 

temporarily, he answered: 

For now I don’t have plans to go from Russia to anywhere. Russia has tons of problems. 
We are trying to capture a wolf which doesn’t exist, and so on. But it is a motherland, 
and so it goes. One doesn’t choose one’s motherland.  
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 Vassily repeatedly mentioned the importance of his friends and family for his personal 

comfort. They were his highest priority and constituted the basis of his life. They were the main 

reason for his wanting to live and work in Russia, as well as to build up his young family: 

I don’t think I am a very patriotic man…I have it much simpler in some way: I have a 
circle of my loved ones, and I am bound up with them strongly. I am an extrovert by 
temperament. So, if all these people board a single ship and move to Zanzibar, I will 
move to Zanzibar as well (laughs). If all these people stay in Russia, then together we 
are behind a stone wall. Somebody can have troubles, then we lend a hand, we support 
each other. These are my close ones, my family, my people. This is my world. It is here. 
One needs to be self-reliant in order to move somewhere permanently.  

 

 However, Vassily’s permanent stay in Russia turned into a different biographical route two 

years after our interview. His position (first in a Russian company in partnership with the UK, and 

then a British company with projects in Russia) meant that Vassily travelled to the UK more and 

more often, to the extent that he found it necessary to rent a semi-detached house in London where 

he, his wife and baby son lived permanently, while he returned to Moscow regularly. This situation 

continued throughout 2011 and 2012. During that time his wife completed a degree in 

environmental studies, their son had been attending a baby-care unit to learn English, and the whole 

family travelled back to Russia frequently. For Vassily and his family, this style of life never meant 

staying in the UK permanently. This situation happened only because of the demands of his work, 

which allowed his family members and himself to benefit temporarily from the possibility of living 

in London. In July 2012 Vassily, now a graduate of a prestigious British business school with work 

experience in both Russia and the UK, took a sought-after position in the branch of one of the elite 

Western investment funds in Moscow. Their conditions for hiring new personnel were previous 

work experience and a British business degree, to which Vassily was perfectly suited. In 2012 he 

returned to Moscow permanently, having the same wish to stay, work and live in Russia, while, 

inevitably, developing a knowledge of the business situation in the UK. Meanwhile, the factors 

influencing his decision-making about either staying or going have not changed. Vassily took a 
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flexible route for the development of his career and once again, as he did after completing his 

business degree, he has permanently returned to Russia, where, now a father of three, he lives.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1.7.2. An initially short move to Britain which was extended into a longer stay 
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 The biographical trajectories in this section include either a longer stay after a short 

educational course (completing a PhD after a Master’s, or a post-doc after a PhD), several years of 

professional employment after studying  in the UK, or the extension of an initially temporary job 

contract in the UK. All these trajectories finished with a planned return to Russia, either for patriotic 

notions, a wish to build a career in Russia, or the embeddedness in social networks or family 

attachments. Informants usually kept strong emotional connections to Britain and usually chose big 

cities like St Petersburg and Moscow for the development of their lives and careers in Russia, 

regardless of their initial hometowns. Elena K., whose story is presented below, became one of my 

key participants. Her motivations were based on patriotism and a clear vision of her new life in 

Russia, as well as a wish to have her home and own family there. This vision of the future guided 

Elena in the life choices that were related to her return to Russia. 

 Elena K. was in her late 20s and early 30s at the time of our three interviews. She had been 

born in Moscow, where she lived, studied and worked all her life before her period of migration to 

the UK. Elena graduated from a leading Moscow university as a linguist and finished her PhD in the 

same sphere. She had been working as an international tourist guide, which allowed her to save up 

and buy her own flat in Moscow. But at a certain moment she felt the need to change her profession 

and acquire knowledge in a new field, business and management, she knew nothing about. It made 

Elena think of temporary migration to Britain to study in order to be able to continue her new 

professional career in Russia afterwards, this motivation being similar to many other life-stories in 

this research. She applied to a Master’s course at a top UK university, investing her savings in it and 

firmly planning to return to Russia afterwards. As she stated repeatedly in her interview, she was 

supposed to return to Moscow after her course, as it was only in Moscow, at home, that she 

envisaged living, working and having a family. It was the fact of not having a family yet that 

motivated Elena to make this exploratory temporary move abroad before it was too late. But after 

finishing her Master’s, as a result of her tentative attempts at job applications (she just wanted to get 
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experience of job interviews), Elena unexpectedly received a job offer from a major management 

consulting company in London. This offer caused a period of indecision and worries for Elena, who 

still had the firm intention of returning to Russia immediately after her course. On the one hand, she 

considered a new period in London to involve yet another delay to her ultimate wish to start a 

family and have children, a plan, she was firmly convinced, she could only fulfil in Moscow.  

 On the other hand, this proved that her initial decision to invest money in her studies and to 

change her professional field had been successful, as it gave her an excellent opportunity to acquire 

experience in a prestigious company and consequent chances of finding a good job in Moscow. And 

so Elena decided to stay in London for two more years, only afterwards returning to Moscow, 

transferring from her company’s London office to the Moscow one, though losing salary and rank, 

as the branch she was working in in the UK had not yet been developed in Moscow. Elena’s 

intention to return to Russia and live the rest of her life there remained unchanged through the 

course of our four interviews in London and Moscow. Elena passionately loved British culture and 

history, recounting endless stories of her discoveries, friendships and travels in Britain. And yet, she 

did not consider her return to Moscow as sacrificing her British life-style, as she soon found out that 

the same life-style was possible in Moscow, where she had the advantages of her own flat, lower 

income tax, developed social networks and, as in London, many theatres, concerts and exhibitions 

to visit. The crucial thing for Elena was to return to the country where, as she said, she understood 

what every old woman in the street felt. It was in Russia where she belonged and dreamt of starting 

a family of her own and having several children.  

 This dream and determination to make it happen in Moscow seems to have been the decisive 

factor for her leaving her professional networks, interesting consulting projects and possibilities of 

cultural exploration in the UK and returning to Moscow. Elena never discussed the relative 

advantages of two countries in terms of social security, education or pension systems (as many 

other informants did), as she never even considered staying in the UK. Moreover, she thinks that 
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having dual citizenship is disloyal to her country. For her, home, comfort and future family are to be 

found in Russia, and her migration decision is a conscious move from the UK with a view to 

building up the life she wants in Russia, and only in Russia. However, it did not stop her travelling 

to Britain frequently and maintaining all her friendly and professional networks inside the country, 

thus being able to benefit continually from her time in the UK while building up her personal and 

professional life in Moscow. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



106 
 

1.7.3. Temporary mobility to the UK with planned permanent settlement which 

resulted in returning to Russia 

 

 Informants’ wishes to stay in the UK after an initial temporary period of work or study 

contrasted with the impossibility to stay in the UK permanently and their objective assessment of 

their high chances of successful career development in Russia. Some of them chose Russia for 

pragmatic reasons, to build up their careers, with their allegiances and emotional attachments still 

being with the UK, a potentially conflictual situation to be analysed in further chapters. Sometimes 

such informants were already in Russia and spoke about their mobility trajectories retrospectively, 

but in other cases it had been almost inconceivable that they would return to Russia, as their plans 

were to stay in the UK. However, a professional post was offered to them in Russia, and, after some 

consideration, they took it. Here the conflictual self-identifications between the value systems of 

two countries were elaborated passionately during the interview. They were often extended to 

broader comparative realms of ‘Russia versus Europe’ or ‘Russia versus the West’ (discourses to be 

further analysed in the third and the fourth chapter). These informants continued to travel to the 

Britain, wishing to maintain the links with the social and cultural realms of their experience in the 

UK. 

 I met with Grigory Z. after his usual day of work in a business consulting company in St 

Petersburg, where he holds one of the leading positions. Grigory was 40 at the time of our 

interview, and he and his family (wife and children) live permanently in St Petersburg, Russia. But 

Grigory’s intentions have not always been to live in Russia; quite the contrary. After graduating 

from a university in St Petersburg, Grigory finished a PhD programme there and started carefully 

planning his imminent move abroad with a vision to stay there permanently. When I asked him 

about his experience of being abroad and his knowledge of Britain before his temporary migration 

there, he replied: 
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I wasn’t interested in England specifically, I was interested in abroad generally, and 
made myself a goal to make off abroad as quick as possible and forever. I didn’t possess 
a single gram of patriotic feelings towards… the motherland… and in fact I don’t 
particularly feel them now. 

 

 After the experience of academic placements in two European universities and unsuccessful 

attempts to find a place to study in America, Grigory was accepted to do an MPhil in Economics  at 

a top UK university and stayed in the UK as a student for three years. After graduation he tried to 

remain in the UK working in the business sphere, and this is how he represents his situation and 

decision-making at that time, when new factors influenced his returning back to Russia, contrary to 

his initial wish to remain abroad: 

I tried to stay in England… I passed tons of interviews (...). And there came an 
understanding that I had this horrible gap. With my business experience I should have 
begun from being an analyst, or associate. But I was already 28, and they were not 
interested in taking me on in this position. (…) A career in a firm is supposed to take 15 
years after being hired, as a person is serving one’s due there. At my age I had to take 
the position of an executive at least. But I didn’t have the necessary experience. (…) So 
my strategy was simple – to gain experience in Russia and go back. And so I came here 
to gain experience.  

 

 The integrity of his personal and social inclination to stay in a particular country and his 

plans for a professional career were bifurcated in Grigory’s biography. Grigory expressed a strong 

cultural attachment to the UK and felt that quality of life in Russia would never reach European 

(meaning British) standards. He and his wife (he gives her opinion as well to show that it was a 

family consensus) are also convinced that social security is higher in Britain, an aspect for which 

his family would potentially be ready to trade off all the other benefits of their current position in 

Russia. His vision of social and personal balance in England seems to have a dreamlike feature in 

its vision of sun and quietness: 
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There are pros and cons, but the most valuable thing, as we both think about Britain, is 
that in terms of family life it is easier in Britain and in Europe in general… (…) You 
leave your house, the sun is shining, quiet and clean streets, everybody is amiable…   

 

 Moreover, Grigory has a strongly negative opinion about the political and social prospects 

of living in Russia and is convinced that both his country and himself would have profited much 

more from his living abroad: 

I think that if I remained there from my first day after graduation, I would have made 
much more difference to my homeland. (…) First, I would have taken the weight off the 
pension system, at least one individual-wise; secondly, I would have remitted money to 
my parents and family here and spent a part of them on this territory. Imported capital, 
and why not? Thirdly, I think that this country’s image would have benefited from the 
fact that a person like myself works there and sets an example of the fact that there are 
some normal Russians among the others.  

 

 In this quotation Grigory argued that there are positive consequences for Russia of an 

expatriate diaspora living abroad. Moreover, Grigory has a strongly individualist viewpoint with 

regard to his choice of a place to live:  

Well, there is an individual. That’s all. That’s the most important thing. And then, if 
some people gathered on a particular territory and were called Russians, some were 
gathered on another territory and were called Brazilians. If you like carnivals, go to 
Brazil. (…) Well, let those who prefer to get their pensions from the state and whimper 
from dawn till dusk live in Russia. My choice is with a particular community of people. 
And the British one is closer to me.   

 

 Thus, Grigory strongly supports a global vision of ‘open frontiers’ where it is the individual 

who decides to which community to belong, notwithstanding national barriers. Yet despite these 

views, Grigory chose to permanently live in St Petersburg. He explained why this happened: 

Well, and then life turned out the way that now my salary is on the same level as I 
would have had there, considering the cost of rent and so on. And plus the things we are 
doing here, I think it is… more powerful in terms of self-realization. In two or three 
years’ time I will be on the level of inviting British companies and saying: ‘You will 
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work for me’. In many points we overplay such global consulting companies as 
McKinsey.   

 

 When I pointed out the incongruity between his outlooks and his actions, Grigory explained 

how the practical reality of active business development in Russia and the domain of his 

professional qualities in Russia overpower personal, social and political factors that might otherwise 

have influenced his migration decisions. He stressed that the division between his wishes and the 

objective reality of his life was already understood and accepted by him: 

Business.Business, money and the quality of career. And plus the limitations I have in 
Britain. Because, you know, however comfortable I might feel in London, there is 
objective reality. I need them, maybe… Or better, they don’t need me to that extent, yes. 
Do I have some specific knowledge and experience that would be vital for them? No. 
They are just not relevant there. On the other hand, what I have today is in supreme 
demand here. We have a number of projects now which involve pulling Western 
companies into the Russian market, or vice versa. And why not? It is also a variant of a 
career abroad. So, this is it, an objective reality. If I had gone to Britain at 20 and not 
30, it could have been different.  

 

 And although he might entertain the thought of applying for a work permit in the UK, 

Grigory’s current situation seems to be the basis of his present and future life. As he says: ‘I am 

quite satisfied with how things stand now… this is how one could continue and probably finish’.  
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1.7.4. Open biographical trajectories involving settlement in the UK followed by 

returning to Russia 

 

 There was only one participant, Andrei I., - who followed this trajectory, but potentially it is 

open to other informants with British passports who maintain active contacts with Russia in their 

professional and academic lives. This trajectory of professional and personal mobility shows that a 

high level of flexibility in career choices and mobility decisions could be maintained even after the 

initial temporary move to Britain. Here the fact of obtaining dual citizenship played an important 

role in relocation to Russia, as it removed the need to continue to stay in the UK for the purposes of 

obtaining leave to remain and opened up new options for the informant. Andrei had collaborated 

academically with his alma mater in Russia before he made his final decision to move back, 

changing his professional trajectory from business to academia. Andrei maintains strong 

professional and personal connections with the UK, Europe and the rest of the world. 

 Andrei I. was born in St Petersburg and was in his early 30s at the time of our interview. He 

graduated from a top university in St Petersburg in mathematics in the late 1990s. Afterwards he did 

a Master’s program in economics at another university in Saint Petersburg. In his interview Andrei 

mentioned that the idea of getting a Western education had been on his mind since the late 1980s. It 

should be mentioned again that the term ‘zapad’ (the West), reflecting the triple geographical, 

economic and political divide between Soviet (and post-Soviet) Russia and the West, was 

embedded in the discourse of almost all of the interviewees. This umbrella term for Western Europe 

and America was a discursive trope of the Soviet period going back even further to the 18th and 19th 

centuries (Tolz 2001). During his studies Andrei was influenced by pro-Western professors 

(‘zapadniki’, as Andrei calls them) and his new international contacts. There was also an opinion 

shared by his family (members of the Soviet intelligentsia) about the need to acquire a global 
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perspective on the world by temporarily living abroad. Andrei describes how he arrived at his 

decision:  

In the beginning of the 1990s people fartsevali [specific Soviet term used for selling 
things illegally and for higher prices – YS], or worked as brokers, even the students. 
(…)  It was the beginning of the 1990s, so it was all possible then. But I wasn’t involved 
in any of this (…) but I understood that by all means I needed to write a PhD, so the 
academic line was obvious. And while this academic line was forming, I understood that 
I needed a second degree. And then somebody told me, or I read somewhere, that a 
modern new Russian is not one who owns Mercedes-Benz cars, but one who has two 
higher degrees, the second one from the West. And so at that time it all influenced me at 
once, and so the idea was born that I had to apply… In fact, it was a long-developing 
idea, as I had begun to think about studying in the West from the late 1980s.  

 

 Andrei’s decision to migrate temporarily was not linked to plans to move permanently to the 

UK. He says: 

I understood that I needed to go the West, and I wanted to go there to study. It wasn’t a 
question of leaving Russia and going to live somewhere else, but was a move to get a 
Western education. 

 

 He wanted to benefit from the opportunities in the social sciences (economics in his case) 

that had already developed in the West but were still only embryonic in Russia. Economics and the 

social sciences took a deep new breath after the collapse of the Soviet Union, but no competitive 

school existed in the country. His decision was also influenced by his awareness of possible (and 

not very appealing) options if he stayed in Russia at that time.   

 

 I didn’t understand what I was supposed to be doing if not going to the West. (…) I was 

thinking what I could do in Russia… I was searching for work, I was a part-time programmer, etc. 

… I was thinking that I would start working as a programmer and would continue working as a 

programmer. What else could I do? I could teach, but there were really few places where I could 
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teach and get decent money for it, and I wasn’t up to the level, really, because they had tons of 

people with good English and a Western degree there. I understood that I had to raise my 

competitiveness, and in this market one needed a Western degree.  

 

 He hesitated between America and Europe, but chose the latter because of his cultural 

preferences. He finished a funded MPhil at a top UK university, and during his PhD in Economics 

began to fund himself with teaching and research assistantships. Although he was always interested 

in academia, after finishing his degree Andrei started working in the banking sector in London. He 

explained his decision as follows:  

I have been working since 2005. I took this job because of money. I always preferred to 
do research and teaching. (…) And so I started working purely for money, and of 
course, one could find even more lucrative places, but at least what I am doing gives me 
some income. I think that I have to work for a certain time before I could start 
something else. But in the long-term perspective I would like to work in academia.   

 

 At the time of our interview, Andrei was waiting for his imminent British citizenship. In 

2010 there were a number of factors that caused him to be hesitant about returning to Russia, 

though Britain too was not the ultimate place where he would like to live. Having lived in the UK 

for ten years, Andrei mentioned his uncertainties about living there permanently. However, Britain 

was better suited to developing his lifestyle, hobbies and mobility than Russia. An avid explorer and 

mountain hiker, Andrei said: ‘I don’t see many possibilities for free travel there [in Russia]… but 

it’s changing now’. Andrei admitted that contemporary Russia has been changing, opening up as 

many possibilities for development and mobility as there were in the West, but the level of 

insecurity that had been increased by the need ‘to know the right people’ – normal in the Russian 

social and political system – frightened him. Reducing this constant indeterminacy is what, in 



113 
 

Andrei’s view, the Western political and social system was designed to do, and that is why he 

preferred to live and work in the West, not in Russia. 

 At the time of our interview, Andrei mentioned that he was giving lectures at the university 

in St Petersburg where he had studied previously, describing how it allowed him to fulfil his interest 

in teaching and to share his views about the economic situation in the contemporary world. He 

mentioned the possibility of an academic opening there, but was sure he would not be able to leave 

his position in a bank in London. Some years later I learned that he was moving to St Petersburg as 

he accepted a very important position in the university there, moving to academia as he had always 

wished. By that time Andrei had a dual citizenship, which made his frequent trips to the UK easy. 

While he goes to the UK often, as well as travelling frequently to other countries, he is now a 

Russian academic teaching in St Petersburg. His future decisions about being in Russia or the UK 

(or any other country) are still open and flexible, but they are no longer linked to plans to emigrate 

permanently. This means that Andrei has reached a new level of flexibility in his movements, while 

embarking on a new academic career.    
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8  Biographical trajectories involving settlement in other countries 

abroad  

 

 And finally, there were biographical trajectories involving a temporary stay in the UK which 

resulted in temporary or permanent settlement in a third country. Here the time spent in the UK 

ranged from one year to several years. The following stories show how considerations of career 

advancement are effectively outweighed by new personal factors involving finding a partner or 

marrying (Boris P., Irina M., Olga A.). Additional reasons for moving could be new professional 

employment elsewhere in the world (Kseniya O.) or political reasons leading to the forced 

discontinuation of an established life in Russia (Igor L.). Three of these trajectories, involving 

leaving the UK with a partner from another country, show that, while the period of mobility to the 

UK was an act of individual decision-making, final decisions about settlement were sometimes 

made as a joint process in which participants’ new families played an important role. In this respect 

these biographical trajectories are partly similar to those in which informants stayed in the UK 

because they married or became the partners of a British or European citizen. Similar personal 

encounters have led my participants to other countries of the world, with Russia and the UK still 

looming as a possible option for professional employment if both partners were ready to go there. 

Such options represent possible futures and do not form the immediate biographical agendas in 

these life stories.  
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1.8.1. Moving to Germany after living in Britain and working in Russia  

 

 Kseniya O. was born in Moscow and graduated in journalism from a leading university in 

Moscow. She was in her late 20s and early 30s at the time of our three interviews, all conducted 

after she had returned to Russia after a period of temporary migration to Britain. From her student 

years Kseniya had been involved in human rights and social policy work, either being employed or 

volunteering for NGOs and writing articles about different social processes in Russia or writing 

research papers given to her as freelance tasks by different think tanks and research institutions. 

Kseniya had always been attuned to political and social changes in Russia, and has been involved in 

various social movements in the country. She had travelled the world widely before coming to 

Britain and had extensive work experience when a decision to break with her work routine for the 

purposes of studying and self-development crystallized in her mind: 
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Well, I would say that the end of the 90s wasn’t an easy period, but it was coloured by… 
some democratic hopes, as there was an experiment going on on the scale of a country, 
and it was all happening in an erratic manner, obviously, but it was awfully interesting 
to work in journalism and write, as indeed a certain big new world was opening up, and 
it began to transform itself into an absolutely different system. And then, through my 
work I developed an interest in Russia beyond Moscow. (…) And so, amongst all those 
trips and movements, my life became very active indeed. (…) And then after it, 
naturally, the Internet developed into a very good condition. It is all very easy now to 
go and find yourself a course or a program abroad, but I think that in 1995 or 2000 all 
of it was not exactly possible, so, I mean, that technological changes are also taking 
place. And so, I remember that when I graduated from university, I didn’t have those 
thoughts about studying abroad, they just didn’t exist, and it was absolutely enough just 
having all the possibilities around, but then in about five years I developed a very 
conscious wish to do so. 

 

 Kseniya received a scholarship to fund her year of studies and became a joint visiting 

researcher at two British universities at once. She did not consider this period as a means to migrate 

to Britain or as an opportunity to explore the world, as some other Russian migrants did – quite to 

the contrary, she valued this year as a year of academic work and development, a conscious break 

from her work routine and a change allowing her to immerse herself in a schedule of lectures, 

conferences, meetings, talks, and individual reading and writing. She explored opportunities to 

acquire new knowledge in various universities in London, always being pro-active and forming a 

tight daily schedule of academic enrichment. After this year she applied to various international 

NGOs and their branches in Russia, but was not offered a position that suited her, and so she 

continued her freelance research funded by world think tanks, which involved temporary trips to the 

USA and Europe. During this time she tried to implement some features of the academic 

environment seen in the UK and organized a series of lectures on the legacy of 1989 in modern 

Russia. Sometime later she was interviewed for a position in a leading NGO in Moscow, which she 

took, again immersing herself in a tight schedule of international trips, meetings with journalists in 

Russia, visits to different regions and events in Russia. Although she never thought of moving 

abroad to live permanently, she told me that her travels in Europe and the world had been taking up 

a major part of her working time. She maintained her connections with Britain: she visited several 
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academic conferences there, gave several talks at British universities and made some personal visits 

to London. She was concentrating fully on her professional and intellectual development at the time 

of our three interviews, showing avid interest in exploring the world in all its variety. Kseniya never 

mentioned her plans concerning her own family, a topic that did not enter our discussion. Sometime 

later she received a job offer in the human rights research institution in Berlin, where she now lives, 

organizing conferences, lectures and exhibitions related to the focus of interest of her institution. 

She continues to travel extensively for both work and personal reasons, never considering a 

permanent move abroad, although in fact she has been living in Germany for the last three years. 
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1.8.2. Moving to Australia for personal reasons after a long stay in Britain 

 

 Boris P. was born in St Petersburg and was in his late 20s at the time of our two interviews. 

He graduated from a leading university in St Petersburg in international relations, and during his 

last two years there he also studied in France and Japan, spending two years there, this time 

specializing in international finance. His migration to Britain initially took the form of temporary 

work migration to London. He applied to several internships and found one in, which he accepted as 

giving him valuable experience in finance, his intention being returning to Russia afterwards. 

However, the internship was extended, and another year-long contract was offered to him. Thus, he 

spent two years working in a bank in London, always thinking of himself as a ‘long-term tourist’. 

After these two years, although the bank was ready to extend his contract, he felt that such a 

position would restrict his self-development and take up all his time. He could not see himself 

working in this position forever, and, having excellent previous records in academic work, he 

applied to do a PhD in Britain, being given a place at a top UK university eventually.  

 Our interviews took place during his studies for a PhD, at which time Boris was building up 

several options for the further development of his life, his main wish being to return to Russia and 

teach in his alma mater in St Petersburg. His other possible options were to start his own business, 

to start a post-doc in Europe, or to continue doing the freelance journalism he had been involved in 

all these years. Boris was unclear about how his future would develop, leaving the final decision till 

the time he would have finished his PhD. However, he was absolutely sure he had no plans to 

emigrate permanently, although by that time he had been living abroad for six years. Our 

discussions were centered around his intellectual interests, the widening of his world horizons, the 
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importance of knowing different parts of the world and building a career which would bring him 

moral and professional satisfaction first and money second. Being alone at that time, he made 

tentative plans for a future family, including raising his children in Russia. However, during his 

studies he met a woman whom he later married, and, while still writing up his PhD, moved with her 

to Australia where she lived and worked. He took some temporary journalist jobs on radio there 

(often commenting on political and social events in Russia), kept up his connections with Britain 

and Russia, but physically could not travel to Europe very often.  

 Currently Boris is still living in Australia with his wife, unsure about his future options for 

professional development. He may find an academic or other work position there, but returning to 

Russia is now improbable, as he now depends on the development of his wife’s career, though she 

is very interested in Russia. It seems that these developments in his personal and family life have 

dramatically changed all the future plans of this person, who, through different coincidences of his 

life, is still living abroad and will probably become an Australian citizen, although he still considers 

himself a patriotic Russian wishing (in theory) to work and live in Russia. However, he might also 

find a way to bring his wife to Russia, which is still a possibility, given that St Petersburg and 

especially Moscow indeed have lucrative positions for English speakers from different parts of the 

world.  

 

1.8.3. Moving to the USA for political reasons after permanently returning to 

Russia 

 

 Igor L. was born in Moscow and graduated in history from one of the universities in the city 

specializing in the humanities. During his school years he spent a year on an exchange program in 

America, while during his time at university in Russia he spent a year in a public school in Britain, 
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following in the footsteps of his brother, who had done the same earlier. Thus, his British 

experience started quite early, at that time maybe not entirely as his own conscious decision. After 

graduation in Moscow, Igor applied to a top UK university as an undergraduate. He was not 

successful at first, but secured a place at his second attempt. He spent five years studying, first 

obtaining a Bachelor’s degree, and later a Master’s. He never considered staying in  Britain as a 

possible means of migration, and in his situation, there was a particular reason for this. During his 

studies his family applied for and received American citizenship. After finishing his studies Igor 

returned to Moscow and started a successful career there. Although he already had American 

citizenship, he profited from it only by making trips to the USA and Europe, not wishing to move 

abroad, and being happy with his professional career and social life in Moscow. Igor also became 

involved in many artistic and creative endeavours, such as writing novels and script plays, making 

films and reading poetry.  

 Being convinced of the need to be proactive socially, Igor was also involved in forming a 

British alumni club in Moscow, being a mediator between his British experience and his current life 

in Russia. However, at the time of our interview, certain external events that cannot be mentioned 

here for ethical reasons changed his life, and he was forced to consider emigration to America for 

political reasons, as he was denied the possibility of working anywhere in Moscow. At the time of 

interview, and with this external factor in mind, this happy Muscovite, with a budding professional 

career and a vast social circle in Moscow (which included artists and poets), explained to me that 

his only solution now was to use his American citizenship in order to emigrate permanently, which 

he did, and he is now living in New York with his wife. He has become an academic researcher in 

the same field in which he worked in Moscow, moving from practical involvement in the field to 

consulting and research, and is frequently invited as an expert to conduct research for think-tanks 

and non-governmental institutions in Britain. He has never returned to Moscow and thinks he never 

will until the current political regime changes. He became very politically active in America and is 



121 
 

currently involved in social protest movements aimed at events in the world and in Russia in 

particular. He is also developing his creative interests by making his own films, developing this part 

of his life in the same way he would have done in Moscow. Thus, Igor L. is now an American 

citizen with strong connections to Britain (a legacy of his temporary migration) who has never 

returned to Russia but retains a strong mental connection to it through his opposition to the 

development of its current political life.  

 

1.8.4. Moving to Chile for personal reasons after temporarily returning to 

Russia 

 

 Olga A. was born in Petrozavodsk, Russia, and was in her mid-20s at the time of our 

interview. After graduation in pedagogics and modern languages in her home city she came to St 

Petersburg to do a two-year Master’s in Sociology. Developing her long-term interest in studying 

abroad, she applied to Master’s programs in Germany and Britain, and received funding for a 

Master’s in cultural management at a British university. Her decision to continue her studies was 

also partly due to the fragility of her status and economic standing in St Petersburg, where she had 

to rent a flat, did not have the necessary social security and still felt herself a migrant from the 

Russian provinces, as she admits in her interview. Her temporary migration to Britain was thus not 

only a way of acquiring professional knowledge in a new field that interested her, but also a pause 

in planning her future biography, which she felt she needed, as she was not sure what to do next. 

Her time in Britain gave her a rich year of student life and changed some aspects of her identity in 

ways that will be described in the following chapters. However, after returning to Russia, Olga still 

felt that she did not exactly fit the bustling life of St Petersburg. In this big Russian city the qualities 

needed for social and economic success, in Olga’s view, were not only talent and intellectual 
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ability, but also persistence, arrogance, firmness and egocentrism, which Olga, sometimes hiding 

her temporary experience in Britain, felt she did not have. During our interview in St Petersburg, 

Olga tried to cope with her post-British life in the city, trying to apply some norms and attitudes to 

life learned in Britain to Russian realities, but still felt herself to be a stranger, not exactly needed 

and valued in this Russian megapolis. Although it is hard to judge whether Olga’s feelings were 

fully objective, her attitude after temporary migration to Britain shows that it is not only success 

and social and economic improvement that awaited Russian migrants returning home. This feeling 

of being unsettled in Russia made Olga ready for a new and unexpected move in her biography, 

which was migration to Chile with her Chilean boyfriend, whom she had met in Britain. Although 

she felt uncomfortable during her first years in a completely new cultural environment (as she was 

used to an active cultural life both in Britain and Russia), at the moment she is fully settled in Chile. 

She has married her boyfriend, has given birth to a daughter and has been employed in various jobs 

in Santiago, where she used her knowledge of languages and cultural management. 

 

1.8.5. Moving to Malaysia for personal reasons after temporarily returning to 

Russia and then coming back to Britain 

 

 Irina M. was born in a provincial town in some distance from Moscow and was in her mid- 

and late 20s during our two interviews. Having graduated in foreign languages and pedagogics 

there, Irina worked in a local comprehensive school for three years as a teacher of English. Irina 

was very successful and active at her work and made social innovations in her school during her 

time as a teacher, but after a certain time she decided she needed more knowledge of the use of 

media and internet technologies in education. She received a scholarship to do a Master’s in this 

field at a British university and spent a very socially active year there, where she both acquired the 
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professional knowledge she needed and enriched her multicultural expertise, spending a year in 

contact with international students on the campus. However, she had never thought in terms of 

permanent migration to Britain and returned to Russia (this time not to her home town, but to 

Moscow) with a desire to use the knowledge she had acquired in Russian schools or other 

educational establishments and in English-language courses. Our first interview took place during 

that period. Irina felt that her new knowledge was not needed in Moscow schools, but nevertheless 

she soon found herself in great demand as a teacher of English at various educational institutions in 

the city. Irina spoke a lot about her need for self-development and cultural enrichment (which she 

got used to during her time in Britain) and was ready to discover the resources of Moscow in that 

field.  

 However, after a certain time her contacts with her Malaysian boyfriend, whom she had met 

in Britain, resumed and developed more fully. Irina was not sure this would happen at the time we 

met and was making relatively long-term plans to stay in Moscow, making allowance only 

tentatively for a possible temporary move to Malaysia. As Irina’s boyfriend had been offered a 

fully-funded PhD position at a university in London, Irina moved to Britain half a year after our 

first interview. We met again during her second period of temporary migration to Britain, this time 

partnering her husband, who had a student visa. Although she rented a flat in London and 

established a comfortable life-style with her own family rituals and cultural habits, Irina always 

considered her stay in Britain as temporary. Her feelings of temporariness increased, as she could 

not at that time build up her career and life in either Russia or Britain, knowing that she and her 

husband were planning to start living in Malaysia after their relatively long period living in London.  

While in Britain Irina gave English lessons on Skype and became very popular as a teacher, and she 

also used her knowledge of media and internet technologies in one of the London firms where she 

worked part-time. During our second interview she told me how she plans to continue teaching 

English and thinks of opening her own educational establishment in Malaysia, where she could use 
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the skills and knowledge she had acquired during her Master’s course in Manchester. It seemed that 

for Irina it was not crucial in which country she could use this knowledge and develop 

professionally and personally. Contrary to the expectations of her family and friends in Russia, she 

was ready to adjust to new cultural and social realities in Malaysia (she even converted to Islam 

during one of her visits there) and to start a new life in Malaysia with her husband, as she felt that 

her family and professional prospects were bright, promising and exciting, however different from 

her previous life in Europe that new period would be.    

 

9  Conclusion 

 

 While focusing on the range of factors influencing modern Russians’ migration decisions, 

this chapter has engaged ethnographically with several important issues for the present research. It 

has attempted to show how the particular sensitivities of my informants, caused by their belonging 

to a particular past and living in a particular present, were influential in forming their migration 

decisions. The life-histories presented here show that my informants belong to a transition cohort 

generation (Miller 2000), the specifics of which were described in the introduction to this thesis. 

While having clear recollections of Soviet times and Soviet mentality, those who belonged to them 

in their teenage years and young adulthood were faced with an indistinct series of events which still 

inform their life views and value judgments. It is by activating these common memories that my 

informants engage, though in different ways, in the contemporary political and economic climates 

of Britain and Russia. The temporal swiftness of change caused by the formation of a new system in 

place of the previous one has brought about this generation’s masterful abilities in juggling past and 

present, Soviet values and contemporary capitalist and liberal influences associated with the West. 

However, this reality of being caught between the two Russias makes the outcomes of their 
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decision-making unpredictable, as new risks should be taken with each potential option for personal 

development.  

 The disintegration of the Soviet legacy was coupled with the general fluidity of modern 

reality (Bauman 2000), with its contrasting influences, increased reflexivity and the need for 

individual responsibility in choosing one’s way in multiple and often unclear opportunities that are 

loaded with risk (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 2001, Beck, Giddens and Lash 1994, Beck 1992, 

Giddens 1991). This rupture was even more pronounced in post-Soviet personal histories, as, 

despite Western discourses (Fukuyama 1992) to the contrary, the break-up of the only system they 

knew did not automatically result in the acquisition of a new value system. Instead, it led to the 

further disintegration of ideological polarity and definitiveness and hence the disappearance of 

viable historical projects as such. My informants were embarking upon their adult lives when the 

pressure of choices – ideological, political, economic, social and personal – had become enormous. 

The need to make a choice, to make one’s life different, stands behind my informants’ individual 

decisions to change their previously quite established (or not so) ways of life in Russia and venture 

a move abroad. The culture of individual responsibility for one’s own successes and failures (Beck 

and Beck-Gernsheim, 2001) makes these decisions even more pointedly important and life-

changing. In most of these cases Britain was chosen after sifting through other multiple 

opportunities, and in many cases it was not the only destination they considered.  

 However, it is obvious that there is no single ‘grand narrative’ or attitude to Russian 

modernity in my informants’ minds. The reactions to past and present Russian realities which stood 

behind my respondents’ decisions to migrate could often be completely opposite, as this chapter has 

shown. Some informants adhere to a slightly outmoded ‘dissident’ reaction to post-Soviet realities, 

while others criticize the present-day situation in Russia from more objective viewpoints, showing 

how it is inherently not free from continuing informal practices, corruption, a lack of transparency 

and nepotism. Many respondents reject the realities of life in Russia as fuzzy, unsafe, unclear and 
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lacking optimal ways to achieve social and personal security and stability. Such negative attitudes 

to modern political and social developments in Russia and other post-Soviet countries, as this 

chapter has shown, could form a powerful set of factors in migration, affecting decisions to stay 

permanently in the UK. However, the new Russian modernity is also giving rise to more flexible 

attitudes to it. It is perceived as a field of economic growth and broad possibilities, a land of 

mobility and new chances. Russia could be chosen as one’s final destination instead of the UK in 

the process of constant thinking over the pros and cons of having a successful career in both 

countries. As several life-stories prove, this negotiation could result in several years of highly-

skilled work in both countries at the same time, or in choosing Russia or the UK respectively 

according to the changing economic climate and opportunities. It is clear that, in the sphere of 

business and finance, the contemporary economic situation often offers equal opportunities for my 

informants in both countries, while a more rigid situation in academia still makes informants choose 

Britain for the development of their careers. Other migration paths could have family reasons as 

their main factors in the final choice of which country, while general insecurity and a lack of career 

prospects in Russia serve as a background cause. However, it is evident that an image of the West 

as a ‘promised land’ of riches and success, which seemed quite persistent in the minds of many 

post-Soviet migrants well into the mid-2000s (Galasińska 2009,  Galasińska and Kozłowska 2009), 

often seems to give way to more a flexible consideration of the opportunities in both countries, 

which have to be carefully weighed and decided on in each particular case. This flexibility could 

increase with the acquisition of dual citizenship, which often caused new transnational practices and 

influenced my interviewees’ decisions. 

 The individual migration decisions of contemporary Russians depend on a variety of factors. 

Migrants’ preferences are open-ended and often decided upon by considering a range of non-

economic factors, as choices to be in either the UK or Russia are made in light of this addition of 

social and personal factors to purely pragmatic ones. Some scholars (Burrell 2009, Gurevich 2005, 
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Halfacree 2004) have already drawn the attention of migration researchers to the importance of non-

economic factors in understanding migration, especially when it is approached not as a one-off 

movement, but as a series of decisions characterized by how they stretch over time and by one’s 

dependence on changing life situations. These factors comprise a variety of reasons to stay or move 

and, as this chapter has shown, can include family considerations, the need for social security, 

networks and socialization, lifestyle choices, personal ideological affiliations, and options regarding 

social and geographic mobility. This chapter shows that migration decisions are to be understood as 

the result of a long experience stretching into the period before migration and continuing after it. It 

also proves that migration can consist of a number of moves and cannot be reduced to a simple 

schema of a migrant changing location from one’s home country to abroad.  

 This chapter has analysed various decision-making factors, demonstrating their 

complementary or conflictual co-existence in my informants’ minds, with pragmatism outweighing 

personal affiliations, the need to build a family preventing the further development of one’s career, 

yet with a willingness to succeed and enjoy new social networks, which mean more than family ties 

and an established past. It has helped to form an understanding of how my informants’ professional 

and social statuses were enhanced by their educational or work experiences in Britain. It has shown 

that their expectations of gaining a new social status, of building a new career or developing a 

previous one, and finding a basis for future financial security were in most cases successfully 

realized through a period of living in Britain. Ultimately they stayed in Britain, returned to Russia 

or moved to another country with new forms of financial and professional capital, which were 

instrumental in developing their careers and enhancing their social stability in either the UK or 

Russia in the 2000s and the 2010s.    
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Chapter II 

 Mobility, travelling and relationship with cities and places 

 

1  Introduction 

 The previous chapter presented different pathways in Russian migrants’ academic and 

professional careers, showing that temporary migration abroad was undertaken intentionally for the 

development of one’s professional biography, but later took unexpected routes when other factors 

and personal reasons intervened to play an important role in forming these migration paths. It 

described the multiple variants of migratory mobility and deconstructed the notion of there being a 

Russian diaspora in the UK, showing how, after a period of flux and change, individual routes and 

personal life decisions led the informants in this research into different places in the world, not just 

the UK and Russia. The migration trajectories ranged from one-way or two-way movements 

through which temporary migration became permanent or was ended by a return to Russia, to more 

complex cases where temporary migration to Britain constituted a new spatial move after previous 

migrations abroad for similar purposes of developing one’s professional career. Sometimes the 

initial move to Britain caused future re-locations as a logical development of one’s professional 

career or personal biography.  

 A period of career development and advanced studies assumed that one changed the locality 

where one lived, worked and studied, and, consequently, a new relationship with one’s home in 

Russia. Apart from changes linked to geographical relocation, new attitudes to space could also be 

formed in memory and mental attitudes to certain places, cities and locations. These processes ran 

in parallel with the migratory trajectories of my informants and reflected the general state of 



130 
 

continuous flux in temporary emplacements and changes in location that the Russians participating 

in this research chose to live with. In a way, this continuous change of locations, these comparisons 

of the new cities one lived in with one’s previous home towns, were linked to the new migratory 

lifestyles my participants chose to live by, making this choice rather than deciding to stay in one 

place and building their lives and careers in one city and country. And these new nomadic lifestyles 

brought with them a dramatic increase in social capital and knowledge associated with knowledge 

of participating cities and countries, coupled with reassessments of those places in Russia to which 

they continued to return.  

 Thus, this chapter will explore how movement, mobility, space, home, travel, etc. were 

practiced, used, reassessed and reimagined by Russian migrants. There was virtually no period in 

my informants’ lives (including pre- and post-migration ones) where space and the need to 

understand it, to accommodate different locations in one’s life, to compare them with one’s home, 

were not present. They were probably the first generation born in the Soviet Union which moved 

from the impossibility of movement abroad to such varieties and possibilities of movement in one 

decade, or even in the course of several years. Yurchak (2005) writes about a whole discursive area 

of the imaginary West that existed in the minds of the Soviet generations of the 1960s and 1970s. 

He shows how this generation, not having access to the realities of life abroad, constructed its own 

West through rock music, foreign radio, films, jeans and other objects which found their way to the 

Soviet Union, including the empty Coca-Cola cans and trendy labels. Yurchak ends his chapter on 

the role of the West in the imagination of this Soviet generation by mentioning briefly how, on 

seeing the realities of life in Western Europe and the USA, many were disillusioned and found them 

boring, as their imagination did not match the reality of the normal routine of life in the West. It 

seems that this disillusionment was only the first reaction to ‘dreams lost’ and was due to an 

unwillingness to explore real life abroad and the dependence on previous concepts of the West 

cherished in the imagination and discourses and practices (thoroughly analysed by Yurchak) that 
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had existed for decades. The informants in this research had only the vestiges of this imaginary 

West in their minds. The whole discursive field was not that extensively developed in their minds, 

as they were still too young to absorb it, but they still had images of a better life abroad that was 

associated with cleanliness, vast expanses of space, something new and unexpected, as will be seen 

from ethnographic details of this chapter. While still having some imaginations of the West at the 

beginning of their journeys, it seems that this particular generation (the majority of my informants) 

was much more flexible in shedding them, quickly exploring real cities in Britain and comparing 

them with their hometowns and other big cities in Russia. The goal of this chapter is to trace this 

dynamic process in as much detail as possible. 

 It is also important here to distinguish my informants from the mobilities of the elites, a 

theme that has been researched in a fascinating volume edited by Birtchnell and Caletrío (2014), or 

from any free movement associated with modern professionals and highly-skilled people (Favell 

2003), as my informants did not belong to such elites or free-moving professionals. The interesting 

process uncovered and explored in detail in this chapter is actually one of the acquisition of 

expertise in dealing with new geographical spaces and locations, ranging from adjusting to their 

temporary flats and houses to discovering new countries in the world. It is actually through the lens 

of research into lifestyle mobilities (Benson and Osbaldiston 2014; Duncan, Cohen, and Thulemark 

2013) that certain new insights into the relationship with space formed by my informants could be 

gained, as for them this new everyday nomadism, travel and exploration gradually became an aspect 

of their lifestyles and consequently of their identities. Their life choices now included the formation 

of belonging to several homes, stays in different locations and constant comparisons between them, 

with multi-transitional and ongoing relocations, continuing for an extended period of time through 

the life-course, these being features of lifestyle mobilities, as described by Cohen, Duncan and 

Tulemark (2013: 4).  
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 Another topic that will be also analysed is this chapter is travel – an aspect of my 

informants’ migration experiences – and its part in enhancing their cultural horizons. Travelling was 

almost always a precursor to a decision to move abroad for a longer period, inserting the seeds of 

interest in other countries, and helping them gain some expertise in movement and mobility. As 

Urry (2007) has shown, extensive travel through various means of public and personal transport 

may become a part of the everyday mobilities of contemporary individuals. My informants, once 

they started to live in the UK, inserted themselves eagerly into new opportunities of travel, now far 

less restricted financially and geographically. This boosts the imagination and leads to further travel 

in a continual search for new destinations, as Salazar (2014) and Lean (2013) show.  It also changes 

travellers themselves, developing cosmopolitan attitudes in them. Travelling and cosmopolitan 

practices actually become closely linked corollaries in the contemporary world, as Amit (2007) 

suggests in a volume on travel and movement. However, as Shimoda (2015) shows, this progress 

and the acquisition of new expertise in a new country are not straightforward matters, and many 

cosmopolitan attitudes are in fact hindered by the slow pace at which the rules and habits of a 

particular country are perceived and the difficulty of adapting to a particular place.  

 It seems that Russian migrants were no different in their quick adaptation to the possibilities 

of travel than other groups of professional and educated travellers around the world. They also 

shared with other professional migrants the difficulties of adapting to both travel and longer periods 

of life in particular places, when it could take months or years to feel really comfortable in a new 

city, and sometimes even that period was not enough and the migrant longed to return home. Here it 

is interesting to trace how quickly they took on the existing opportunities and to see that the scope 

of their travel changed in the course of five to seven years from going between cities in Russia to 

between countries in Europe and the world. However, other professional migrants probably did not 

experience any limitations on their travel in their youth or childhood and did not have to come to 

terms with the unknown West so quickly. Russian informants in this research showed an active 
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disposition and willingness to do it, revealing their skills in adaptation to new places, their curiosity 

and proactiveness in their movements through the world. In this they were different from those of 

their Russian contemporaries who stayed behind, and the process of the exploration of European 

geographies linked them better and more quickly to the globality of world movements than any 

other activity. Even if they later returned to Russia, this connection with Europe and the rest of the 

world remained in their practices, including repeated returns to Britain and frequent travel abroad. 

To demonstrate this transition, this chapter will explore travelling undertaken by my informants 

during migration to Britain, both within the country and around the world. In many migration 

stories, active exploration of Britain and European countries was undertaken, with the initial 

migration destination (London, Oxford, Cambridge, Nottingham, etc.) serving as a starting point. 

This chapter will show how travelling enriched and widened migrants’ pictures of the world even 

after the period of temporary migration to Britain was over, and how it never stopped even when 

their actual life abroad had ended.  

 The relationships with new geographies of the world ranged from experiencing new 

localities to gaining a broader understanding of the host country and its regions, delving more 

deeply into exploring the city where one lives and then feeling ready to venture into travel around 

the globe. Once their skills in exploring space had been mastered, their relationship with countries 

and places around the world could develop into a more complex one. Here there were several 

preferred localities (cities in Russia and Britain amongst them), but there was a readiness to 

continue exploring the world and compare different cities. Such experiences are quite similar to 

those described in the chapters of the book Migrant Professionals in the City (Meier 2015), 

especially the chapters by Ryan and Mulholland (2015), Yanasmayan (2015) and Meier (2015), 

where professional migrants had to compare two or three cities: Paris and London in Ryan and 

Mulholland (2015), Amsterdam, Barcelona and London in Yanasmayan (2015), Singapore and 

London in Meier (2015). These chapters show how many details of lives in particular cities come 
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into consideration and begin to be compared once the life of an individual is either passed between 

them, or a choice is envisaged for future regarding where to live permanently. Scott (2006) and 

Ryan and Mulholland (2014c) show similar examples of emplacement in London or Paris of highly-

skilled French or British migrants respectively, where new cities were appropriated through 

everyday lives and soon became important and indispensable for certain lifestyles and life and work 

ambitions. Interestingly enough, as Griffith and Maile (2014) show, each city (in their case, Berlin 

for Britons) also consists of a set of visions, images or expectations which are discovered or 

deconstructed by really being there. A new location seems to be able to fulfil longings and needs 

which were not realized before, and could be more comfortable for a particular need of an 

individual than the city he had inhabited in the past.  

 Similar detailed relationships with cities (London, Oxford, Cambridge, St Petersburg, 

Moscow) and even with their districts will be explored in this chapter. This chapter will also trace 

my interviewees’ developing relationships with the places they lived, from which and to which they 

moved, which they saw in passing (during travel) and to which they grew attached. Initially, first 

impressions of places where they had to live during their migration to Britain will be presented. 

Then spatial relationships with a particular city or town in Britain – that is, how it was perceived 

and how knowledge of this town or city developed during a period of migration – will be explored. 

This will involve analysing how the perception of the place to which one returned during occasional 

visits to Russia (home city or a place where one lived before migration) changed during this time. It 

will trace how comparisons between two places were made, revealing either changing attitudes to 

space where one lived before moving abroad or strengthening one’s ties to one’s home place in 

Russia. It will also involve showing how one’s personal and social space in Russia is re-assessed 

after one’s return from Britain, and how the regimes of switching between two countries and cities 

were worked out. This chapter will also intensify the discussion of the relationships of my migrants 

to different territories and places visited during migration by including ‘imagined spaces’ in it. It is 
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of interest to this research to explore the visions of Britain my interviewees had before moving 

there. Here cultural stereotypes and images of Britain generated by books and films about Britain 

played an important role. The appearance, development and permanent presence of imagined spaces 

related to one’s memories of temporary migration to Britain will also be traced.  

 There is also the matter of reassessing home during temporary migration to Britain: if a 

temporary ‘home’ is created, the Russian hometown becomes an object of remembrance and 

nostalgia or exclusion and denial. There is also the possibility of the existence of two ‘homes’, with 

a British city becoming one’s second home, even when visits to Russia are frequent and an eventual 

return there is planned. And then there is the process of readjusting to one’s home in Russia, which 

could happen along with recurring memories of the British ‘home’. The comparisons between 

Russia and Britain intensify in any of these possible options of a relationship with space. This 

comparative ability and knowledge, as well as actual movements and travels around the world, help 

migrants gain expertise of the world and its different localities. It is important to analyse how the 

concept of ‘home’ is reappraised in various ways during temporary migration, involving the options 

of coping with one or several temporary ‘surrogate home’ locations during and after it. It is also 

interesting to determine whether the concept of home is negated, intensified or reappraised, and 

whether it starts to include multiple locations after the period of migration. This discussion will 

further enrich the notion of a changing concept of home by showing how several homes (imaginary 

or real) are brought into existence as a result of temporary migration. However, as all my 

informants were often in flux in terms of having their proper home, it is more their visions and 

desires of a permanent home that are mentioned here, and it is more their relationships with their 

temporary homes during migration and after it that will be explored. Researchers in the volume 

Ideal homes? (Chapman and Hockey 1999) were also interested to see how temporary homes are 

experienced. Thus, Olwig (1999) explores how ‘homes away from home’ that resemble the West 

Indian houses are made by West Indians during travelling, while Kenyon (1999) explores how 
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students assess their temporary accommodation away from home and what they expect to find in 

them in terms of social and personal comfort and a feeling of belonging. As informants only 

discussed their temporary homes and only started to acquire ones of their own near the end of the 

research (and even beyond the end of the fieldwork), insights similar to those made by Pechurina 

(2016, 2015, 2011) in her research on atmospheres in the homes of Russian families in the UK were 

difficult or impossible to obtain. This chapter shows the transitions in the relationship to space on 

the move rather than when sedentary. Further research on the atmospheres of my informants’ 

houses after their return to Russia or their movement to other countries in the world would also be 

of interest, but they fall outside the scope of this chapter. Following the first chapter, the present one 

is more interested in Russian migrants’ travel, mobilities and comparisons of different places and 

cities and corresponding changes in belonging and identity than in their lives after they had 

established themselves in a particular country or place.  

 To sum up, different relocations or temporary emplacements will be explored as sources of 

the formation and reassessment of informants’ attitudes to new and old places, of one’s feeling of 

belonging to them. These movements and journeys will be treated as triggers and continuous 

channels for a changing vision of the world and one’s place in it, as well as for the formation of new 

perceptions of home and a reassessment of existing ones. Migrants’ mobilities will be treated as a 

new source of their developing comparative expertise of the world, which gradually becomes part 

of their cultural and social capital, a constitutive element of their identity. The following exploration 

of the complex mix of actual relocations and travels, mental attitudes and memories of places that 

they created and of the comparative knowledge gained through them will allow us to arrive at 

conclusions about the nature of the changing and developing relationship to space and place before, 

during and after their temporary migration to Britain, as well as about its role in forming and 

changing their identity.  
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2  Knowledge of the world gained from previous experiences abroad  

 For a third of my informants, migration to Britain was not their first experience of going 

abroad. The mid-1990s were the years when people from the post-Soviet states could go abroad for 

the first time. In the early and mid-2000s, these opportunities diversified. The majority of my 

informants were teenagers in the late 1990s and early 2000s. They relate the experiences of school 

exchanges (mainly with schools in the USA) or European bus tours with their parents, as the latter 

were very popular and financially affordable. The concept of ‘abroad’ had to be experienced and 

mentally negotiated by my informants during these travels. The image of ‘abroad’ at that time (the 

early to late 1990s) was strongly influenced by Soviet perceptions of something distant, ideal, 

plentiful. It was a place where everything was clean (compared to the dirt and untidiness of Russia) 

and where (in contrast to the lack of consumer choice in post-Soviet Russia) one could buy different 

things. Elena K. relates her first vision of ‘abroad’ when she saw her uncle off to America at the 

airport in the early 1990s:  

At that time the difference was perceptible… Now it is not felt – abroad or not abroad, 
everything that I see here, in Britain, I can buy at home; it doesn’t surprise me… But in 
those years… I remember how we came to Sheremetyevo airport. Everything was so 
clean, nice, attractive: the duty-free shops, the matryoshkas, the caviars glittered, the 
lights were subdued, foreigners were walking about, a different world altogether. And I 
see my uncle retreating behind a passport control desk where unattainable beautiful 
distances begin… (…).  And I remember writing in my diary: ‘Oh yes, I will study and 
work, but some day or other I will definitely go there and glimpse how they live’. That 
was one of my strongest impressions. We were seeing him off to America.  

 

 Elena K. ironically relates her ‘first introduction to the supermarket, which extended to 

infinity’, and her feelings of meeting something beyond the bounds of reality when she went to 

America herself:  

There was this feeling of complete unreality (…) Nobody speaks the way we do… 
Obviously, everyone is supposed to speak English, but somehow you don’t believe it. 
You compare everything you had been taught in school and the way they actually talk… 
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everything is so fast, colloquial, and very different. I remember this feeling: ‘No, no, I 
must be sleeping, it can’t be real, I am like in a movie’.  

 

 Igor L. was ‘infected’ by cleanliness and comfort after living in America: 

I was absent for ten months, and I came back wearing clean American socks, dressed 
all over in white clothes, it was 1995, I think… (…) and I felt very cramped in the car, 
although it was a normal Zhiguli. It is just that I spent a year driving huge cars – in 
America they have them huge like hearses (laughs). And I had that quirk after America 
– I made my family buy a dishwasher and a washing machine, I wanted everything to be 
clean… I wanted to bring American rules of life to my family.   

 

 These impressions show that migrants had feelings of having returned from a paradise where 

everything was clean, precise, plentiful and comfortable, which represented a stark contrast with the 

realities of Russian life. But later, in the mid-2000s, these visits (travelling, studying or working 

abroad for short periods) became more regular. Now these movements did not create a gap between 

previous experiences in Russia and newly-acquired impressions, but formed a link with one’s 

previous life, opening up new cultural horizons and forming a basis for comparisons. Going abroad 

for travel (or to study) acquired the characteristic of ‘normality’ and lost its tinge of a ‘fairy-tale’ 

experience. Still, an extensive series of impressions, which they could later use to compare those 

made during the British period, formed in my informants’ minds at those times. For Kseniya O., 

with her intensive experience in the human rights field, the trips abroad (work, short research 

projects, travel) constituted her everyday reality even before she spent a year in Britain. By the time 

of his move to Britain, Alexey G. had studied and worked in three countries, and he related his 

abundant experiences in Eindhoven (thousands of bikes on the square, safety and openness), 

Chicago (a multicultural city with a vibrant life-style, with many Russians) and Korea (a beautiful 

country, but many things, including food, to which Europeans can’t get accustomed).  

 Such experiences, which permitted an ‘easy’ migratory move to Britain later, were more 

often parts of the biographies of those who were either born in Moscow or St Petersburg or had 
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moved to one of these cities to study. But for informants who had lived in small or faraway cities 

(Ulan-Ude, Khabarovsk, Nizhny Novgorod, Tomsk, Nobosibirsk, Rybinsk, Nazran’), their 

temporary migration to Britain was usually their first experience of going abroad, as it was even for 

some informants from St Petersburg and Moscow. For these people, ‘opening their eyes’ – the 

freshness of their impressions – was still present at the time of their British migration, and could 

cause contrasting reactions of over-enthusiastic acceptance of British realities or suffering and 

discomfort. But in some cases this period of temporary migration was quickly inserted into one’s 

life-story and started to be a rich source of comparisons.  

 For Nikolay T., it was the USA (his first foreign country) that served as a point of continual 

comparison with Britain, where he went to do a PhD afterwards. For him his American experiences 

had strong characteristics of something ‘close to paradise’, with friendly and open people, spacious 

workplaces, and new things to see in Washington. Britain (Cambridge) always lost out in 

comparison to America. Actually, the USA was an important destination (competing with Britain) 

for my informants in their choices of temporary migration abroad, as it also offered a lot of English-

speaking opportunities to study and work. ‘America’, or ‘The States’ (as the US is called by 

Russians), was always compared with Europe, which was often perceived as being closer physically 

(distance) and culturally (history, architecture), those being the reasons for it eventually winning out 

as a destination for migration. Andrey I. describes these mental negotiations:  

Apart from going to Sweden, I hadn’t been to Europe. But if one starts to compare, by 
the late 1990s I had been in America (Georgia) and Sweden, and Sweden impressed me 
more than Georgia. And I thought that Europe was better than America. Then I also 
travelled to Prague, and Prague also made an impression on me. History has lasted 
much more in Europe – the visual history that you see… centuries-old buildings… Or 
Renaissance.And an idea that I want to be in Europe emerged, and after that I applied 
to England. 
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3  Images and knowledge of Britain before temporary migration 

 During interviews I specifically asked my informants to describe the images and knowledge 

of Britain they had had before going there in order to tap into their visions of ‘imaginary space’. 

These images had to be described retrospectively, as all the interviews were conducted when 

migrants were staying in Britain or had returned to Russia. Common usage in Russia is ‘England’ 

for Britain, which indicates the prevalence of English culture in the creation of images of the UK, 

images mainly formed while learning English in school. The informants who learned English later 

came to Britain with virtually no preconceived images of it. Anton G., who started to learn English 

at university, explains: 

All images of a country emerge while you’re learning a language at school. (…) But I 
began to learn it at the university – it was obligatory. And it was so quick, so intensive, 
so problematic, I didn’t have time to see it happening and hadn’t got any impressions of 
England. I saw one or two pictures in a textbook, Westminster Abbey or something with 
Gothic spires, or some movie – ‘Elizabeth’ – or some news on TV watched by everyone 
in every village. But I can’t call them images, just small stories.  

 

 The images acquired through language-learning could differ in detail, but the general picture 

had to do with big tourist landmarks, like Big Ben, the Tower of London and St. Paul’s, with the 

image of weather (cold, rainy, damp) combined with knowledge about the country’s political 

structure (Parliament, political parties, etc.). These images bore traces of Victorian Britain, with 

modern realities rarely being part of them. Grigory Z.’s vision typifies a notion of England that 

many Russians had:  

Well, the notion of England was… something stiff, traditional, rainy. There were certain 
images like Sherlock Holmes, Mr Pickwick… Three Men in a Boat, there was no Oscar 
Wilde – I don’t know why, there was nothing related to avant-garde theatre, modern 
art. In my mind England was… something Victorian.  
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 However, other migrants had a more detailed picture, including historical and cultural 

references gleaned from British history and literature. The Soviet cultural principle of being well-

read in foreign literature, as well as films shown on Soviet TV, formed the basis of such knowledge. 

Britain had a quite strong cultural presence in Soviet and post-Soviet people’s minds. Evgeny L. 

gives a list of films (Sherlock Holmes with Boris Livanov, Mary Poppins starring Natalya 

Andreichenko, Three Men in a Boat starring Andrey Mironov) and books from his childhood and 

his university curriculum. Apart from watching Soviet films and reading British literature from the 

19th and 20th centuries, Evgeny watched two BBC serials, where, he said, the real England was 

revealed to him. Ivan M. also describes the picture of historical Britain he had: 

Well, conceptions of Britain (and this was common to all of us, inhabitants of the USSR 
and post-Soviet space) were based on the books I had read. I was reading English 
literature a lot, and I had a notion of a faraway fairy land, very cold and very wet. It 
was full of magical myths about King Arthur [and] was where a whole series of my 
favourite writers and poets like Shakespeare lived, created and were buried. (…) I was 
reading books by Tolkien and Walter Scott when I was seven or eight. That is, I was 
ready for this meeting with England.  

 

 Other informants also mention having read Dickens, Trollope, Graham Greene, Wodehouse 

and Maugham. Anna N. points out that post-Soviet people usually connected specific quotations 

from literature to British places when they saw them. Anna remembered an English song, ‘Oranges 

and Lemons’, when she first heard the church bells in the City. She calls this a ‘recognition effect’:  

Russian children grow up with English literature: Mary Poppins, Winnie-the-Pooh, 
Sherlock Holmes, Oliver Twist, David Copperfield. This is common to children from 
‘good families’. I mean, all of us are generally from this cohort… If parents are 
employees, and children go to normal schools, they are taught and even forced to read 
the classics (…) And so, when the majority of Russians come to England… if one had 
studied well and read everything one was asked to, one would often get a ‘recognition 
effect’. (…) Even if one got bad marks in school, these English classics had already 
taken root! So everyone waits for London to be covered in smog, and chimneys to be 
burning, and everyone sitting down to drink their five-o-clock tea (smiling). Even the 
names of the streets are familiar to them. They go to London City and they have lines 
from Osip Mandelshtam’s poem ‘Dombey and Son’ popping up in their head! It went 
something like ‘Ask Charles Dickens what was in London then: there was an office in 
an old City and the yellow water of the Thames’… 
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 There was also a positive image of Britain as a developed and comfortable country, similar 

to the image of ‘abroad’ mentioned above. This image took strong hold in the mind of Nikita V. 

who came to Britain comparatively early (when differences between ‘here’ and ‘there’ were still 

substantial): 

It was a dream country, as far as teenagers could work out, and I philosophized more 
than others. We looked at America and England as our big brothers, as models of life. 
Now America has lost this image, but in the early 1990s it was so. And England seemed 
to be a model of a civilized society. I considered it as such and still do – it is an ideal 
society to live, the best that I’ve seen, and I’ve travelled a lot.  

 

 There was also a notion of high-quality British education in many migrants’ minds. They 

were formed not earlier than the early or mid-2000s, as knowledge of educational opportunities in 

England began to spread at that time. Usually it was as vague as people’s images of Britain. Nadya 

V. remembers that people confused Oxford and Harvard then. Sveta Y. remembers:  

Everyone had these conceptions that British education… well, about its quality and all. 
I just wanted it so much, it was like a child’s dream. And my expectations that education 
would be classical and rigorous, were not corroborated...  

 

 This notion of prestige of studying in Britain was usually related to university cities (Oxford 

and Cambridge). Those were special places, as Elena K. thought, where ‘people were not admitted 

easily’. Dmitry A. remembers that his notions of these cities (Oxford) were vague: 

Well, I surely knew that Oxford was a prestigious university… I understood, that it was 
a cultural symbol… (…) But there was no particular knowledge about Oxford and its 
system of colleges (…)  I knew virtually nothing.   

 

 London as a city was also part of Britain’s image in Russian migrants’ minds. Irina M. 

remembers: 
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I wanted to study in London. As I was working as a teacher of English, it was always 
the first city that one imagined. It was something you taught your children about, saw 
on the pictures and on TV, something that was close to your heart.  

 

 My informants came to Britain without a real knowledge of its modern culture and new 

developments in the 20th and 21st centuries, but were well informed about its history and literature. 

Generally, Britain was an attractive place in the eyes of my informants. Their moves to this country 

were voluntary and were regarded as a positive development in their lives. As for acquiring 

practical knowledge before the move, some migrants left this preparation aside and came to the 

country hoping, as Dmitry A. put it, to ‘get there and work it out’.  

 I didn’t have any specific notions about English life. I can’t say that I gave much thought to 

how I would live there, what would happen. I didn’t know much about England at the level of 

everyday culture… 

 But many others gathered practical knowledge through internet forums, guides and the 

advice of other migrants or former recipients of their scholarships (scholarships usually had their 

own networks and support groups). Pieces of advice about living in the country and studying in a 

specific university were given, as was practical information about food, transport and the weather.  
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4  Orientation and the broadening of spatial knowledge  

 The process of ‘getting there and working it out’ was one of the strongest impressions of 

Russian migrants. It involved practical orientation in the city they lived in and in the place of study 

or work they came to. It also involved a search for a flat or house to live in and gradual 

acquaintance with the local geography. These processes also involved acquiring practical 

knowledge, such as opening a bank account or getting a new sim card, finding a library or joining 

clubs and societies at university. Some migrants changed their locations during their time in Britain. 

 Elena K. moved to London after finishing her Master’s in Cambridge, Boris P. started a PhD 

in Cambridge after working in London, and Valery N. worked in medical laboratories in Leicester, 

London, Canterbury and Exeter after studying in Oxford. Double or triple geographical discoveries 

of new places were in store for these migrants. The first steps in their orientation were usually 

problem-ridden, as they involved coping with new practical realities. However, this helped them 

form a mental pattern of where they were living and to appropriate it, to create ‘one’s own London’ 

or ‘one’s own Oxford’. My informants either came to study or do research at the university, or 

arrived in Britain for work purposes. The process of their orientation in space could be also 

differentiated along these two groups of experiences, with commonalities between them including 

practical things related to the arrival, opening a bank account, getting a sim card, choosing food, 

etc. As what happened in those first weeks and months was usually related retrospectively, they 

reflected the migrant’s disposition (positive or negative) towards one’s place of residence that 

began to be formed at that time. 

 The arrival process was vividly related in many accounts and reflected the first strong sense 

of contrast with Russian realities. These included meeting with immigration officers at Heathrow 

(long queues for non-EU citizens), fluorography examinations for students, waiting for the coach 

and arriving late (images of stormy weather and dark nights were somehow present in many stories) 

and getting to the pre-arranged accommodation (either temporary or permanent). These stories were 
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full of visual imageries of airports, roads, buildings, etc. These accounts quite often had a tinge of 

loneliness and fear (especially in stories of migrants who came to Britain to work), as my 

informants lacked any knowledge of what to expect next. The dramaturgy of their accounts of their 

arrival often featured a perfect ‘next morning’, with their eyes opening to see a beautiful landscape, 

garden, river, and ears tuning in to ducks quacking and birds singing. It is worth noting that all 

migrants had lived in big cities in Russia, and for them the experience of rural surroundings in 

British cities and towns (apart from London) was unusual and refreshingly new. Fatima F. sat near 

the River Cherwell in Oxford the whole of her first day, listening to the bells ringing and watching 

people pass by, not believing she was finally ‘there’. Elena K. remembers her first day in 

Cambridge: 

At night I was so tired and exhausted… I collapsed into bed… And I remember my first 
morning. I wake up – and right there – Ah! (aahs in delight). Gardens of wondrous 
beauty all around! Every step is like walking in a fairy-tale. I walked to the centre using 
a map, and these beautiful colleges were just standing there! And these narrow streets – 
tiny, pedestrian walks… And college after college… 

 

 Stories of the spatial orientations of migrants who had come to study at British universities 

(Oxford, Cambridge, Manchester, Warwick, Nottingham) generally had a positive emotional 

colour. These orientations were perceived as cultural, intellectual and social exercises, and always 

involved humour and interesting details. Kseniya O. remembers how she learned about the system 

of colleges in Cambridge: 

Getting acquainted with this system was a particular amusement in my academic life. 
To be honest, it took me so much time just to work out how it functions, how colleges 
are different from departments, why one needs them, because when you ask, you only 
get a brief answer regarding food and accommodation – a very strange explanation… 
And so, when I clarified it a little, I shared my revelations, and one person tells me: ‘I 
think we should have another lunch together, as in my forty years of teaching here I still 
haven’t worked this system out’ (laughs).   
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 Colleges might or might not play a special part in a migrant’s life, but in many cases strong 

self-identifications with colleges began to develop during these first weeks. This first period at the 

university also involved learning about the academic system, forming one’s own schedule of 

lectures and seminars, and spending time in the library. The process of orientation also involved 

active searches for extracurricular and social activities to get involved in within the university. 

Many were very active in becoming involved in different activities involving multiple language 

learning, salsa, excursions, sports, social clubs, broadly extending their knowledge of cultural offers 

and possibilities. There were a few exceptions from this pattern. For Andrei I. it was difficult to 

open up to the university, and he remembers studying or walking by himself. A story that also stood 

apart was that of Nikolay T., who recalled his first months in Cambridge as ‘being like a chicken in 

a soup’ and related his constant discomfort due to the lack of transparency in the university 

structure. His discontent was transferred to the geography of the city: 

Something is wrong about Cambridge. I don’t like the system of colleges – all these 
porters, wardens at every door, every window, everything is locked, you can’t pass 
through. (…) I think that a small town is different from a city, and its advantage is that 
you feel at home everywhere – all the doors are open, keys are to be found under 
doormats. Here the situation is different (…) I have mastered it now – I’ve learned to 
gain access everywhere. I have friends in every college [and can call them and enter 
(…) Americans come here and ask: ‘Why don’t they have a shuttle plying between the 
colleges?’ And indeed, I realized that all bus routes are inconvenient here. There are 
places in Cambridge it is difficult to get out of… You have to walk for 30 minutes, then 
wait for a bus for 20 minutes – it’s a hassle.  

 

 While the case of Nikolay T. is unusual among other university experiences, a problematic 

first few months for those who came to Britain to work was much more common. The difficulties in 

finding accommodation were always part of it, as it was impossible to understand the scale of the 

city, or its good and bad locations, in advance. Work migrants were completely alone in a new 

country and received no help from their host companies. All their stories recall painful experiences 

of finding a house, involving lengthy searches, changes of accommodation and inconvenient 
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distances to places of work. Sveta Y. did not know that Cowley was not central Oxford (as by 

Moscow standards it looked central on the map) and had problems with her first house: 

I wanted to experience the real life of the city and country, so I decided to live out. 
Everyone was warning me against it, they said that I had to work out how to pay bills, 
but I wanted to know how this system functioned (…) Looking back, I think my 
adaptation was painful. I have nothing to compare it with – it was my first experience of 
living abroad. We had problems with the house, it wasn’t ready, it was rented to us in 
an awful state, we found rats there… It was overwhelming. I couldn’t concentrate on 
studying [as] it took all my energy. It was my first exposure to all this, [and] I had 
continuous stress. 

 

 Oksana Ts. recalls this experience as catastrophic, and fills it with an imagery of small 

delapidated rooms, conditions of living she was not at all used to: 

The move was very difficult. From the stories of others who went to live abroad I gather 
that the first two months are always a catastrophe… It was utter depression, as I came 
to an unknown country. Although it was summer, Oxford is such a small town… (…) 
Practical issues were difficult – there were several bus companies with different tickets, 
I couldn’t work them out… Finding accommodation wasn’t easy either – I had a limited 
budget and could only afford a room in a shared house. During the first week I had 
virtually nowhere to live and had to find a place. I started to look for options, each one 
worse than the other, some strange claustrophobic rooms of two square metres, with 
windows overlooking blank walls or dirty gardens, old and shabby houses…   

 

 Boris P. spent a month looking for a studio flat in central London, as, coming from Paris, he 

didn’t know much about the British practice of sharing flats. Elena K., after starting work in 

London, had problems renting a room in South Kensington in a house with clear vestiges of 

Victorian England: 

The room was spacious, high-ceilinged, in a terrific neighbourhood – lords, Roman 
Abramoviches, and various super-rich people lived there (...). But the room itself lacked 
central heating and had a gas chimney, [so] it was terribly cold in winter. I had 
radiculitis until I bought a heater. For the chimney one had to use gigantic ancient 50-
pence coins which one had to buy from the landlord. And the bathroom didn’t have a 
shower, as was usual in old English houses. I remembered all the girls in orphanages 
for the poor, as in this hellish cold you had to get up and pour yourself water from the 
kettle, getting it from two idiotic taps and shivering, as Victorians were afraid of gas 
and left holes in windows. (…) When my friends visited, they made pictures of this room 
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and said it’s like a dormitory in the film ‘Moscow doesn’t believe in tears’. I lived for a 
year there.  

 

 A particular experience in terms of the tensions and struggles during these first weeks of 

orientation was that of Oleg H., who came to work in Bristol in 2002. It was his first experience of 

living abroad. Oleg H. wrote letters to his friends every day during the first three weeks, as these 

letters shielded him from the absolute shock of his orientation in Bristol. Oleg H. shared these 

letters for the purpose of research. They reveal everyday attention to details of his accommodation, 

the geography of the city, its distances, buses, roads and tourist locations. To Oleg everything 

seemed strange, not convenient, illogical, disturbing and not as beautiful as in his own St 

Petersburg, with which he constantly compared each detail of Bristol’s geography. Streets in Bristol 

were, according to Oleg H., curved so strangely that it was impossible to walk along them, the city 

itself was unsafe, buses ran at inconvenient times, and the rooms, which he changed twice, were 

tiny, cold and lacking the conveniences he was used to. The weather was also the object of Oleg’s 

constant attention, with its unexpected changes, its strange shifts from sun to wind and rain, which 

caused him psychological unease, compared to Piter, with its ‘normality’ (here it is worth noting 

that St Petersburg is also famous for its unpredictable weather). This state of shock led to a physical 

state of being seriously unwell, including palpitations and chill. 

 Another experience of difficult orientation was that of Yulia O.  Her journalistic work in 

London was her first experience of living abroad for a relatively long time (her previous internship 

at the same job lasted three months and was unproblematic). She emotionally related her 

psychological barriers and complexes in almost every sphere of her personal and social space: 

shops, fitness clubs, pubs and cafes (different rules about placing orders), services (dry-cleaning). 

She gave a detailed account of orientation in a food supermarket where it took her three hours to 

buy the essentials. It was the same for Georgy D. in Oxford and Evgeny L. in London: they only 

gradually learned to choose their food. Banks and opening accounts were a special issue in my 
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informants’ stories, as often they didn’t know much about credit cards, which in Russia had only 

come into common usage in the 2010s. These stories show the process of the first contact of 

migrants with geographical spaces that contained new cultural and social experiences. They reveal 

the limited cultural and spatial expertise of many informants at the beginning of their migration. 

They also necessitated continuous and intensive learning during this period in order to gain some 

control over new territories. All the locations they mentioned proved to be temporary – at the time 

we met, none of my informants was still living at the places they described so vividly in the 

interview. Still, they constituted an important starting point for the future expansion of their 

geographical knowledge of Britain. 
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5  Discovery of Britain: walking in the cities and roaming around 

the country   

 Exploring the city where they lived also became part of informants’ everyday migration 

experiences. By the time of our interviews their knowledge of the place where they were studying 

or working included good orientation in one or even two or three British cities or towns. Many 

migrants had also travelled around Britain, although the degree of their geographical knowledge of 

Britain varied. Sometimes those who were focused on the discussion of their professional 

development (biochemist Kirill D., physicist Nikita V., medical researcher Valery N.) only briefly 

mentioned the geographical landscapes of their lives. They used places pragmatically, mainly 

concentrating on their research. Others (Sergey A., Dmitry A., Andrei I. Nadya V., Vassily B., 

Maxim F., Philipp I.) studied intensively (library work, lectures, additional teaching, individual 

projects) and did not have much time (and often money) for travelling, while the city they lived in 

was only briefly mentioned. They deliberately did not travel throughout Britain, as their goal in 

staying in the country was work and study, and they tried to use their time for their own 

professional and academic development. Yet others (Georgy D., Darima E., Alexander Ch., Katya 

S., Svetlana A., Arina P.) just did not travel much, and their discoveries of Britain remained limited, 

while their relationship with the city they lived in varied. It was generally muted in their interviews,  

but developed so that they acquired good knowledge of its practicalities and had favourite places 

there (specific libraries in the university, local shops, sports facilities, etc.).  

 The stories that were of special interest were those of so-called ‘explorers of Britain’. These 

experiences reflected a strong interest in becoming acquainted with the city and its various 

localities, as well as a passion for travelling around Britain. This interest in geographical 

exploration was only intensified by migration to Britain. All those migrants who actively explored 

their cities and other parts of Britain had been avid travellers before their British experience. Alexey 
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G., Boris P. and Mikhail J. had lived in countries like France, Japan, India, South Korea and China 

and explored Britain as just another new and interesting location. Ivan M. had gone hitchhiking in 

his youth, and he travelled to various British destinations in the same way, while also walking 

around Oxford extensively. Elena K. had worked as a tourist guide in Moscow for ten years and 

later explored Cambridge and London (and other parts of Britain) ‘fanatically’, as she puts it. For 

others (Olga A., Evgeny L., Irina M., Anna N., Sveta Y., Grigory Z.), coming to Britain was a 

trigger of their interest in geographical exploration, this ‘exploration bug’ being supported by their 

new financial situation, which allowed independent expenditure. Anna N. said: ‘You know, I liked 

my life here [in Britain], this feeling of a trip, an adventure. I had dreamed of travelling since 

childhood, but didn’t have opportunities’, while Sveta Y. said: ‘I travelled an awful lot. I fell 

greedily upon it’.  

 Within this group of ‘avid travellers’ there were those who stayed temporarily (and with 

whom our interviews happened outside Britain) and others whose stay in the UK was either longer 

than expected or ended up being permanent. The approach to travel in these two groups was 

different. For the former, initial awareness of the temporality of their stay in Britain intensified their 

travelling activities. Here the notion of prolonged temporality was expressed in a mixed feeling of 

‘living here, but not permanently’, which still called for the active exploration of new 

neighbourhoods. Boris P. describes his strategy of being a ‘long-term tourist’ when he was working 

in central London: 

I like geography, I like local things, knowing that I live here. I like to know where I 
could go in slippers to buy myself a loaf of bread. I wanted to become a locally wise 
person and get used to my suburb. And so I took guides and walked around different 
places so that I would know the names of the streets. I walked around my suburb, then 
more widely in the city. I compared London to Paris, I compared it to Tokyo. London is 
different from Paris because almost everything happens to the north of the river. (…) 
When I was travelling, I always felt uneasy when meeting Russian migrants trying to act 
as if they were, say, Parisians. I wasn’t a Londoner – I knew I was a temporary person, 
but I was living here. As I was to live there for a long time here, I wanted to know 
everything about this place. It was not going to give myself out for a Londoner – I am 
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an inhabitant of Piter, my home city. I simply live here and I want to feel a hundred 
percent an inhabitant of this place just because I live here now.  

 

 Elena K. also presents herself self-ironically as an ‘eternal tourist’ and describes her cultural 

explorations of Cambridge (cycling trips, historical walks in the city and its surroundings) and 

London (joining architectural excursions, exploring various city boroughs, walking Dickensian 

London). By the end of her stay, as Elena remembers, she and her flat-mate had ‘their own’ London 

(as previously she had ‘her own’ Cambridge): 

I must have begun to consider London as my home, to have learned to like it immensely. 
Well, I liked it before, all its historical places and so on, but at that time it became 
something different: we had our favourite restaurants, our favourite pubs in London, 
our favourite streets. When our guests visited us, we knew how to show Covent Garden 
in the way they wouldn’t discover it on their own, all those Seven Dials. We could find 
the narrowest street in London, we knew where one could see magnificent Georgian 
London, and where the most beautiful roses were to be found – Regent’s Park, of 
course. (…) This is when you feel you have become a habitué, because, certainly, we 
know that we’d dine there, in our favourite restaurant, and then we’d go to the National 
Opera, as always, and then we’d return home on that particular bus. 

 

 Similarly, Grigory Z. mentions many favourite places in London, as he often travelled there 

from Oxford to explore its underground and clubbing life. Ivan M. mentions his favourite haunts 

and walks in Oxford: the Trout Inn in Port Meadow, Magdalen College Parks, the Mesopotamia. 

For Kseniya O. her knowledge of London (and Britain) was linked to her academic schedule, which 

had its own geography. She attended lectures and conferences in various universities (Goldsmiths, 

LSE, UCL) and worked in different city libraries, eventually creating her own map of London.  

Not limiting their experiences to cities, some of my interviewees explored the country as well. Irina 

M. travelled through Britain on university excursions, Olga A. joined her fellow scholars in visits to 

various parts of Britain, Maxim F. organized a visit to Cornwall, and Oksana Ts. travelled around 

Britain to escape her feelings of loneliness in Oxford. Mikhail J., based in Durham, explored the 

‘real old England’: 
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I visited many places which were special from the point of view of landscapes – they 
were all around my place. They are not well known – these small villages are scattered 
around castles, and these castles are located on exceptionally spectacular coasts on the 
North Sea. Durham is close to Newcastle, and all the unknown places are around these 
two cities. English feudal lords were based there and fought bloody wars with Scotland. 
This is where I saw the real old England. There are pubs with sea views – you can 
throw a bone to a dog there. Generation after generation has lived there, and everyone 
knows everyone else. (…) You will never see the real England in London. I chose only 
non-touristic buses – I preferred those for local people. (…) And I felt happy 
discovering the very England I was imagining for myself, the one I was thinking about.  
It was one hundred percent proof it existed. If I had spent a year in London, I would 
never have seen it.   

 

 Elena K. had a map of Britain marked with the places where she had not yet travelled, 

spending all weekends travelling despite intensive work in consulting (her work trips covered 

industrial England). Her awareness that her time in Britain was running fast constantly pushed her 

forward. Her existing literary and historical knowledge fed on her new experiences and urged her to 

acquire new ones: 

In the end, I think, I knew England well (…) We had been to Cornwall, we travelled to 
Dartmoor where the Hound of the Baskervilles howled on the moors. It was terrific. We 
came in November, the exact time when it was howling. It was howling in the Grimpen 
Mire, it’s all there. I adore it about England – you feel like living in all your favourite 
books at once. We were also in Portsmouth with its ancient ships and an incredible 
Maritime Museum. We visited Salisbury, Winchester, all those castles – Hever Castle, 
Leeds Castle. I had a whole shelf of tourist guides, books with one-day trips and walks 
in London. And then we certainly visited Oxford, Warwick, Stratford-upon-Avon, 
Edinburgh, Durham, York. We also went to Northumberland – we saw Hadrian’s Wall 
and the Lake District. I have been to many places.   

 

 Stories of intensive travelling were rarer in cases when our interviews happened in Britain 

and the interviewee had been staying in the country for some time. Sometimes there was also an 

awareness of a possible end to this prolonged stay in the country, which intensified the migrant’s 

mobility. This was the case for Irina M., who spent four years in Britain with her Malaysian 

husband and joined local walks in London every week, also travelling through Britain extensively 

and occasionally going to Europe. But in some cases one’s awareness of one’s permanent presence 



154 
 

in Britain did not prevent the desire to travel and explore the country. These migrants had extensive 

cultural and geographical knowledge of Britain. Evgeny L. had worked as a journalist in a Russian 

news agency in London for ten years, and his knowledge of the city was formed by his professional 

and personal experiences. He regularly updated a blog in which he wrote about life in Britain, and 

recently he has published a book where he shared his profound geographical knowledge of London 

with his Russian readers. He also actively explored Britain as a tourist, combining British and 

Russian ways of doing so:  

I regularly go to a new place, visit a new city, explore a new area. Somebody 
recommends me or I visit someone, or you have a work trip and spend an additional day 
exploring the place on your own. (…) And in the last couple of years I’ve found a new 
pastime, which is very popular among British people, and is called a countryside walk. 
You go to a specific station by train or by car, and there are books which have detailed 
routes, and so you walk them, through forests and fields, you see villages and churches, 
some museums or good local pubs, and you stop there to have lunch, see beautiful 
landscapes, maybe spot some animals, and then return to some other or the same 
station. (…) The difference between Russians and Britons is that in Russia people 
consume nature’s gifts – everyone gathers mushrooms and berries in the forest, [and] 
many people sell them. Here it is not popular, maybe because of traditions or the level 
of social development, but the berries just grow here, and nobody collects them. During 
these walks we were always eating these berries, while the English buy them in shops. 
They also don’t eat wild mushrooms. But Russians, Polacks and Ukrainians have taken 
the lead (laughs).  

 

 Anna N.’s professional career did not involve any exploration of the country, but she was 

one of the most knowledgeable travellers among my interviewees, ready to sacrifice her time and 

money for cultural and geographical exploration of Britain. Based in Nottingham, she often visited 

Oxford, Cambridge, London and Stratford-upon-Avon, her favourite places being the Royal Opera 

House and Glyndebourne. Anna N. had a mental cultural map of London, and she suffered when 

she had to miss out on her ‘routine’ visits to cultural events in London, which she monitored 

continually. Anna’s visa status in the UK is still precarious, as all her academic contracts have been 

short-term. This adds a tinge of nervous awareness of the possible finitude of her stay in Britain and 
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urges her to intensify her cultural exploration of the country, although her stay in Britain could now 

be called permanent, as she has spent ten years in the country.  

 Migrants’ experiences also included acquiring expertise in local and national transport in 

Britain (trains, buses, taxis, travel cards), as well as learning the practicalities of the city they lived 

in. Oleg H., notwithstanding his painful orientation, by the end of a year knew Bristol’s geography, 

while Nikolay T., who disliked Cambridge, knew it better than many locals. Valery N., having lived 

in five different British cities, could not escape knowing them and comparing their advantages and 

drawbacks. The relative longevity of migrants’ stays led to the formation of a spatial relationship 

(mental image, negativity or positive feelings, self-identification or neutrality towards it) with the 

city in which one lived. Here personal comfort or discomfort, safety, ‘feeling at home’ were 

mentioned. Also, comparisons between the cities constantly came to the fore, with a comparative 

perspective, starting with one locality, often being extended to Russia and Britain. Comparisons 

were never limited to geography or practical or psychological comfort but were intertwined with 

judgements about the social, political and cultural realities of the two countries. While the broad 

variety of these comparisons will be analysed in the fourth chapter, it is important to introduce the 

shifting concepts of home (and the multiplication of ‘homes’) caused by migration. It is also vital to 

present the comparisons of locations (cities) in Russia and Britain, as they became part of wider 

mental maps of the worlds that were formed during periods of temporary migration.  
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6  ‘Where is home?’ Comparisons between British and Russian 

towns and cities  

 There were four possible situations regarding an informant’s migratory status at the time of 

our interviews: the migrant was living permanently in the UK, was living in the UK but uncertain 

whether he or she would stay there or return to Russia, was living permanently in Russia after a 

period of temporary migration to Britain, or was in Russia and was uncertain whether to continue 

living there or to move somewhere else in the world. As a third of the interviews were longitudinal, 

some migrants passed through several such statuses in the course of two or three years. Perceptions 

of home were different here, but comparisons of British cities with their home towns were always 

being made. In the case of migrants having returned to Russia permanently, these comparisons were 

more detailed, as they were based on real experiences of re-inhabiting Moscow and St Petersburg 

(home cities for some and new work places for others).  

 Notwithstanding their different migration situations, all informants had the time to form 

images of British cities they lived in. Although the range of these places included Leicester, Exeter, 

Canterbury, Bristol, Manchester, Warwick and Nottingham, only three received multiple 

descriptions and competing imagery from my informants: Oxford, Cambridge and London. The first 

two were places where my interviewees studied, while London for many was a city where they 

lived and worked (sometimes before or after studying or working somewhere else in Britain). 

Oxford and Cambridge were described from many different perspectives, mainly from the point of 

view of a student, but there were glimpses of non-academic life as well. Igor L. gives a description 

of Oxford as a utopian city teeming with eccentrics and independent thinkers:  

I didn’t realize it at first, but then I understood. This was a really small town, a utopia 
in essence, a utopia of beautiful and healthy young people. They enjoy all the benefits, 
they are a predominant group. There is no other city with so many young faces around. 
It is a city where you mainly walk, where you can develop laziness. But then you get this 
feeling… [of] a concentration of brains in one place. These minds are mainly satirically 
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oriented, there are many eccentrics. I have never seen so many eccentrics anywhere 
apart from New York. I considered persons who were dressed differently, people 
behaving strangely as eccentrics. And then there were those with various theories, mad 
inferences… not mad, but unfamiliar to me. These people didn’t think in a deterministic 
way. 

 

 Elena K. presents Cambridge as a vision of paradise, combining visual and sound imagery 

with descriptions of its people: 

I was stunned by the beauty of [its] architecture, history, gardens and music combined 
with science… if there is a paradise, my paradise would be like this. It wouldn’t be 
boring, with angels walking in parks and playing harps – it would be intellectual. Nobel 
laureates and heads of the state come to give lectures there. They don’t just visit, they 
are all around you. And then there is singing of unimaginable beauty at Evensong. You 
just walk through the city in the evening, and organs are playing in every church, every 
college chapel, choirs are singing, clocks are striking from belfries… Ah! And everyone, 
including you, is wearing a gown. (…) It’s Harry Potter incarnate – it’s a unique fairy-
tale.  

 

 These descriptions capture the unique atmosphere of these two university cities that many 

informants tried to relate: their closure from the practical world, their libraries, lectures, seminars, 

etc., concentrations of people with interesting biographies, their cosmopolitanism and opportunities 

to get to know other cultures and points of view that they abundantly gave. These cities provided 

many of my informants with a strong identification with them during and after their studies. Kirill 

D. and Andrei I. returned to Oxford frequently while working in London. Elena K. and Natan R. 

visited Cambridge and Oxford regularly while living in St Petersburg and Moscow respectively. 

Andrei I. describes his multi-faceted connection with the city: 

I would say that my centre in the West is Oxford, not London. (…) It is more 
comfortable there for me than in London. Now this feeling is going away, as I don’t 
have sleepover places there. But anyway life was richer emotionally, so there is a 
connection with the city, its overall system, the way of life I was leading there. It is a 
unique place… It has people from all over the world. And then academically there is a 
concentration of ideas, a concentration of people. At every group meeting there would 
be someone smarter than you.  
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 Sveta Y. didn’t believe she was leaving Oxford for long when she returned to Russia. And 

indeed, in a couple of years after our first interview, she started working for Oxfam in Moscow, 

which involved visits to Oxford: 

When I was leaving Oxford, I wasn’t sad, because I just didn’t believe it. I had a 
farewell party – my friends saw me off at five in the morning – but I didn’t feel any 
sadness. I saw the city from the coach. I tried to say to myself that I was leaving forever, 
and I couldn’t grasp it. I had a feeling I would be here again. Well, I hope my intuition 
was not wrong.  (…) It seems that I want it subconsciously if I say so. When I came 
back, it was difficult to realize that I had moved. I was saying to myself that it was 
temporary, that I would return there… Maybe I was assuaging myself, because I missed 
people in Oxford badly during the first few weeks. I was constantly thinking I’d be back. 
Now, as time passes, I think less about it. And one can’t just sit there and dream about 
it, one must move ahead. I may apply for further studies in London or Oxford. 

 

 Elena K. developed a similar close identification with Cambridge after studying there for a 

year (she then worked in London for 2.5 years but the relationship with London was different). She 

says that she is happy to have two favourite cities in the world, Cambridge and Moscow, and she 

always mentions Cambridge as her mental point of reference, her eternal paradise, which is 

sometimes closer, sometimes further away, but always there. Elena visits Cambridge on her trips to 

Britain. She shows it to her friends and still receives emails from its societies, which are connected 

to her life as her ‘parallel reality’: 

And sometimes I have surrealistic things – you come to your Moscow office on Monday 
in gloomy and grey February, you switch on your computer… And you see an email 
from the Cambridge Heraldic Society inviting you to its next meeting, an invitation from 
my college to a reception in the Oxford and Cambridge Club, an email from my friends 
in Cambridge telling you about their kidney-bean tree in bloom, blackbirds singing, 
their visits to medieval castles and lunches in pubs. And you sit there (laughs) and see 
all the slush in the streets: it’s dark and grey outside, while this life seems to be from a 
different, parallel reality, from Harry Potter or something.  

 

 But there are also different images of these cities. Several informants have glimpsed and 

described other facets of Oxford. Grigory Z.remembers: 
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My first impression of Oxford was of a party place… disco-style, I would say. God only 
knew where the university was. Where were all those swarms of bespectacled people in 
ties who were supposed to be wandering round the city muttering formulas? I never saw 
them. But there were tons of homeless people. When I was there three months ago, those 
tramps were the same as five years ago.  

 

 Sveta Y. lived in various neighbourhoods in Oxford and glimpsed different aspects of city 

life: 

When I saw Cowley, I felt that I was in the wrong place. (…) I saw all those Africans, 
Indians, Arabs in their national garments walking barefoot… Well, I am very tolerant. 
Later I used to like walking in Cowley and seeing its variety of colours. But I was 
shocked at first. I didn’t want to live there, I didn’t feel safe. Actually, Cowley is the 
safest of similar places in Oxford. (…) And then I lived in Botley, where you had 
students, old women, families with kids, so I also saw non-academic life. 

 

 While Grigory Z. and Sveta Y. studied in Oxford, their non-academic life was just an 

alternative city landscape for them. But Liza L. brought up two daughters while doing her PhD, and 

her map of Oxford included several kindergartens and schools, playgrounds, swimming pools and 

hospitals. For Oksana Ts., who worked in Oxford, the ‘town’ (as opposed to ‘gown’) was the only 

facet of the city she saw, and it developed into an image of a provincial place: 

It was shocking how early everything closed. The company I was working in was 
outside the city. I finished work at 5pm. When I returned home, all the shops were 
closed at 5pm, all the cafes at 7pm, the pubs at 11pm, the night clubs at 2am. If I didn’t 
feel like drinking in a pub, there was nowhere to go. Shopping had to be postponed until 
the weekends, which was very strange to me. And life in general was plainly boring – 
that’s why I left in the end. I was totally fed up with Oxford, I definitely didn’t want to 
stay there.  (…) Oxford was too small, it wasn’t interesting, I couldn’t develop there, I 
had nothing to do and nowhere to go.  

 

 The same feelings of boredom could occur after a period of living in Oxford for those who 

had been more enamoured with the city at first. Tanya S., now working in London after studying in 

Oxford, speaks of it as a town where one could only live for a year before needing to move on. 
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 Nikolay T. describes the temporary, fleeting role these two academic towns play in people’s 

biographies. He speaks of Cambridge as follows: 

I’m living here and trying to figure out whether I like it here or not. And I can say one 
thing – something is wrong about Cambridge. I can compare Cambridge to a train. On 
the train people have their things packed and are ready to leave. They pass the time 
chatting, but it’s all cheap talk – there is no time to get to know your companion well. 
We can talk while thinking about our own problems. And you have this feeling that you 
can leave, then you get on this very train again, and new people will be on it. In my 
second year many of my friends left, [and] I had new neighbours in the same house. 
And I got that feeling of coming to Cambridge anew and re-starting my life here. That’s 
why I always compare Cambridge to a train in which people travel to a certain station 
and then get off.  

 

 London had quite a different image in the eyes of my informants. Many of them had moved 

there for professional reasons (being given a job in finance, business, journalism, sometimes 

research), others (Georgy D. and Alexey G., Tanya S., Darima E.) deliberately moved there not 

only to find a job but also because of its unique atmosphere as a metropolis. Boris P. developed a 

special connection with Bloomsbury, where he lived (the self-identification he compares to being 

‘from Moskovsky district’ in St Petersburg), while also discovering other boroughs in the city: 

I always felt like discovering new things for myself, as London seemed to me a big city 
where a lot is going on. It is very dynamic, things change there, and it’s so big. One 
could also call London a vibrant place – things indeed vibrate here. But ‘vibrant’ has 
its connotations – I understood it when I started to live in Brick Lane. ‘Vibrant’ could 
be a euphemism for dodgy. Well, a vibrant district may just have crowds of people and 
a dynamic life, but it also can have diverse people of strange occupations wandering 
about.  

 

 Alexey G. spoke of London as a unique place where he could enjoy a variety of activities: 

I specifically chose London because it has higher demand for specialists with my profile 
than Canada or Australia. And then what I like about London is that it is the cultural 
capital of the world – there is plenty of choice in every sphere you like – rock culture, 
classical music, sports. You can always find something to suit your taste. I think there 
are only a few cities like that in the world – London, New York, Chicago, only big ones. 
I know people who have lived in Liverpool or Manchester, or Buckingham, where there 
is nothing to do – no night life, no social activities. London is unique in this respect. 
And I am one who adores variety…  



161 
 

 

 Grigory Z., who has lived and worked in St Petersburg for many years, makes a special 

point of re-visiting London (and sometimes Oxford) three or four times a year. He has his favourite 

haunts in non-tourist London, where people recognize him and think he has just been away for 

some time, not realizing he is actually not living in the country: 

There are places… which are not depositories of artefacts, of ancient history… but 
places of socializing. They have people, a special lifestyle, a process… which I feel 
close to. Camden, its artists, their clothes. Its underground culture – it’s the territory of 
Goths and punks, it has good gigs in ‘Underworld’ and other places. Brixton is also a 
party place. Covent Garden is just nice to walk around early in the morning, with no 
people around, with its cafés where one can have breakfast… Just to wander about. (…) 
I try to come back three or four times a year. I use a weekend and add a few days from 
my vacation allowance. I do nothing – I walk the streets, I meet people, I sit in bars or 
clubs in Soho or Covent Garden, I sometimes recognize someone from five years ago 
because he is a habitué of the place. I recognize people in clubs too. They say: ‘Long 
time no see’ and I reply: ‘Yeah, I’ve been away for a while’. (…) I stay at a hotel in a 
real place, not Windsor or Pall Mall. I immerse myself in the city’s life, I just spend 
time there. I have the feeling of having left only yesterday. 

 

 Elena K. stays with her ex-flat-mate during her visits to London and feels almost like 

coming home, although she anticipates these spatial memories disappearing in the future:  

Maybe this feeling will go away – as this life fades from memory, it goes further away, 
although I recollect it from pictures. But still, when I come to England, I feel absolutely 
at home. I can no longer perceive England as ‘abroad’. My friend still lives in the same 
house, she just has moved to another flat. And so I get off the plane in Heathrow, and I 
know automatically where to use my Oyster card, which exit to use at Victoria. I can 
walk to our house thinking about other things – my legs will still get me there. There is 
this magic switch to my other life. And the next day I go to my former English office, 
and I automatically use the right exit and know where to go. So England is not ‘abroad’ 
to me. It is my other world. But I think, as time passes, I will return to an ‘estranged 
tourist’ status, because all of this will be forgotten.  

 

 While such spatial relationships developed with British cities, even more complex and 

always quite emotional links connected my informants with towns and cities in Russia: Moscow, St 

Petersburg, and sometimes to their hometowns in other parts of Russia (Khabarovsk, Petrozavodsk, 
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Rybinsk, Novosibirsk, Tomsk, Solikamsk). Here the relationship might develop differently, first 

because of changing attitudes to one’s home in Russia, and, secondly, because of my informants’ 

varying migration paths. Some of my informants lived permanently in Britain and either returned 

home frequently, returned sometimes or did not return at all. Thus, they either remembered Russian 

cities or visited them with varying degrees of frequency. Others lived in Russia permanently and 

developed a relationship with their home city (to which they returned) or the city they moved to for 

professional reasons (mainly Moscow).  

 And yet others either had periods of living in both Britain and Russia within the range of our 

interviews, or were planning to move somewhere and either worked out a mode of existence 

between two cities or considered their being in Russia as temporary as their previous stay in the 

UK. The attitude to Russian cities in all these cases partly shed light on the formation of migration 

decisions, as the wish to return to a particular city always informed them to a certain degree. 

Discussions of Russian cities also involved comparisons with British ones, always bordering on 

broader comparisons between Russia and Britain. Those related to personal comfort, weather, 

security and safety (space-related characteristics) will be mentioned below.  

 The first group of migrants are now based in Britain and have plans to stay there 

permanently. They either never returned to Russia, rarely returned to Russia (on urgent family 

occasions), or have often visited Russia for work and personal reasons. For these migrants ‘home’ 

(both physical and emotional) is Britain. They often say that it is ‘their’ country, the one they would 

like to live in and where they feel at home. Their Russian home cities can have negative images in 

their minds (often related to painful memories of struggles for survival), this vision being combined 

with a general sense of negativity towards Russia. In other cases Russia and its cities are perceived 

positively, and living in Britain does not preclude making frequent trips back. Here it remains a 

question how many features of ‘home’ Russian cities have for migrants now, as they have evidently 

found their homes (places of residence) in Britain. This feeling of ‘home’ is not always a matter of 
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practical advantages: many of these migrants have comfortable flats in their home cities, while in 

Britain they are still renting flats. But it is their feelings of psychological comfort and safety that are 

most important in their choice.  

 Anna N. belongs to the first sub-group of migrants living in Britain, those who were trying 

to disconnect themselves from their Russian past. She had many painful experiences in her home 

Russian city of Khabarovsk (being sent by her parents to a higher education facility where she was 

trained to be a criminal lawyer and a police woman; having problems in moving up the academic 

ladder as a student), and she compares returning to it to going to prison. Her image of it is of a 

provincial town she found suffocating. She is ready to do anything to stay in Britain forever, 

although her professional career could have developed successfully in Moscow or St Petersburg. 

Anna says: 

 Soon after coming to England, I knew for sure that I didn’t want to go home. Nobody 
apart from my beloved parents and some close friends were keeping me in Russia. It 
may sound strange and horrible, but today England is my home. It is absolutely my 
place. When I saw the Trooping of the Colour last year and saw English flags, I had a 
burst of patriotism. It developed gradually… but I love England. I had my honeymoon, 
when it seemed ideal to me, with its freedom. Then problems began: poor medical 
services, bad transport, educational problems. But it doesn’t matter, it’s like having a 
husband: he’s perfect, then you see his drawbacks, then you get used to him. (…) I want 
to live in England. This is home. It accepts me, it’s my country, I feel comfortable here. 
Maybe it’s because it was my first European country where I felt comfortable, but I feel 
perfect here, and I know my place is here.  

 

 As for Anna, for Nikita V. Britain was his first experience of being abroad. It has remained 

his ‘home’, although he can now compare it to other places: 

I have witnessed many things here, good or bad, but England almost always wins in 
comparison with the rest of the world. It may be excellent or not, but it is always better 
than in other countries. (…) Yes, I’ve been living here for many years, and I’ve 
travelled the world quite well. Not everything is ideal here, but in practically everything 
it’s better than anywhere else. 
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 Nikita V.is quite close to Anna N.in his implacable refusal to return to Russia (he pledged he 

would go back only after getting a British passport), and he has very negative memories of his home 

town, where, in his eyes, nothing has changed since the time he left: 

I almost died from hunger there in Russia… (…) I went there for the New Year: it is the 
same gilt filth. You get off the plane, nobody smiles, the same ladies at the passport 
control with faces like sculptures from Easter Island. Then you see snow, slush, dirt. 
The hotel is appalling and crummy, gloomy and untidy… In Novosibirsk you meet the 
same thugs: ‘Hey dude, got a smoke?’ The same dirty taxis, the same corruption. 
What’s new? 

 

 Nadya V. is the third person who burned her bridges so as not to return to her home country 

(Ukraine) by selling her flat. She also has a strongly negative vision of personal and social safety in 

her country, as well as of her professional prospects there. In the minds of Nadya V., Anna N. and 

Nikita, their perceptions of post-Soviet realities of cultural suffocation and a lack of opportunities 

for professional careers have remained unchanged. This attitude, which does not entirely reflect the 

realities of modern Russia, fed on their personal memories and was emotionally coloured. For 

others – Valery N., Kirill D., Alexey G., Tanya S., Yulia O., Georgy D. – the choice of Britain was 

made with a more neutral mind and for professional reasons, which meant that they were still 

potentially open to Russia. Their comfort in being in Britain has to do with considerations of 

professional self-realization, while they also saw many other comfortable aspects of British life.For 

Alexey G. the most important ones are the growing demand for his profession and his personal 

safety: 

I am open to various cultures and treat them positively. I am interested in trying them 
out, but my local home is where I feel good and comfortable right now. This ‘good and 
comfortable’ is made up of a variety of factors. The principal one is your professional 
satisfaction. This means that you have a job you like, for which you get paid decent 
money, which allows you to live normally and have the perspective of career 
development. At the moment, having this in Russia is unrealistic for me. It is feasible 
only in developed countries which have good companies with a demand for specialists 
with my profile. This is the first reason for my preference to live abroad. But another 
reason is that I feel safer abroad. In Russia it is not recommended to walk at night 
practically anywhere. It could be Moscow, Novosibirk or any other city.  
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 Indeed, personal security was one of the most frequent issues mentioned by migrants who 

chose to stay in Britain. Alexey G. mentioned the lack of safety on the streets, while Darima E. and 

Georgy D. (an ethnic Tatar and an ethnic Buryat respectively) mentioned their unease about the 

high levels of xenophobia in Russia, where one might be attacked on the grounds of one’s ethnicity. 

Weather was also one reason for preferring Britain over Russian cities, but in most cases it had to 

do with emotional impressions of Russia and Britain rather than with the objective differences 

between them, as the climates of the two countries are not strikingly different. 

 The contrast made between the two countries is more subdued in these cases, while a more 

expert view of the world is developed by these migrants. They are not painfully attracted to Britain 

as their final refuge, but they had many potential choices, from which Britain was the one they 

made. Insurmountable barriers between the two countries do not exist for many migrants in this 

group. Everything in their lives could become different if their feelings of comfort changed or 

professional opportunities appeared in Russia, as was the case for Andrei I., who moved to St 

Petersburg after living in Britain for ten years. In Yulia O.’s case, Britain is comfortable exactly 

because it is not as different from Russia as other countries:  

I realized that England – remember when I said it seemed to me a completely different 
country – well, in fact it wasn’t that different. I am not talking about the world order, 
but people live in absolutely the same way, they get up in the morning and go to work – 
may be they have slightly more comfort in life. But there was this understanding that 
Britain is not where you live with a queen and use a carriage… you can live here in the 
same way, there is nothing complicated or unnatural, and this is not a tourist trip – you 
can seriously live here, it has the same structure as Russia. When I left, everyone was 
saying to me: ‘You’d like it so much, you would want to stay there’, and I replied: 
‘Come on, I am a Russian patriot. I dreamed about England, I would certainly like it, 
but I would never want to stay because it is another country, while I love Russia’. And 
then I wanted to stay, because I realized it wasn’t ‘another country’. I thought that I 
would come like I would to Thailand, see elephants walking on the streets, then I would 
get tired of them and return to Russia full of impressions… But I realized that there 
were no elephants here… If there is a gulf between countries, it is easier to overcome 
this barrier because you know that everything is different there. But I knew then that 
there is no gulf and that I could live here – that was the point.  
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 The relative openness of the choice of ‘home’ made between Russia and Britain is to be 

found in the story of Dmitry A., who had to change homes at least four times during the time of our 

three interviews and afterwards. Dmitry described this feeling of not knowing where he felt better 

when he studied in Oxford and came to Saint Petersburg for a month or two: 

I am always happy when I come to Russia and happy to leave it.  These two to three 
months that I spend in Piter are enough for me. I love Saint Petersburg, I love Russia, I 
would like to live here, I don’t know how things would turn out… I have no idea what 
will happen in half a year (…) But you know that you are here for several months, just 
to meet people and go back. And I leave… because by the end of these months I get 
restless. I feel bored by everything and want to return to England. And I am glad to be 
there again, I think: ‘God, I’m back in Oxford, I’m home, excellent’ – I now call Oxford 
‘home’. But now I have a feeling like I never left Oxford, as I’ve been here for three 
months without a break. It’s cold, it’s December, no one is here, I don’t feel like 
working, and I’m so fed up by it that I count the days till the 29th when I will fly to 
Pulkovo airport and finally rest for three weeks. But in two weeks I will be thinking: 
‘So, I have my plane on the 17th, I am waiting for Oxford, there are things left 
unfinished there, I need to be back to continue’. So, I feel bored in one place, I want to 
leave, then I feel bored in another place, I come back…  But I wish I could have long-
term plans for one place… 

 

 Similarly, Andrei I., who has travelled a lot between two cities (St Petersburg and London), 

describes how he developed the habit of switching between two countries, which has progressed 

from feeling like ‘travelling in a time machine’ to a normal routine: 

If one talks about the problems of coexistence in two countries, at first I felt like 
travelling in a time machine when I was returning to Piter. I had a new life here in 
London, I returned there, and all functioned in a different mode. It was actually a 
problem, because, as I understand it, we are used to living in one place, while 
Westerners travel a lot. And then, after three or four years of living here, I worked it out 
– when there are two parallel worlds, but you perceive them as one. Before that, 
switching was problematic (…)  Now there is England, there is Russia. There are two 
phases of my life, or more precisely, two modes of existence. It was difficult at first. 
When I was on the underground in Piter after being in London only this morning, I 
closed my eyes and said to myself: ‘I don’t believe I’m in Piter’. But now I have this 
picture of a world as one big place, and they both fit into this puzzle. They could be 
different modes, but they are the bricks in one system. Now I just come, get on the tube, 
and that’s natural.  
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 For Dmitry and Andrei, incorporating two ‘homes’ and linking them into a coherent unity 

was possible. But this existence between two places, continuously questioning one’s belonging to 

any or either of them, was not that simple in other life-stories. Inna D. spoke about a new feeling of 

temporality she felt in both countries, with continuous doubts as to whether she should have moved 

to study in Britain staying in her mind: 

When I am here, it seems to me, that I am here temporarily, and when I am in Russia, it 
seems that [I’m] in Russia temporarily. I don’t feel I’m permanently anywhere. Before I 
get married and give birth to a child, I cannot have a home anywhere ... In Christianity 
there is this view that everything is temporary. While I have a roof over my head here, 
my home is here, if I find it in Russia, then home will be Russia. There was a time when 
I wondered whether going to England was a good decision.  Because it has changed me 
fundamentally, you cease to be ...  An irreversible process has started in the mind of 
someone who has lived in England. It makes you… I wouldn’t say an outcast in your 
own society, but you feel like a friend among foes, a foe among your own…   

 

 Nikolay T. expressed an even stronger feeling of liminality experienced as a result of his 

migration to Britain. The problems he faced included the loss of a sense of motherhood, a new 

feeling of being ‘a motherless child’ without a home, even though he returned to Russia regularly. 

This sense of a lack of rootedness stems from his youth and has not disappeared since. This feeling 

was typical of emigrants in the 19th-20th centuries, but it is quite a different thing to hear it being 

expressed by contemporary Russian migrants: 

I probably do not have a point of departure or a reference point. I think that a lot of us 
perceive ourselves in Russia a little bit like strangers, while in England they feel 
themselves to be strangers too. It’s a feeling of living without a homeland. This is very 
similar to the Jewish sense of nomadism. I think it would be more accurate to describe 
me so. I do not feel at home in Russia, and here I do not feel at home either. (...) Russia 
made me who I am, while England and America changed me, as what I am wearing and 
what I eat, it's all thanks to these countries. And I can’t say where my point of departure 
is. Partly it is still in Russia. I just feel like a son whose mother cannot help him. He has 
to wander and live by himself, to come back, not to quarrel, but never to be under the 
paternal wing. I never felt that I broke my link with Russia. A three-hour flight is 
normal. I got used to all this travelling during my previous studies. Then I got used to 
this feeling of living a life which is not fully yours.  
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 The sense of spatial belonging was problematic for other reasons in the cases of Olga A. and 

Irina M., who suffered from the temporary nature of their positions in Russia on their return, as they 

were already emotionally tied to their partners from other countries. The fact that they were living 

away from their hometowns complicated their situations. They finally found ways of ending this 

uncertainty by moving to Chile (Olga A.) and to London and then to Malaysia (Irina M). These 

stories involve spatial mobility in search of a home linked to following their beloved ones.  

 Such situations therefore represent another group of life-stories among my informants. For 

Irina M., Darima E., Inna D., Svetlana A., Tonya N., Katya S., Olga A. their feelings of comfort and 

home were related to where their husbands and fiancés were. Inna D. and Svetlana A. are married to 

Europeans living in Britain, while Darima E. and Tonya N. have followed their Russian husbands 

from St Petersburg or Moscow to Britain and back to Russia, and have lived in both countries for 

certain periods of time. Darima E. followed her husband Dmitry A. in his movements from St 

Petersburg to Oxford and back again, never being sure where the two of them would go next. Tonya 

N. tried to create a ‘temporary home’ in London, where her husband Vassily B. worked, and for two 

years virtually lived between two places, while she, her husband Vassily B. and their baby son flew 

frequently from London to Moscow, where they had a permanent home, neither ever considering 

Britain their real home. 

 Darima E. re-married and stayed in London with someone from continental Europe, while 

Tonya N. returned to Moscow with Vassily B. Darima E. expressed her wish to raise a child in 

Europe, and has realized this wish by working and living in London with her new husband and son. 

Similarly, Liza L., for whom her children’s safety and education were paramount comfort factors, 

has chosen to live in Oxford, notwithstanding her husband’s strong connections to political life in 

their home town in Kyrgyzstan. It has been more complicated for Katya S. and Irina M., who were 

still uncertain at the time of our interviews where their home should and would be. Katya S. was the 

fiancée of a South African living in London, while Irina M. was married to a Malaysian man doing 
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a PhD in London. They had three possible ‘homes’ in mind at the time of my interviews with them: 

Russia, which meant that their husbands would have to migrate there; London, where both spouses 

would be the migrants; and Malaysia and South Africa, where my informants would be the 

migrants. The temporalities of their lives in London and the necessity to have a ‘surrogate home’ 

were psychologically difficult for both women. Katya S., however, still lives in London and now 

perceived it as her real home. Irina M. has recently moved to Malaysia with her husband, although 

during her four years in London she had found her level of comfort and fully organized her lifestyle, 

knew her neighbourhood, went on various walks and to various meetings, and built up friendships.  

 And then there were migrants for whom a perfect and comfortable home was to be found in 

Russia. Interestingly enough, in many of these stories, living in Moscow and St Petersburg did not 

preclude considering Britain a ‘surrogate home’, a spatial reference to this country that was always 

present in their minds. Their relationships with Britain as the ‘second homes’ of Elena K. and 

Grigory Z. have been described above. The same is true for Sveta Y. and Natan R., who are now 

firmly established in Moscow. Natan R. visits Britain four or five times a year, while Sveta Y. 

works for Oxfam and is closely connected with her beloved Oxford. Andrei I., while having 

returned to Russia for an academic job, has a British passport and travels to London ten or twelve 

times a year, shuttling between the two countries as he did when he was living in London. There is 

also the reverse situation, of frequent visits to Russia being made by those who now live in Britain. 

Evgeny L., who has a British passport and has been living in London for ten years, goes to Russia 

on work-related trips and personal visits. For him Moscow is still connected to a feeling of ‘home’, 

although a slightly distant one: 

When I get to Moscow, I can’t help comparing things, but I know how they work there, 
and it’s easy to understand them and fit in. I go to housing services, and I understand 
that there could be queues and bureaucracy, that they will require a million papers, I 
know it all, I calmly rub through it. I might get angry, I might complain, but I know that 
it works that way… it’s all familiar, known to me, I haven’t forgotten anything.   
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 As for images of Moscow, St Petersburg and other cities in Russia, they would vary. The 

hometowns (not St Petersburg or Moscow) which many migrants had left before migrating to 

Britain still were associated with notions of ‘home’ for some, while others tried to forget them. 

Often, after the period of living in Britain, the hometowns acquired the image of provincial, small 

places that were not sufficient for one’s cultural and social development, with social pressures that 

didn’t correspond to their life goals. Even St Petersburg, interestingly enough, had a tinge of 

provinciality for migrants who moved to Moscow after their temporary migration. Nonetheless, 

those who were born in St Petersburg (Andrei I., Dmitry A., Boris P., Olesya U., Maxim F.) still 

had a strong inner self-identification with it while living in Moscow, Oxford, Exeter or Melbourne. 

Moscow in its turn was perceived as a hub of professional and cultural opportunities by many 

migrants. Natan R. enthusiastically described the night life in Moscow and his other cultural 

activities, while Sveta Y., who was originally from Petrozavodsk, said: 

I am still delighted by all things one could do in Moscow. I have lived here for two 
years, and I still have many places to see and visit. And I really try to do it. I might have 
quiet periods, but usually I feel bad about not going somewhere at weekends.  

 

 But there was also a competing image of Moscow. Igor L. has lived in America and Britain 

and included his experience in making a judgement about his home city. For him Moscow will 

always remain a political, economic and cultural periphery: 

Well, it’s a capital, it has infrastructure, and it’s a big city judging by the number of its 
inhabitants. But it’s a village if you count specialists in a specific area, if you consider 
its career perspectives, the goods it produces… we have everything imported, from 
yoghurts to dishware… And then, if we take culture and leisure – who visits us?  Only 
some artists past their prime, while popular ones wouldn’t bother coming here. All 
those stars of the 80s whom Europe doesn’t need any longer. And they are welcome 
here, they are invited to corporate parties. All these shows we have – they are 
plagiarized, they copy what they see elsewhere and make it look like… These are the 
features of a large village, marks of a periphery, a world province. I am not belittling 
anyone, I am trying to judge objectively…  
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 But it was not only a kaleidoscope of cultural activities that was important for migrants’ 

positive perception of ‘home’. For Elena K. a vision of Moscow (her home city) is of a cultural 

place with the same activities she could enjoy in London and a city where she can have a permanent 

home and a family. She now lives in her own flat in Moscow, not suffering from the feeling of the 

temporality of her existence that she had in London: 

This was another reason why I left England. I realized I had to leave when I visited my 
friends’ houses and was thinking: ‘I would like to have the same soap-box or curtains at 
my home. And by the end – or actually from the very beginning – I had this feeling of 
temporality and of the unsettled state of things. All these rented kennels… I didn’t feel 
like furnishing them, because nothing belonged to me. I could buy a new carpet, a 
wardrobe, a chandelier - but what for, if I will leave in a few months? This temporality 
of your life… yes, you get career points and new experience, but you lose time for 
settling in your home, starting a family. You are alone in your flat; there is nobody to 
care about, to give [them] something that you have to. This thought urges me on – I 
need to be home in Russia, no more ‘abroads’; I need to start a family here. I am a 
piece of a puzzle which finally has found its place. (…) And when I walk Moscow’s 
boulevards and see its buildings, I remember how I passed them millions of times. Every 
stone has its meaning for me, and I feel so comfortable – I am home, I am happy to walk 
in my beloved city, it’s all as it should be, I am where I belong.  

 

 It should also be noted that, while for many migrants remaining in Britain, their ‘home’ was 

either student accommodation (with conditions worse than in Russian flats) or an expensive rented 

room or flat, in Moscow these informants (Natan R., Galina J., Philipp I., Vassily B. and Tonya N., 

Elena K.) have modern flats of their own where their standards of living are much higher than the 

average in Russia.  
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7  Broadening horizons and exploring the world: are they globe-

trotters? 

 Many migrants have travelled extensively not only in Europe, but to various continents of 

the world. Some of them have covered at least a third of the globe in their trips, and also have 

moved to such exotic places as Chile (Olga A.), Malaysia (Irina M.) and Australia (Boris P.). 

However, the relationship between their migration to Britain and their wider travels across the 

world is not that simple. One cannot trace a simple line of causality where, after migrating to 

Britain and acquiring a taste for living abroad, migrants started to travel the world extensively. 

Mikhail J. and Alexey G. had been experienced travellers before coming to Britain. However, being 

based in Britain made European travel easier for Russian migrants, as a Schengen visa was simpler 

to obtain, the ticket prices were lower and travelling infrastructures were more comprehensive. 

Anna N. travelled extensively throughout Europe and to some parts of Central Asia and Africa 

during her time as a migrant. For Ivan M., a PhD in Oxford was the start of an academic career that 

brought him to many destinations, including Germany, the USA and Israel. London’s central 

geographical location made it a good starting point for travelling the world. As Kseniya O. remarks, 

she suddenly felt being at the centre of the world, as many air routes crossed London: 

I had a feeling of relocating drastically, because it turned out that the people who made 
up my international social circle flew through London quite frequently. As they knew I 
was in London, at least once a week I met someone from the country. They could also be 
Russians who were flying via or visiting London, and all these circles materialized 
regularly. They might fly from Australia to America with a stopover in London, and say, 
‘Why don’t we meet?’. It was a sensation of being at the centre of the world, specific 
only to London… So I never felt I was being abandoned in a remote place and was 
longing for home (laughs).   

 

 Generally a strong interest in travel was characteristic of those informants who had travelled 

the world before their migration to Britain. Their spatial mobility continued during their periods of 

migration without a direct relationship to their British experience. For some of them it was the 
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character of their work (academic or otherwise) that made them travel to different parts of the world 

from both Russia and Britain. Evgeny L. has been working as a journalist in London and now works 

for a consulting company as a specialist in eastern Europe, which involves trips to the countries of 

this region. He has also been an avid traveller during his life in Britain, and by now his destinations 

have included such places as Japan, Vietnam, South Korea, Australia, Canada, Sri Lanka, Kenya 

and the United Arab Emirates. He is also an expert in budget airlines, discounts, early bookings, 

stopovers, etc. Nikita V., an academic based in Oxford, has travelled extensively by participating in 

conferences all over the world. But that is also true of Nikolay T. and Andrei I, who have academic 

posts in St Petersburg. A similar frequency of world travel was characteristic of Kseniya O., who at 

the time of our interview was working in Moscow in the field of human rights and later moved to 

Germany: 

Generally, I like moving around… but now I have reached the unusual state of longing 
to remain in one place, no matter where, not to be bothered by anyone, so that I could 
spend a month or two somewhere doing something on the micro-level, like go to the 
swimming pool for five weeks. Some time ago I counted my trips (vacations included) 
and tried to figure out how much time I spent in Moscow, and it was twenty weeks in a 
year. Then I discovered that, frankly speaking, I don’t remember all the details, I 
couldn’t create the sequence of my trips. And that scared me – I tried to concentrate 
and remember whether it was one or two trips to Geneva. (…) I have been absolutely 
everywhere, I’d been spread in a smooth layer over the earth… and in the end the 
normal touristic ardour of discovering new places vanishes…  

 

 A high frequency of travel is characteristic also of Natan R., Grigory Z. Vassily B. and 

Elena K.’s lifestyles, all of them now working and living in Russia. It intensified after leaving 

Britain because they began to have more financial opportunities to do travel and were sent abroad 

more frequently due to their growing expertise in their fields. Such spatial mobility, with frequent, 

almost routine border crossings, is common for modern individuals, as Elena K., who works in an 

internationally known consulting company in Moscow, thought: 

A borderline between ‘us’ and ‘not us’, ‘abroad’ and ‘not abroad’, is in fact very 
vague, as among my colleagues there are quite a few people who studied, worked or 
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lived abroad and then also returned back. They also had traineeships abroad. And all 
these divisions turned out to be… all these boundaries are effaced. If you take our 
vacations – we have good salaries, people can afford it – it’s a common practice with 
my colleagues to get away to Paris for two days. Several trips abroad in a year are also 
absolutely normal. (…) And if you take our jobs, my London manager was absolutely 
right when he said: ‘A Monday morning is a Monday morning everywhere. You just go 
to your office, be it in New York, London, Moscow or Tokyo’. It’s true – we’re 
becoming a sort of a global village.  

 

 Elena K. herself uses all her days of vacation for travelling: apart from Britain and other 

European countries, she has been to Jordan, Nepal and India. Boris P. wishes to explore various 

countries of Asia. Grigory Z., while returning to Britain frequently, also has other favourite places 

in the world and plans new destinations:  

Until recently I have organized my trips according to the principle of never visiting the 
same place twice. The world is big, and life is short. But in fact it happens that I have 
started to re-visit some places, appearing in some spots that I like – apart from 
England, it was Amsterdam and Vienna. And then there are countries I deliberately 
plan to visit – Japan, Singapore, maybe Malaysia. I want to return and see more of 
some other countries, the USA, for instance. Also, Europe is twice in a month in my 
schedule. And plus two summer weeks with my family on the seaside – Majorca or 
Crete.   

 

 These travels change one’s perception of one’s place in this world, as migrants’ mental maps 

become wider and come to include knowledge about many other countries and destinations. New 

movements, travels and relocations are not as difficult for Russian migrants as they were a few 

years ago. For many of them it actually becomes a normal practice, partly due to their professions, 

but also because travelling practices have dramatically developed in modern Russia. Only a few of 

my informants could be called globe-trotters. However, the general change in their attitude to the 

world was described vividly by Andrei I, who had visited all continents (apart from Antarctica) 

through his favourite pastime of climbing the world’s mountain peaks. Changes in his perception of 

the world were multi-fold. Firstly, his travels made him realize that life in this world, whether in 

Australia or Latin America, could be similar to life in Russia or Britain:  
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There are some sensations which make you truly cosmopolitan. When you go to Africa 
or elsewhere, you are always afraid of everything, scared by the uncertainty that awaits 
you. And then you come, say, to Australia – they speak English, the system of values is 
the same, you have no culture shock. You figure everything out in two days. Yes, you see 
kangaroos and different landscapes, but you realize that everything is the same, as 
though you were travelling through England. There is no sensation that life has 
changed or that you are on another continent. (…) Latin America is the same – all 
countries are Christian, everything is simple, you catch on quickly.  

 

 Secondly, these trips help one get to the core of people’s relationships and become wiser in 

understanding humankind: 

There are situations when you have to explain yourself by gestures, for instance, in 
China. And the funny thing is that, after these moments, where you had to survive by all 
means, you realize that you can find a common language with any person on earth– you 
use smiles, gestures, body language. These situations make you feel confident that you 
can survive anywhere. And you understand that people are the same everywhere – 
external manifestations are different, but all people have the same instincts, there are 
some core things that matter to them.  

 

 Thirdly, these travels help migrants acquire a new scale of perceiving the world. One begins 

to compare one’s problems and life-styles in London or Russia to those in other places, realizing 

that the world has more problems to solve than those facing people in civilized countries. Andrei I. 

compares this process to climbing a mountain in order to understand life in the valley: 

I also realized that life as we know it – especially in London or any big city – it is not 
life, or it’s a very specific kind of life, normal only for a small number of people. In 
London there is a circle of working people who want to live in a posh flat, have a classy 
car, wear trendy clothes, etc. (…) And then you go to Africa, where people wear T-
shirts left by tourists, but they have a genuine interest in you, they value companionship, 
they are different. They could cheat on you, it’s possible anywhere, but other things are 
important too (…) And when you see it, you broaden your outlook, and you realize that 
life in London is quite artificial – yes, there is cinema, theatre, concerts, but the human 
core is hidden and not so noticeable as in other places. And that makes you redefine the 
meaning of life. As they say, you have to climb a mountain to understand the life in a 
valley. People climb the mountain to have a good view of how they should live when 
they come down again.  
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 And finally one has a feeling of the interconnectedness of countries, using this new outlook 

to see Russia and Britain as pieces in a global spatial puzzle: 

My attitude to Russia has changed – before I was trying to prove that Russia is the best, 
and now I know that Russia is just an important brick in the world system. When you 
live in Russia and don’t meet people from the Western world, you don’t care, but when 
you travel, you start to understand. (I ask whether the centre of his outlook has shifted 
so that he can see the whole world now?). Yes, but this centre is not necessarily in 
London. You see the world from the mountain top – there is Russia, there are other 
countries. You see the world as a big family whose members can quarrel, but can never 
stop being one family. I see now that all ambitions of world supremacy have no 
meaning, as all countries are interconnected, and their development depends on the 
evolution of others.  
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8  Conclusion  

 This chapter has demonstrated different aspects of the relationship with space that were part 

of my informants’ experience. It has revealed the growing expertise in spatial mobility acquired by 

migrants before, during and after their migration, focusing on the role migration to Britain played in 

this process. First, it has looked at the images of Britain that migrants had had before their 

migration and shown how they were influenced by Soviet notions of ‘abroad’, as well as by Soviet 

films and the culture of literature. Second, it has presented the details of relationships with new 

places in Britain where migrants temporarily lived. They developed from experiencing 

psychological difficulties and disorientation to turning a new territory into one’s temporary home 

and knowing its ins and outs by heart, as well as exploring, if there were the possibilities and inner 

stimuli to do so, other cities and territories in Britain. Third, it has shown that mobility between 

Russia and Britain during temporary migration brings about a complex set of mental attitudes 

towards both countries and their specific cities, where migration experiences become the source of a 

wider comparative mental framework applied to places in Russia and Britain. Fourth, it has 

analysed the shifting notion of ‘home’ that is common to many temporary migrants, who develop 

different strategies in their attitudes to where home is, connected to the search for personal comfort, 

professional satisfaction, safety and variety in one’s life-style. It has described the various attitudes 

to Russian and British cities, as well as analysed situations in which both British and Russian 

localities remain important as one’s ‘homes’, requiring working out new regimes of coexistence 

between them. It has also demonstrated the importance of a having ‘surrogate home’ in Britain for 

some of the migrants who have returned to live in Russia, revealing that their practice of returning 

to British cities is still emotionally important to them. And finally, it has shown how their expertise 

in geographical mobility has allowed many migrants to change the scale of their perceptions of the 

world, to perceive the non-existence of barriers between countries, and thus to come closer to 

developing a global view of the world they live in. In reaching this expertise, migrants have moved 
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along a ‘winding road’ which started with fears and uncertainty, psychological discomfort and 

emotional closure, leading to an open attitude to geographical relocations, the acquisition of 

practical skills related to spatial mobility and a clear perception of the world as a heterogeneous 

space that is compartmentalized into different territories, while still being one global entity.    

 This chapter thus demonstrates that my informant’s Russianness or post-Sovietness did not 

affect their relationships with different places and cities of the world and that new practices of 

spatial mobility developed during their time in Britain. It is only their previous limitations in respect 

of travel and their existing imaginings about Britain formed by Soviet education that distinguished 

them from many other people who were working and living in Britain and coming to this country 

from other places in the world. However, if one reminds oneself how quickly this transformation 

took place in the history of post-Soviet Russia, contemporary migrants and travellers’ adaptations to 

new places and cities and their quickness and pro-activeness in this process seems all the more 

fascinating. In their adaptation to and constant comparisons of two or more places, they were not 

hindered by the whole discursive realm of the imaginary West as the previous generation of 

migrants coming from the Soviet Union were. They were no longer post-Soviet persons in their 

relationship with the geographies of places and cities in Britain, but rather took quickly to the 

globalizing feel of the contemporary world that quickly opened itself to them, and here could be 

compared to many other migrants from eastern Europe or other cities of the world. They were 

‘migrant professionals in the city’ (Meier 2015) more than Russians per se. It is interesting to note 

this here, as it was strikingly not the case in their attitudes to network formation, ethnic and cultural 

identity and moral values, where their Soviet and post-Soviet cultural baggage and the fact of 

growing up in the social system of Soviet Union, with hierarchies and values unlike Western ones, 

was much more influential than they could have expected when making their individual 

professionally-oriented moves abroad.  
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 On coming to Britain, they developed a broad comparative realm of realities in different 

cities, such as London, Oxford, Cambridge, Manchester, Bristol, Durham and others. They also 

quickly got into the mode of intensive mobility related to travelling, which is characteristic of the 

contemporary world to the point that travel became an aspect of their lifestyles and continued being 

so even when they started to settle in Russia or other countries. In having such dispositions and 

newly acquired social capital, they differed from those of their contemporaries who had worked and 

lived in Russia only, and this became an aspect of their identities even after living abroad was over. 

It seems, however, that the comparisons between cities and countries explored in this chapter were 

indicators of the formation of an inclination towards living in Britain or Russia, with negative 

opinions about Russian cities often being indicators of a wish to stay in the UK, and positive 

opinions of Moscow and St Petersburg on their return showing that the person was ready to resettle 

in Russia. Nostalgic recollections of Oxford and London could indicate that a person was not happy 

with his or her resettlement and might consider going back to Britain. Thus, their relationship to 

space was part and parcel in the gradual formation of a migration decision to return, to stay or to 

move on somewhere else. 

 Their life abroad led to new relationships with home, as for many a permanent home did not 

exist for several years, and several ‘homes away from home’ needed to be created during this 

period. As some informants had not lived at home since early childhood, some feelings arose of 

uprootedness and difficulties in establishing a sense of normality out of a presence in another 

country. It seems that being in a new city or country actually intensified thoughts and emotions 

related to an imagined, needed or real home, as both their comparisons of cities and discussions 

about finding routines of travel between homes in Russia and the UK show. This chapter has 

captured the difficulties related to this self-imposed flux of countries, cities and homes, showing 

how informants dealt with the challenges of appropriating two or more countries into their lifestyles 

and perceptions of self. Their settlement in permanent homes was still ahead of them, but many 
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expressed the need to have such places instead of temporary dwellings in the UK, while also trying 

to keep Britain as a country or place their ‘surrogate’ or ‘second’ home even after their relocation to 

Russia. Such practices seem to show that there was no longer any need for fixed barriers between 

the two geographical locations, and no need to choose one country once and for all, as was the case 

for previous generations of Russian migrants.  

 This generation, while it could hardly be called transnational, was able to incorporate 

contemporary routines of choosing and picking favourite places, with Britain remaining the most 

important one for them, and including them easily in their new lifestyles. This expertise and sense 

of ease was an indicator of the cosmopolitan skills many of them acquired in a way involuntarily, 

just through the normal need to explore the new country in which they found themselves. The 

rapidity of this process seems even more significant if one compares it to the quite different 

lifestyles and limited mobility patterns of their parents, or even of their Russian friends who did not 

go to live abroad. This new social capital, related to mobility and travel, and to their painless 

integration into the global system of movement in terms of their new lifestyles (where a readiness to 

travel and to move on to new destinations were among the main components) and in perceptions of 

themselves as linked to the world in its geographical vastness, rather than being divided from it by 

ideology or difficulty of movement (as was the case till the end of the 1980s or early 1990s), seems 

to be the main influence over migration to Britain in the 2000s undertaken by Russians who were 

born in the USSR in the late 1970s or early 1980s.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



181 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



180 
 

Chapter III 

Strategies of Russians’ self-identification and self-representation  

among different social groups in the UK 

 

1  Introduction 

 

 The previous chapters have shown the variety of new migration and mobility choices which 

became available to Russian migrants after their decision to go to Britain to work or study. Even if 

envisaged as temporary, these experiences changed their lives in many ways, enhancing and 

changing their professional careers, presenting unexpected options for personal development, 

changing their relationship with the world around them, and opening up possibilities for travel not 

encountered before. It is not that their contemporaries in Russia did not travel, but they travelled 

and moved even more, finding themselves with an unprecedented richness of choices in personal 

and professional mobility, though they were to some extent restricted by other countries’ visa 

regulations imposed on Russian citizens. The acquisition of expertise in travelling and movement 

seemed more or less straightforward – enhancing one’s knowledge of cities and countries, finding 

‘homes’ in several places in the world at once, intensifying one’s travelling and mobility schedules, 

and becoming accustomed to envisaging the world as a space open to exploration.  

 It could be expected that the same variability opened up for migrants in terms of social 

groups and acquaintances to meet, and personal affiliations to be formed. As this chapter will show, 

that was indeed the case, but there were different aspects than just learning to travel and move 

frequently between the countries. A mixture of different self-identifications had to be adjusted to 
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this new variety, comprising one’s cultural knowledge and one’s sense of belonging to a certain 

nation or ethnicity, as well as habits of socialization, one’s status in a new system of social 

stratification, one’s general choice of being with people of one’s own cultural upbringing and social 

past, or exploring the new options and new people one met during migration. It is difficult to call 

them just ethnic or cultural affiliations, or as migrants’ senses of belonging on a certain level of 

social hierarchy or social stratum, and their attempts to position themselves in a more advantageous 

way will be also explored.  

 This chapter analyses those aspects of self-identification that are related to one’s positioning 

among social groups in the UK. Here it would be wise, following Brubaker and Cooper (2000) in 

their critique of the term, not to introduce ‘identity’ as the main analytical concept, but to prefer 

such terms as ‘self-understanding’ and ‘self-identification’, as well as ‘self-representation’, to 

reflect one’s positioning of oneself with regard to other groups in different situations. ‘Self-

identification’ is proposed by Brubaker and Cooper in order to emphasize the real-life process of 

establishing one’s place among others in constantly changing situations. One’s knowledge of self is 

not a given, but ‘something to be discovered’ (Brubaker and Cooper, 2000: 10). Identity is more 

about choices than about things given, has to do rather with processes than results. As Hall (1990: 

225) writes: ‘Cultural identity (…) is a matter of “becoming” as well as “being”.’ One has to find or 

rediscover or present oneself through manifestations of personal development which are constantly 

being negotiated and renegotiated through social encounters:  

One may be called upon to identify oneself – to characterize oneself, to locate oneself 
vis-à-vis known others (…)  – in any number of different contexts. (…). How one 
identifies oneself – and how one is identified by others – may vary greatly from context 
to context; self and other-identification are fundamentally situational and contextual. 
(Brubaker and Cooper, 2000: 14) 
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 ‘Self-understanding’, an alternative to ‘identity’ proposed by these two social scientists, 

helps to analyze this process of finding one’s feelings of belonging among multiple groups and in 

various situations: 

‘Self-understanding’ is therefore the second term we would propose as an alternative to 
‘identity’. It is a dispositional term that designates what might be called ‘situated 
subjectivity’: one’s sense of who one is, of one’s social location, and of how (given the 
first two) one is prepared to act. (…) In some settings, people may understand and 
experience themselves in terms of a grid of intersecting categories; in others, in terms of 
a web of connections of differential proximity and intensity. Hence the importance of 
seeing self-understanding and social locatedness in relation to each other… (…). 
(Brubaker and Cooper, 2000: 17-18) 

 

 ‘Self-representation’ and ‘self-identification’ here are linked to the former to account for the 

articulation of one’s self-understanding in social situations:  

Two closely related terms are ‘self-representation’ and ‘self-identification’. (…) … 
while the distinction is not sharp, ‘self-understandings’ may be tacit; even when they 
are formed, as they ordinarily are, in and through prevailing discourses, they may exist, 
and inform action, without themselves being discursively articulated. ‘Self-
representation’ and ‘self-identification’, on the other hand, suggest at least some degree 
of explicit discursive articulation. (Brubaker and Cooper, 2000: 18) 

 

 While ‘self-understanding’ ‘emphasizes situated subjectivity’ (Brubaker and Cooper, 2000: 

19), it does not account for external categorizations of self by others: ‘it is a subjective, auto-

referential term. As such, it designates one’s own understanding of who one is. It cannot capture 

others’ understandings…’ (Brubaker and Cooper, 2000: 18). But this other aspect, categorization of 

migrants by others, is not analyzed in this research, as the whole migration journey and series of 

changes and transformations that are lived through in this way are viewed from the subjective 

perspective of the informants themselves.  

 Another aspect which requires specifying here is the mixture of social, cultural and 

historical affiliations that is associated with Russianness in this chapter. This chapter will 

investigate contemporary Russian migrants’ affiliations with various social and cultural groups, 
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analysing which choices they made with regard to communicating with Russian people or with the 

British or other non-Russians encountered there and how these choices were influenced by their 

search for a better place in the new system of social hierarchies found in the UK. Here it is difficult 

to say that one is interested in the validity of ethnicity and nationhood only for these migrants, as 

this is not exactly the case. They were the nationals of several countries (Russia, Ukraine, 

Kyrgyzstan) and they belonged to several ethnic groups (Russian, Tatar, Buryat). As the 

introduction showed, it is more the shared education and upbringing in the late years of the Soviet 

Union, and the same cultural background they shared through reading similar books, watching the 

same films and TV programmes and learning the same songs that mattered. It was also the quite 

similar social backgrounds and financial situations they shared, given that their parents belonged to 

the technical, academic and creative intelligentsia of the USSR. And they also had in common the 

morality of personal achievement and meritocratic advancement, as their active search for paid 

work opportunities or graduate or post-doctoral positions in the UK demonstrated.  

 Thus, this chapter is about self-identification with regard to one’s own ‘Russianness’, that is, 

‘Russianness’ as defined historically by the exact period when my informants grew up in the Soviet 

Union. Lerner (2011), in her article about Russian Jews in Israel, proposes to see this ‘Russianness’ 

in terms of a broader Russian-Soviet identity which usually includes an element of class self-

identification as well. As she shows, many Russian Jews in Israel adopt the term ‘intelligentsia’ to 

build their identity in order to distinguish themselves from Jews in Israel who lack such an 

education and to trace their historical connection to the Soviet intelligentsia, even though 

individually they may never have been part of it due to their young age. Lerner suggests that 

‘Russianness’ or ‘Russian-Sovietness’ here becomes a part of civilizational, rather than national or 

ethnic repertoire of self-identification. In Britain, as this chapter will show, not all Russian speakers 

belonged the intelligentsia or adhered to the financial or social criteria that were important for a 

particular group in the present research. Thus, strategies of dissociation from them had to be used 
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by informants who strongly perceived that they belonged to a civilizational, broader realm of the 

Soviet-Russian intelligentsia.  

 Thus, this ethnographic chapter shows how one’s cultural and social background of having 

grown up in the USSR and post-Soviet Russia was articulated in networking and socializing in the 

UK. Elements of ethnicity, understood as a broader realm of shared post-Soviet and Russian 

culture, indeed come into play in this process. Thus this chapter engages with the debate over 

whether ethnicity still matters in the modern world and intends to explore exactly how flexible one 

can be in shedding one’s cultural past and acquiring a new cultural identity. The current debate in 

the social sciences is about whether one becomes a highly volatile and reflexive individual capable 

of picking one’s ethnicity and culture among many other possibilities, or whether one is still 

influenced by one’s embeddeness in a particular cultural past linked to one’s growth in a particular 

country and a particular historical period. 

 On the one hand, there is a view that the new modernity is causing the renegotiation of 

previous ethnic allegiances and forming new, highly individual, cross-cultural identities (Beck and 

Beck-Gernsheim 2001, Hannerz 1996, Giddens 1991). This vision of life-projects as continuous 

processes of choices and reflection leads to identity being presented as a reflexive endeavour 

(Giddens, 1991). If a person’s life is envisaged as a highly reflexive project where multitudes of 

choices are open, it is viable to explore new ‘acquisitions’ in habits, attitudes and skills that are 

reflective of the new identity choices that migrants make for themselves. This argument presents 

individuals as capable of picking and choosing their individual ethnic and cultural allegiances 

among those available. The notion that the individual is malleable underestimates the persistent 

influences of cultural and ethnic dispositions. However, another view is that, in the new global 

conditions, culture in its reified variants gains prominence as a reaction of groups and individuals to 

the perceived danger of uprootedness of their everyday existence (Sahlins 1999, Gupta and 

Ferguson 1992). In a world that is being transformed into a highly fragmented and precarious 
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society with multiple influences, there is an opposite tendency for the reification of certain cultural 

loyalties, ethnic, familial or national. The phenomenon of reinventing traditions and rediscovering 

ethnic identities tends to run concurrently with the globalization and homogenization of the world. 

As Kearney (1995: 559) summarizes it: ‘At the heart of current anthropological concerns with 

transnationalism, identity politics, migration, and human rights is the persistence, resurgence, or de 

novo emergence of ethnicity’. 

 On both sides of this argument, ethnicity is presented as not an entity, but rather as a set of 

cultural habits and attitudes that are subject to possible change or re-affirmation. It is through 

contact with other cultural groups that active awareness of one’s cultural difference is intensified. 

But, as this chapter will show, it was not only soft choices about one’s cultural and ethnic belonging 

that had to be made by Russian migrants to the UK. Their common past of having grown up in the 

last decade of the Soviet Union raised another set of issues that had to be negotiated when arriving 

to the UK: their belonging to a particular social stratum, their self-awareness of their relative social 

status, and their willingness to move up the social ladder in the social system of class stratification 

they explored in Great Britain. They did not just choose whether they were still interested in talking 

to Russians, going to the Russian Church or attending Russian events, they also had to choose a 

particular group or groups in this country which would, in their view, help them maintain and 

secure their perceived status or gain and acquire a new one that they desired. Thus, the cultural 

choices they made were always pregnant with a hidden awareness of social hierarchies and the 

place one desired within them.  

 Here it is important to think about whether class and hierarchies existed in the Soviet Union 

and how Russian migrants defined themselves in terms of class or social status, as evidently their 

self-positioning with regard to social stratification also informed their decisions regarding self-

identification in Great Britain. On the one hand, it seems that many informants were nostalgic about 

the fact that ‘everyone was equal’ and often mentioned, as will be seen in the quotes from 
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interviews below, the virtual non-existence of class in the Soviet Union and their lack of 

preparedness to judge people by their belonging to a certain class on their arrival to the UK. 

However, these quotes express the relative security of my informants’ parents having belonged to a 

broad social stratum of the Soviet intelligentsia where there was relative stability and equality as 

long as a person had a higher education, belonged to the ‘creative, ‘technical’ or ‘scientific’ 

intelligentsia, had a non-manual job and received a secure state salary. As both Hingley (1977) and 

Pipes (1961b) show, the Soviet intelligentsia only vaguely inherited the qualities of the pre-

revolutionary Russian intelligentsia, and they were much less dissident or oppositional to the state 

and were rather the beneficiaries of the Soviet state system than its opponents, as their numbers 

were increased by many former non-intelligenty who had been educated during the industrialization 

period and were then employed in various institutions of the Soviet bureaucracy. The level of 

opposition to the regime varied throughout the history of the Soviet Union and amongst the 

intelligentsia itself, the dissident movement of the 1970-1980s coexisting with escapism and 

conscious escape from political discourse, with political engagement re-emerging during the 

Gorbachev and Yeltzin era.  

 Also, statements about the non-existence of class and hierarchies in the Soviet Union could 

be due, as Byford (2009a, 2009b) shows, to nostalgia and the performance of an ‘imaginary Soviet 

Union’ where, when needed, positive features (stability, equality, security, meritocracy, high 

educational levels) are attributed to it. As Byford further shows, if the situation calls for it, negative 

attributes (non-solidarity, hidden envy towards others, adherence to strict rules without further 

thinking) could be also mentioned if others (both in post-Soviet Russia and in the UK) and not the 

speaker were mentioned as the inheritors and bearers of such qualities. Thus, informants’ statements 

about their social status in Soviet and post-Soviet Russia should be regarded not as objective truth, 

but rather as an element of self-positioning among other groups in search of a more privileged status 

for oneself. Even if there were indeed elements of relative equality among the broad social stratum 
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of Soviet intelligentsia, they still had a notion of their own class and tried to retain the privileges of 

not having to be involved in manual labour, feeling smarter and cleverer than others, enjoying high-

brow cultural products (opera, cinema, books), and prioritizing education, travel and self-

development over other possible life values. In a way, the Soviet intelligentsia defended itself as a 

class by maintaining a social and cultural distinction, which is in fact a very effective way of 

reconstituting and reproducing class through the generations, as Bourdieu (2010 [1979]) vividly 

shows.  

 Also, as Ledeneva’s (1998) detailed analysis proves, a whole system of nuanced hierarchies 

existed in the Soviet Union, and the fact that they were not based on money did not invalidate their 

existence. A person had to be aware of all the small connections, networks, mutual dependencies 

and favours, and everyone was situated in a special place in this highly stratified system of blat and 

favours, although the beneficiaries of this system did not perceive it as usage or exploitation of 

others, but rather as normal acts of good will and friendship. So, when my informants speak of 

general equality and classlessness, it is probably also their inherited blindness to these hierarchies 

that is expressed, which existed among the Soviet intelligentsia so long as they also benefited from 

their existence. It could also be that such memories and the nostalgia of a general sense of equality 

were also formed as a contrast to the new post-Soviet era, when indeed previously hidden 

hierarchies were completely changed and sometimes reversed. For a member of the Soviet 

intelligentsia, the current situation of the arrival of nouveaux riches, and the fact that money and 

wealth came to be of the utmost importance in forming contemporary social stratification, is 

impossible to accept, and it could even seem as heralding a new capitalist world in which survival 

was impossible. Ledeneva, in the final chapter of her book, vividly describes how blat transforms 

itself into a ‘favours for money’ system and becomes on the one hand more transparent and 

straightforward, and on the other hand less dependent on nurtured personal connections and 

inherent hierarchies.  
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 Nonetheless it would be too simple to perceive my informants as the descendants of the 

Soviet intelligenty who had been taken by surprise by a massive spread of monetary relationships 

and the onset of rising inequality and uneven social stratification in modern Russia. First, as the first 

ethnographic chapter has shown, they were very active in searching for variants to enhance their 

professional and financial status through work or education abroad, thus being among the first to 

use the new opportunities for social mobility. This strategy of moving abroad, as this whole thesis 

shows, has allowed them to become part of the new middle classes in Russia if they returned to it, 

or of the middle classes in Britain due to their high levels of education and professions in highly-

skilled sectors of an occupational grid in the UK. The cultural and social capital they acquired 

through migration was that very mechanism of social mobility that allowed them to re-attain the 

privileged social position their parents once had in the Soviet Union. That is why it is evidently 

wise to regard them as active seekers of their new place in the world, rather than as pitiful 

descendants of the Soviet system who did not know what to do with themselves. Secondly, as this 

chapter will show, they were also actively seeking to assert themselves in relation to significant 

others among different groups that existed or were perceived to exist in the UK, and they were 

always very active in establishing their own privileged position with regard to others, not only along 

ethnic or cultural lines, but also and always inherently, according to a particular social self-

positioning. So, while Schroeder (2008) regrets the relatively marginal position attributed in modern 

anthropology to ‘class’ compared to ethnicity or culture, this ethnographic chapter will show that in 

intricate self-identification processes it was sometimes difficult to dissociate ethnic and cultural 

components from social and class ones. Here it shares the view of Pawlak (2015: 23), who, 

analysing the process of self-identification of Polish migrants in the EU, writes, ‘the intersections 

between national identity and social class play a pivotal role in constructing mobile lives’.  

 There were different strategies for dealing with one’s cultural background and social 

standing even in the relatively homegeneous group of Russians who became informants in this 
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research. However similar in social and cultural background they might seem, it is important not to 

approach them as one cohesive group, but to make allowances for their individual attitudes to their 

social and cultural pasts. These Russians migrated to Britain for professional and individual 

reasons. The wish to associate and communicate with Russians during this period should not be 

taken for granted. These individuals could be compared to ‘free radicals’ whose connections, 

interests and cultural affiliations could not be predicted. Their migratory routes were privileged, 

defined by their professions and education, and thus a considerable degree of freedom in dealing 

with one’s ethnic and cultural identity could be expected, ranging from affirming it if it was 

considered a potentially fruitful strategy to denying it and opting out of it if other choices were 

deemed more socially rewarding. However, what would be the limitations to their choices: could 

they be as free from their social past and self-perceived social status, cultural upbringing and 

aspects of ‘Russianness’ when choosing to affiliate with particular groups in Britain? Or would they 

prefer to annihilate these differences and associate themselves with others in Britain through 

professional or social characteristics not related to the commonalities of their upbringing and 

education in the post-Soviet realm?  

 It is important to specify the scope of this chapter with regard to other possible analytical 

questions that could be answered. While analysing the processes of self-identification and self-

representation that occurred during Russians’ moves to the UK, this chapter will show the processes 

that developed during the limited period of up to ten years (and usually much shorter) after their 

arrival in the UK. There was no sense of finality or definitive isolation from contemporary Russia 

for these migrants, unless, in rare cases, they made a conscious effort to acquire one. That is why 

this research does not seek to account for their relationships with their Soviet past and Russian 

cultural heritage (including language) during the period of fully establishing themselves in the UK, 

and it does not include families within the framework of informants, as, for instance, Byford 

(2014a, 2009a), Pechurina (2015, 2011), Judina (2014) and Kliuchnikova (2015) do. Also, it does 
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not try to account for the Russian community or its particular group in the UK, as the previously 

mentioned researchers, as well as Morgunova (2013, 2010, 2006) do. This research deals with 

individuals whose migration paths were as varied as shown the first ethnographic chapter, and their 

encounters with Britain and its social and cultural groups varied from fleeting to very profound. 

Thus, the time spent in the UK and the intention to stay or return or move somewhere else could 

indeed matter in respect of their affiliations with certain groups and in the formation of their sense 

of belonging, which has to be accounted for. 

 However, the strategies of self-identification used by Russians mattered only while they 

were in the UK, as it is groups and individuals in this country that were their significant others. This 

chapter does not analyse the maintenance of networks in Russia via the internet or other means of 

communication, nor does it delve into the realms of self-identification vis-à-vis those who remained 

in Russia and matters of self-understanding and belonging on one’s return to Russia. And although 

it might seem paradoxical, it will also not delve deeply into the discussion of cosmopolitanism as a 

new feature of one’s self-identification acquired and manifested by many Russians during their 

presence in the UK, although some elements of social behaviour associated with it will be discussed 

here. These questions will be dealt with in the next and last ethnographic chapter, which will 

explore the broad cognitive, intersocial and societal changes that occurred in these individuals as a 

result of their migratory moves, and that were formative for their identities as new middle-class 

representatives in both Russia and the UK.  

 Although this chapter has been informed by very influential works that have sought to 

explore the essence of the Russian character, such as The Icon and the Axe (Billington 1970), The 

Russian Mind (Hingley 1977), Russia: Inventing the Nation (Tolz 2001), Natasha’s Dance (Figes 

2002) and a wonderfully rich ethnography, Russian and Soul: An Exploration (Pesmen 2000), it 

will not delve deeply into Russian migrants’ perceptions of what being Russian or what 

Russianness is. This topic requires special attention, as all these works and the brilliant 
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ethnographic research by Dale Pesmen show, but it depends too much on the necessity to present 

Russia’s historical development and requires an attempt to find characteristics specific to Russian 

culture and mind or to Russians as a nation. This ethnography will not try to explore the ‘stuff’ and 

‘content’ of Russianness, but will treat it as a realm of social and cultural capital (Bourdieu 1986), 

perceived and acknowledged partly consciously and partly unconsciously by Russian migrants. It 

will explore it in relational rather than essential aspects, as well as the process of its affirmation or 

negation in the self-identification and self-representation of my informants vis-à-vis various groups 

of British, non-British and Russian-speaking people in the UK. Here the emic categories of 

categorization depending on particular situations, such as ‘British’, ‘international’ and ‘Russian’, 

‘European’ and ‘non-European’, ‘them and ‘us’, will be introduced. Research on the discourses of 

Russians in the UK involving such categorizations in online blogs and discussions undertaken by 

Morgunova (2013, 2010, 2006) will inform this analysis.  

 This chapter will also be informed by modern research on othering and identifications 

through ‘them/us’ discourses among contemporary migrants in Europe, while producing its own 

findings regarding the strategies of differentiation and self-identification of Russian migrants. Thus, 

Morgunova (2010, 2006) introduces othering in her analysis of the discursive strategies of 

identification used by Russian migrants in the UK and shows their use of the following emic 

categories of differentiation: ‘positive “internal” other (for former contemporaries), positive 

external others (native British population) and an imagined negative external other’ (Morgunova 

2006: 410). Morgunova mentions the unending presence of the West as a significant Other in 

Russian identity discourse. She quotes Greenfeld (1992): ‘…the West was an integral, indelible part 

of the Russian national consciousness’ (quoted in Morgunova 2006: 393). Tolz (2001), tracing the 

history of the West as Russia’s significant other from the time of Peter I to the post-Soviet era, 

shows that this has been true both on the level of state politics and in the public discourse, 

constantly dividing Russians into two or more movements and ‘groupings’ according to the stance 
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in relation to the West (where the United States and Europe are usually conflated in standing for 

this term). The Westernizers and the Slavophiles, the ideological groups of thought active in the 19th 

century, still have an altered presence in the life of contemporary Russia. The presence of the 

‘imaginary West’ as an important element of late Soviet identity was analysed in detail by Yurchak 

(2005) and informed the second ethnographic chapter of this research.  

 Morgunova, in her research on the discourses of Russian migrants in the UK in the early and 

mid-2000s, applied the Foucauldian analytical concept of ‘normalization’ to migrants’ discourses 

by showing that the attribution of normality is always inherently judgmental, as it associates ‘ours’ 

with ‘normal’ and ‘natural’ and ‘theirs’ with deviant and abnormal. Morgunova also, like Lerner 

(2011), takes up the term ‘civilization’, but in a different usage, as she shows that here the imperial 

and civilizational discourses are intertwined, as ‘ours’ is used as a bearer of civilizatory influence 

that therefore has a historic right of dominance over ‘them’. Morgunova also shows the confluence 

of the terms ‘British’ and ‘European’, as in one scope of civilization they mean the same values and 

norms of behaviour for Russian migrants. This ethnographic chapter will reveal discursive 

strategies, but ones where individual associations and strategies of self-differentiation were quite 

different from those described by Morgunova, and where othering was similarly used to show the 

cultural and social modes of behaviour that migrants chose to adhere to as ‘normal’ and ‘right’. 

However, the fluctuations between the particular groups that were deemed ‘normal’ were quite 

different for various informants in this research.  

 While Morgunova analysed processes of othering without actively using the term, 

researchers such as Jensen (2011) and Pawlak (2015) specifically used the concept of ‘othering’ as 

an analytical tool in researching ethnic minorities in Denmark (Jensen) and Polish migrants in 

Europe (Pawlak). Also, Lahti (2013) and Genova (2017, 2015) were interested in migrants’ 

responses to othering and analysed strategies of self-identification in response to negative external 

stereotyping by Russians in Finland (Lahti) and Bulgarians (Genova) in the UK. They showed 
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migrants’ flexibility in trying to avoid negative stereotypes associated with their ethnicity and their 

activities aimed at reclaiming the prevalence of their professional identities (professionals in 

Finland, students in the UK) over their ethnic roots in order to avoid the negative effects of othering 

by local nationals. Elements of such strategies as the neutralization of their ethno-cultural pasts in 

their socialization along professional lines were to be found in the self-identifications and social 

behaviour of the informants in this research, too. Moroşanu (2013a, 2013b) showed another strategy 

of avoiding othering used by Romanians in London, which consists of increasing the ties with other 

non-native migrants in the country (also a possible strategy for Russians in this research), but 

which, as the researcher also shows, proves only partly effective for social mobility and to acquire 

the necessary social status in the UK. This chapter will attempt to undertake a nuanced analysis of 

strategies of self-identification of Russians among various groups in the UK by keeping in mind 

their similarities or differences from the ways of coping with othering described by these 

researchers. However, it will pay less attention to Russians’ responses to external categorizations 

and will be mainly interested, like Morgunova, in their own strategies of othering existing social 

groups, while tracing their persistent need for positive self-representation and self-confirmation vis-

à-vis others and their inventiveness in doing so. It will be informed by Byford (2014a, 2014 b) in its 

attention to the situatedness and relativity of their choices of belonging. 

 This chapter will start by describing the previous cultural encounters of my informants with 

the international environment and their socialization as seekers of education and work abroad in 

post-Soviet Russia, which were important for their relative cultural readiness when actually going to 

Britain later on. Secondly, it will describe their encounters with the class system in Britain and their 

reactions to it. Thirdly, after discussing the various groups of socialization available for them to 

choose, it will present three possible strategies of Russian migrants’ choices of social and cultural 

affiliations where all the previously mentioned aspects of self-identification came into play. The 

first option is a deliberate choice to deny one’s Russianness and try to adopt British culture and 
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becoming culturally and socially British. This subchapter will describe the mixture of emic 

definitions of British and European, which resemble the findings in Morgunova’s (2006) research. 

It will also show how this choice was articulated by a wish to move up socially by dissociating 

oneself from one’s Soviet past and its perceived negativity and backwardness. It was also usually 

hindered by the need for emotional links with Russians, where the first choices in denying one’s 

connections with Russian culture were followed by cultural double-dealing in re-discovering 

Russian networks while still positioning oneself as a European or a Briton. The second option was 

suggested by David Hollinger (1995: 116, in Song 2003: 42), namely that ‘individuals should be 

allowed to affiliate or disaffiliate with their own communities of descent to an extent that they 

choose, while affiliating with whatever nondescent communities are available or appealing to 

them’. It engendered the creation of a mainly international social milieu and seemed very 

cosmopolitan and flexible, but quite often was characteristic only of the first couple of years of 

presence in the UK, as the stakes in the positioning of oneself amongst others were not as high as 

for those who remained longer. The third option was to intensify one’s connections with Russian 

and Russian-speakers, which usually happened if a person stayed in the UK longer than one to two 

years and reflected the growing need for emotional connection with the bearers of the same cultural 

background. Here the discourses of othering will be analysed. Migrants’ judgements about various 

‘degrees of Russianness’ in other Russian people and Russian groups, as well as the perceived 

differences between Russians and other ‘foreigners’ (British and international), will be analysed 

here. While presenting all three strategies, awareness of one’s social standing in one’s self-

understanding and sense of belonging and the influence of class considerations on seemingly 

‘cultural’ choices will be traced. Re-assessment or re-assertion (or negation) of one’s ‘Russianness’, 

in its broad sense of a Soviet-Russian identity, as proposed by Lerner (2011), will allow conclusions 

to be made about the different choices regarding migrants’ self-identifications that occurred during 

their temporary migration to Britain. 
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2 Cultural knowledge and international socialization before 

migration to Britain. 

 Although knowledge of English is usually taken for granted in discussions of Russians in 

Britain, it was a competitive skill which had to be acquired during one’s school and university 

years, and it could be mastered in quite different ways and on varied levels. It was, as the previous 

ethnographic chapter had shown, a very effective tool for building up the first imaginary visions of 

Anglophone countries, especially Britain. During the 1990s and 2000s, when my informants were 

growing up, two styles of learning English co-existed. On the one hand, there still was a Soviet 

style of learning English which was oriented towards future work with scientific literature and was 

based on reading long texts, learning lists of new words, and not paying attention to the spoken 

language. On the other hand, new technologies, textbooks and ways of learning were introduced 

into schools and courses of English, which were oriented towards everyday communication and 

often involved inviting native speakers as teachers. These years also featured the political and 

cultural euphoria of the end of the Cold War and saw schools becoming involved in sporadic 

exchanges between America and Russia, which were followed in the late 1990s and early 2000s by 

a great variety of commercially oriented, but more widely available programs of internships, 

experiences of working abroad or paid opportunities for studying in European schools (offered by 

educational agencies). All my informants spent up to ten years in school and later in the university 

learning English, and this endowed them culturally with the possibility of future mobility, as well as 

becoming an important factor in their future choice of a migration destination (where America and 

Britain often competed). As Kseniya O. puts it: 

Your choice of educational opportunities is obviously linked to your linguistic 
capacities, so it has to be a high level of language knowledge… The Anglophone world 
interested me and was possible for me in the first place. (…)  It’s also part of entry 
conditions, [as] for many programmes and courses you have to know the language. (…) 
So, it’s clear that English is an important aspect... it also means freedom, your  ability 
to talk about very abstract things…  
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 The experience of learning foreign languages (English, and also French, German, Spanish, 

Swedish, Japanese, Modern Greek), as well as post-Soviet educational practices of high literacy, 

also brought my informants the depth of historical and cultural knowledge (too often reflecting 

stereotypical images of Britain) mentioned in the chapter on space and mobility. Russian migrants 

were very knowledgeable in British literature and history and were prepared to appreciate this 

cultural heritage during their migration experience, although they were less articulate in its 

contemporary culture. Some informants had attended British public schools, acquiring their first 

cultural experiences of the country through becoming acquainted with a system of high-quality 

private education.  

 Other informants had their first experiences of other cultures while at university by 

participating in different study programs in Spain, France, Germany, America, Denmark, Sweden or 

Japan. Alexey G. and Mikhail J. had experience working abroad, being fully exposed to the cultures 

of these countries, which ranged from the USA and Holland to South Korea and India, and forming 

patterns of communication and attitudes to local people that they later used in Britain. Kseniya O. 

visited a number of conferences and international programs before coming to Britain, while 

Svetlana A. spent almost every summer in Greece learning Modern Greek. Some informants had 

occasional work trips abroad, while others attended international conferences or summer schools. 

Additionally, there was a wide range of experiences linked to my informants’ socialization with 

international visitors, students and colleagues in Russia (usually in Moscow and St Petersburg). 

Elena K. worked as a tourist guide with American and European tourists for ten years before 

coming to Cambridge and socialized with her American and French friends in Moscow. Vassily B. 

had his own company offering private cultural tours of Moscow and befriended many international 

guests to the city. He was also the president of an English-learning club which invited many 

international speakers.  
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 Andrei I. attended conferences where he specifically approached international guests for tips 

about education abroad. His desire to explore other countries was also fostered and supported by his 

parents, who thought that Western education was of the utmost importance. For at least a third of 

my informants, English was a well-mastered tool of communication and self-education, as well as a 

professional skill: thus Irina M. had been teaching English for three years before her year in 

Manchester. It was probably the first late Soviet generation for whom doors to the West opened 

even before they moved abroad, and thus their first multicultural experience was gained in Russia, 

which was actively entering into international connections, business partnerships and exchange 

programs and was opening its doors to foreign businessmen, lecturers, academics and visitors. 

Kseniya O. remembers her work in Moscow: 

And there is a very active international exchange: you communicate with many different 
people. They continually come on visits, they always have some questions, and through 
meeting them you see new spheres of life (…) and there is one absolutely normal 
language of communication with these visitors, as they all master English, too. 

 

 Such openness corresponded to the government’s tendency to adopt Western practices in the 

field of economics, which was characteristic of the early 1990s and was fostered by the new 

President Boris Yeltsin’s Prime Minister Egor Gaidar and Foreign Minister Andrei Kozyrev (Tolz 

2001: 125). 

 Such expertise in international contacts varied among my informants, as for some of them 

their move to Britain was the first time they had been abroad, while others had travelled only as 

tourists and had never lived abroad. But at least half of my informants were advanced in their 

language skills and intercultural communication skills before their temporary moves to the UK. 

Their individual efforts were also enhanced by language teachers at school and especially by 

professors in the universities who had contacts with international colleagues or the experience of 

studying abroad. Many informants made conscious efforts to find opportunties for international 
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communication, and various talks, trips and other kinds of international socialization later facilitated 

their arrival in the UK. Their interest in other cultures and languages defined many of them and was 

instrumental in their further steps to move abroad, and it also prepared them for their cultural and 

social immersion in UK society. In comparison to those of their compatriots who did not move 

abroad, the informants of these researchers demonstrated greater flexibility and readiness to adopt 

elements of other cultures and seemed to show different degrees of cosmopolitanism before their 

move to the UK. However, when actual life in the host country started, their reactions and strategies 

for coping with their new social milieus became quite different.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3  Developing an awareness of social stratification in British society  
 The move to Britain triggered active exploration of the country’s culture and its different 

social groups for my informants. It presented multiple opportunities to meet people from other 
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countries, as academic and professional environments were often very international. Russian 

migrants also acquired expertise in the practicalities of British life – its houses, streets, transport and 

medicines. For Liza L, a mother of two children, this knowledge also involved getting to know 

about kindergardens, hospitals and childcare services in the UK. This knowledge expanded their 

socio-cultural expertise, as the kaleidoskope of social and ethnic groups in Britain was much more 

varied than in Russia. This also helped many migrants to develop a deeper understanding of social 

stratification in Britain, as the nuances of societal divisions were new to Russian migrants who had 

been raised and educated in Soviet society, bore nostalgic memories of relative stability and 

equality at that time and then lived through the tumultuous times of a new form of social 

stratification in post-Soviet Russia, where the emerging divisions of society were drawn along lines 

of relative wealth. Britain by comparison was an example of a ‘class society’ that was regarded as 

an exotic field to explore and an object of comparison with Russia. Also, in some respects, once a 

closer look at its social system had become possible, the UK seemed to offer more opportunities for 

meritocracy and for democratic interchange by crossing class divisions. Additionally, their status as 

a ‘foreigner’ in the country allowed class lines to be blurred and the position of a person beyond 

class divisions or in a comfortable social stratum of their choice to be acquired. This required 

positioning oneself more comfortably even in a situation of a lack of appropriate social capital, and 

it was used by many informants. 

 Many migrants talked about their experiences of seeing ‘real’ British life on various 

occasions: Anton G. visited a host British family at Christmas, Irina M. stayed with a family in 

Wales, and Elena K. befriended two elderly couples in Cambridge and celebrated Christmas with a 

British priest’s family. Many migrants explored cultural (literary, historical, architectural) and 

geographical British heritage. They also showed an interest in the different social groups in Britain 

and learned how to distinguish them. Six people mentioned Kate Fox’s book Watching the English 

(2014) as their guide to understanding British society. Others also actively acquired expertise in 
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understanding the markers of social class in Britain and began to be attentive to them and tried to 

find a position for themselves in this system. 

 Russian migrants were in an ambivalent position in relation to class divisions. On the one 

hand, as Nikolay T. remarked, the fact that they were professional foreigners automatically put 

Russian migrants somewhere near the British ‘middle classes’, or ‘upper middle classes’. 

Appropriating the position of the upper middle classes seems like a wishful exaggeration of one’s 

possible status in British social stratification. However, many informants mentioned using this 

privilege of being out of the traditional class system and described how they preferred to position 

themselves as ‘foreigners’ only in respect to British class gradations, in order to avoid being 

stigmatized due to their lack of the social capital entitling them to belong to a particular class. 

Others, on the contrary, deliberately tried to shed their ‘foreigner’ status in their attempts to 

‘perform class’, as will be shown in the section on strategies to adopt ‘Britishness’. Evidently, here 

ethnicity was conflated with class hierarchies, and it was the latter that became important. It seemed 

that in multicultural Britain you could be of any nationality you wanted as long as you could attest 

your belonging to the right class by performing certain class markers. As this chapter will show, 

appreciation of this tendency to conflate ethnicity, culture and class soon expressed itself in the 

social self-identifications of my Russian informants. 

 Sometimes this system was perceived as an external phenomenon that never entered their 

own mentality and social aspirations, especially if they did not plan to stay in the UK for a long 

time or had lived in other countries of the world. Kseniya O. describes this feeling of being 

conscious of the system but never letting it organize her views: 

My reflections about the class system are a special point. It was a super thrill, because 
our society is classless, while England has its classes. And when I approached an 
understanding of these boundaries, I had the great thrill realizing that I am from a ‘wild 
space’ where they don’t exist. In my brain there is no membrane of this sort – I don’t 
divide people into classes. It was a great happiness… I mean I don’t feel a difference 
when talking to someone on the train or meeting a lord – they are equal to me, they are 
all human beings. And I realize that titles are of no importance to me – they don’t 
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constitute a barrier to be overcome, and this is fantastically great. I understood that 
judging from reactions here in England when you tell them you’ve met a lord. For me it 
is just what happens – having breakfast with Prince Charles… So, you feel you exist in 
this strange world – you begin to reflect on its substantial differences and compare it to 
Russia…  

 

 But many Russian migrants also discovered situations where their expectations of class 

barriers and divisions did not hold true. Grigory Z. remembers: 

I accumulated a lot of situations where a class hypothesis was not confirmed. My first 
party was with the Oxford Conservative Society, and we soon found common topics for 
discussions with a couple of locals. I appeared there intermittently, and the most 
important thing was what we talked about. If there is common ground in views on 
certain events in student political societies, if there is solidarity in manners and 
opinions, then it does not matter who you are or where you come from.  

 

 In Andrei I.’s view, at some level British society is more open than Russian, as in Russia 

ordinary people do not have access to officials holding high posts in politics and business: 

In Oxford you have all these trips to Parliament organized by your college, you can see 
people who come to give lectures, you can talk to Tony Blair if you wish to. There is 
accessibility to higher social strata, which is unimaginable in Russia, where the doors 
are firmly closed. (…) Well, here it is a class society, but if you try you always can 
approach them… Here you have tons of opportunities to meet and talk to people (...). 
Sometimes these events are not free, but they abound here, and one way or another you 
meet all high-ranked people. Barriers exist here, but they are no so pronounced as in 
Russia. It is Russia which has a class society.  

 

 In general, migrants’ presence in Britain stimulated their class awareness, which had been 

developing sporadically in post-Soviet Russia. My informants knew that they left a rather 

unsystematic and in many ways unfair, developing and relatively recent system of social divisions 

in which not all of them had found their place before leaving the country to move abroad (even 

temporarily, and for some permanently). Their compatriots in Russia found themselves in the midst 

of a chaotic social stratification that had not yet fully developed, but was heading towards class 

divisions based on money and income and where the former privileges of education and the literacy 
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of the Soviet intelligentsia had only partly been stripped away. Being educated was not enough; one 

had to be pro-active and flexible in finding ways to earn money. Britain in this respect offered a 

much more traditional, but also changing society. There the historical class divisions co-existed 

with newly-formed social differentiations between nationals, EU citizens and groups of overseas 

incomers to the country (migrants of various historical periods, various connections with the UK 

and various destinations and ethnic groups).  

 Coming, with rare exceptions, from a relatively homogeneous society where Russians as an 

ethnicity prevailed over other ethnic groups and immigration was mainly limited to people from the 

CIS, the informants in this research had to face a multicultural society in Britain that had been 

influenced by different periods of immigration history. Russians coming to the UK in the 2000s 

gradually became aware of its ethnic diversity and of the social differentiation of different groups of 

migrants, Eastern European, Pakistani and Indian, beyond their own professional or academic lives, 

being able to distinguish different types of ‘foreigners’ in the UK. Grigory Z. mentioned how he 

differentiated incomers to Britain:  

Well, and foreigners can be different. There are Indians and Pakistanis, residents of 
British colonies. They are in some respect British, or half-insiders, as they have a 
common history. And then there are newcomers like Russians, Brazilians, etc. There are 
newcomers who know they are guests here, and there are others who are like a bull in a 
china shop. So, what does it mean to take one’s bearings here? It’s when I feel I can tell 
the difference between a bull in a china shop and a normal local resident… I can judge 
by the way he chooses his clothes, food and drink. I can observe if he pushes people at 
street crossings, jumps inside a tube train, talks loudly or not.  

 

 It is interesting to note here that this distinction is made not along ‘European’ or ‘Christian’ 

lines, as shown in a research undertaken among Russians in the UK by Morgunova (2006), but 

rather in terms of the extent of appropriation of ‘normal’ British behaviour that could be regarded as 

a sign of belonging. And here Russians are not necessarily placed into a group that is close to the 

British, as described by Morgunova, but rather were mixed up in a group of newcomers who 
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belonged less than historical groups of migrants and thus had to be regarded with caution. Grigory 

evidently wants to differentiate himself from such groups who ‘don’t know the rules’ and belong to 

those ones who can show they know by having adopted them.  

 Similarly, Evgeny L., after living for ten years in London, could distinguish people’s class 

by their speech, clothes, behaviour in public transport and, in his opinion, their ‘normality’, which 

was expressed through quietness, a lack of disturbances, politeness and public behaviour proper to 

British society. For him, one’s actual ethnicity or degree of belonging to European or Western 

civilization did not matter as long as the person had learned to behave in accordance with the norms 

of the British society, and it is those who still refused to do so who did not belong. In Evgeny’s 

opinion, many Russians avoided doing this out of sheer stubbornness or conservatism. He criticizes 

the habits of some Russians in London who become culturally attached only to ‘known’ types of 

food and eat according to the Soviet rule of ‘pervoe, vtoroe and kompot’ (soup, main dish and 

stewed fruit drink). Evgeny demonstrated the alternative to such conservatism by describing his 

frequent visits to ethnic (Indian, Thai, Chinese, Lebanese, Syrian) restaurants in London. He 

considered these visits important for enriching his cultural capital and becoming part of 

multicultural British society: 

I try everything here. Again, it all depends on your openness and receptivity to various 
things. If you are open-minded, you’ll want that all and you are not afraid, you don’t 
limit yourself, you don’t draw lines which you can’t cross, but instead you always seek 
to try something new, and even if you didn’t like it the first time, you try once more after 
a while… I’ve learned to use chopsticks here in London – I didn’t know how to use them 
in Russia. 

 

 In both cases (Grigory and Evgeny) the desired social status could be obtained through the 

adaptation of certain norms and rules of behaviour. The division between ‘normal’ and ‘wrong’ 

behaviour here is not along ethnic, but rather social lines (politeness, variation, openness to choices, 

awareness of others).  
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 Evidently, the entire range of social strata in Britain was not explored by the Russians in this 

research, as they often lived in the security of their professional and educational pathways, which 

defined and limited their circles of socialization. Some groups and social circles were just briefly 

accounted for, some were glossed over, some existed and were acknowledged, but not used or 

frequented, and some became one’s main priorities in building up one’s social status and 

professional profile in the country. Many groups were used as significant others in one’s self-

identification through non-participation or belonging to them. But there were also groups which did 

not require strong cultural self-identification and could just be channels for engaging in sports, 

health and professional interests. 

 The next section will present the social groups available to informants who were or were not 

formed in relation to a single cultural heritage.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

4  The range of communities and social groups available to Russians 

in the UK  

 First, many migrants worked in big international companies, banks, media outlets and 

research laboratories, and these were places where Russian professionals inevitably socialized with 

colleagues. Secondly, if Russians studied in Britain, their professional structures were universities, 

departments and colleges. Thirdly, the house where one lived offered new opportunities to meet 

people. Propinquity was an effective factor of socialization in many migrants’ stories. Among the 
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people one met at home, at the university and at work, there might also be some Russian-speakers, 

but the majority were not Russian (British or international).  

 There were also other social groups, structures and communities that migrants could 

identify, choose and visit. Their involvement in them ranged from knowledge and vague interest 

(with their involvement limited by a lack of time or the existence of other priorities), irregular 

participation (combining this social group or outlet with other activities), active involvement and 

high prioritizing over other social groups and communities, and active opposition to them. Some 

social groups were neutral in their attitudes to one’s ethnicity or culture. This neutrality created a 

mixture of nationalities and cultures, that, without the migrants’ conscious effort to seek it, could 

become part of their cosmopolitan experience. For instance, for many Russian migrants sport 

(volleyball, football, judo, martial arts, swimming, tennis) and other physical activities (dancing 

societies and walking clubs) became an important channel of socialization, both in the universities 

and in the cities they worked in. Sports teams were usually international, especially in the 

universities. Occasionally, sports societies were organized along ethno-cultural lines. Ivan M. and 

Alexey G. played football in Oxford and London on Sundays, their teams being made up of Russian 

speakers. Other activities included all kinds of hobbies and pastimes (film, theatre, poetry, etc.), but 

sports clubs were frequently mentioned by migrants.  

 Some communities were also organized on ethno-cultural principles. First, there were 

societies and organizations dedicated to national cultures. In the universities these were German, 

Latin-American, French, Jewish societies, etc. Usually migrants joined them if they had a personal 

or professional interest in a particular country, culture or region. Universities also had foreign 

language classes and informal language-learning groups. There were also organizations like 

gentlemen’s clubs in London, political societies (e.g. the Conservative Union), and the Oxford and 

Cambridge Unions. While being formally neutral as to ethnicity, they still offered experiences 

linked to a particular culture, which was mainly British and only partly international. 
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 Churches and religious groups were other channels of migrants’ socialization. They were not 

associated with any particular ethnicity or culture, but united people who shared common beliefs. 

Still, a propensity to attend a certain type of church could usually be associated with a migrant’s 

cultural choice. Trying out Catholic and Anglican services meant either deliberately forgetting 

one’s Russian origins or trying to diversify one’s life with new experiences. Attending Orthodox 

(occasionally Jewish and Muslim) services meant maintaining religious habits developed in Russia 

and thus reaffirming cultural habits acquired at home. One should not forget that all migrants grew 

up at a time when religion was only beginning to play a role in the minds of post-Soviet people, and 

it was rarely a part of the family traditions of my informants. Long-term religious beliefs practised 

before coming to Britain were the exception rather than normal practice among my informants. 

Thus, attending a service in Britain was always a sign of a firm cultural decision and was evidently 

an example of self-expression. For instance, the fact that Nadya V., who was not a believer at home, 

regularly attended Anglican services in her college was an aspect of her affinity with British 

cultural practices. She discovered religion in Britain, responded to it emotionally and wanted to 

practice it in a British way, being fascinated by college services and rituals. For Elena K., services 

in various Cambridge colleges were aesthetic experiences which moved her so much that they 

became part of her everyday life. For other migrants, such as Darima E., Anton G., and Maxim F., 

visits to churches of different denominations could reveal their search for new things in Britain, and 

they never or rarely returned. But for Irina M., Valya R., Lyudmila K., Liza L. and Inna D., 

attending an Orthodox church was part of their spiritual development, as well as a continuation of 

religious practices developed in Russia. Also, for some migrants (Rustam Sh., Ivan M.), an 

Orthodox church was a place for socialization with other members of Russian communities, 

including emigrants from previous waves, their visits having little to do with religion.  

 And finally, there were communities for Russians in the UK which will be described in 

detail later on in this chapter. They either centered around universities (the LSE, Oxford and 
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Cambridge had active Russian societies) or were situated in London (‘Russians in the UK’ and 

‘Russians in the City’groups, as well as four Russian-speaking newspapers and various internet 

forums for Russian speakers were based there), as London has the largest number of Russians who 

came to Britain through various migration paths. There were also groups (either international or 

comprising Russian-speakers only) of recipients of a particular scholarship (Hill Foundation, 

Chevening, Clarendon, Weidenfeld, Gate, Ford, Soros). For many of my informants these groups 

served as important channels of socialization. Informal groups formed out of the general pool of 

scholarship recipients were exclusively Russian. They could also be part of migrants’ professional 

socialization, as some Russian communities in London , such as ‘Russians in the City’, united those 

working in specific fields. The awareness of differentiations within Russian communities revealed 

migrants’ increasing expertise in respect of various kinds of Russian speakers in Britain. 

Communities that were also present in all migrants’ lives were their Russian friends, relatives and 

colleagues at home, available for socialization through social networks, messengers, phone calls, 

emails, Skype, etc. Prioritizing some of these groups over others signalled a particular choice with 

regard to three possible options in negotiating one’s identity, namely adopting ‘Britishness’, mixing 

in an international environment, or reaffirming one’s Russianness.  

 

5  Negotiating one’s identity through adopting and performing 

‘Britishness’  

 In exploring the three identity negotiation strategies presented earlier, it will be convenient 

to start with that which involves the effort to assimilate fully or partially into British society. 

Among fifty informants there were only five people who talked about or adopted this strategy. The 

reasons for the desire to belong to the British and not be distinguished from them were quite 

different. Three informants had negative memories of their Russian pasts which they were trying to 
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forget, and it was evidently their previous social status in Russia (relative poverty, strict upbringing, 

hardships) that they were trying to overcome in Britain. Although this strategy was comparatively 

rare, it was of interest to observe and understand how and why this strategy was implemented.  

 Those informants who aimed at inclusion into British society made efforts aimed at 

changing their ethnic and cultural identity towards the desired British type (as they perceived or 

imagined it). This was usually done not purely out of a cultural affinity, but in order to be able to 

perform certain features of class which were deemed important by my informants after their 

observation of British society. For instance, language and pronunciation are extremely important in 

Britain, and people can judge your class by the way you talk. In modern Britain this also 

distinguishes a person not originally from the UK and could become a reason for belonging or not 

belonging to a particular group. Grigory Z., understanding this, made efforts to sound British in 

order to be incorporated into local groups even at the level of general conversations in bars and 

pubs. Grigory, who liked discovering ‘authentic’ clubs and cafés in London, wanted to be taken for 

a ‘true’ and ‘authentic’ Briton, although his efforts to hide his background slightly undermined the 

situation of authenticity he longed for: 

After I arrived there I felt I could work on real British pronunciation. Occasionally my 
Slavic accent was heard, and when I fought with it, I instinctively made it sound 
American. (…) So, I had this wish to speak good English, and I think it was only 75 
percent successful, I can’t boast here… I wished to assimilate into this environment, 
and to overcome things in myself that could give me away as an outsider. I was fighting 
with them… (…) And by the end of the first year in Britain there were situations in 
informal conversations when someone found out that I was Russian and said: ‘Really, 
we would never have thought’. Neither language nor manners betrayed me. But, in 
more relaxed surroundings, my accent or grammatical errors slipped out. You can’t 
escape it, especially if you limit your contacts with natives to everyday topics. There are 
turns of phrases that give a foreigner away – you can’t help having them. In Oxford you 
could be fine, as all are foreigners there, but among native Englishmen in London it 
was more difficult. (…) There were clubs in Camden where foreigners were not 
particularly welcome. And sometimes it slipped out there, while you tried not to ponce 
around, as you didn’t want to be considered a stranger.  
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 Anna N. also relates a story of her efforts to acquire a privileged position in the British class 

system. After starting a relationship with a Briton from the upper middle class, Anna started to learn 

how to dress, which perfume to wear, which cultural events to attend in order to be considered 

equal to her boyfriend. Although this relationship lasted for three years, Anna continued developing 

new tastes in choosing clothing and perfume after her break-up. Anna is extremely well-educated 

and knowledgable in almost every sphere of literature and art, a fact she attributes to her Soviet 

education and upbringing, and assumes all her compatriots to be in possession of the same 

expertise. However, unlike Grigory, who wanted to master the English language and British accent, 

Anna felt the need to perform the desired class through her choice of clothing and perfumes, as well 

as through specific cultural consumption (the Glyndebourne opera). Anna has saved these new 

habits throughout her life in the UK, and she still wishes to belong to a desirable stratum of British 

society, while being very vulnerable and not actually belonging to it. While in the Soviet Union 

certain cultural habits were enough for attribution to a certain broadly defined group of 

intelligentsia, in Britain there are also other class factors which cannot be performed and cannot be 

attained by a migrant who is still on a temporary work visa in the UK. This is what Anna says about 

her efforts to become a part of the British society: 

I realized that I could live comfortably if I conformed to the criteria of the English 
middle class. I fell in love with an English boy who was from the upper middle class – 
ery upper middle class. I knew that such boys dated specific girls, and I had to match 
these standards. As we in Russia were all educated with an equal share of theatre and 
literature, my education was up to the level of a British public school or even higher. 
We talked a lot about Shakespeare and Byron, and I always outdid him, with me being 
from a Khabarovsk school, and he from a prestigious and expensive private one. But 
there were some spheres where I wasn’t his equal. I couldn’t dress up, and so I learned 
to dress by English standards. I wanted to look it, to use make-up correctly. In Russia 
they do it differently: I had Chinese clothes from Chinese rummage sales. And I didn’t 
have the financial means to buy good clothes. Here I had odd jobs and started to buy 
things. And I thought that, if I had Jimmy Choo shoes, my darling would love me 
(laughs bitterly). In his wardrobe there were brands like Armani, Dolce & Gabbana, I 
felt ashamed of wearing Zara… (…) And then other things followed. I wanted to get to 
Glyndebourne because it was a status place. I had to match my beloved in everything, I 
tried to be the woman he could love and have a family with.  
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 Similarly, Slava D., who moved to Britain with his family ten years ago and now has British 

nationality, has found his own ways to perform class in Britain. He is a member of four gentlemen’s 

clubs in Pall Mall, which he is very proud of, and he deliberately tried to exaggerate his importance 

by inviting the researcher to all these clubs for interviews. He was actually not interested in his 

views being recorded or analysed in a future ethnography (he was not very explicit and sincere in 

talking to me, and many of the things he said seemed like exaggerated clichés), but he wanted to 

impress me here and now, and to show me (a person from Oxford, which, he confessed, was the 

only reason he was talking to me) that he truly belonged where he wanted and did not have anything 

to do with his Moscow past. Stating that he is ‘a Briton’, he relates his expertise in performing and 

spotting social class in Britain: 

In England classes are much more pronounced than in other countries, where class 
lines are diffused. Someone who can demonstrate the attributes of belonging to other 
countries feels much easier here. He can choose a class to belong to. Someone born 
here will have a legacy. He will have attended a certain school and can’t break from 
this circle. But if you are from Hungary or Russia, you can be upper class, middle class, 
or even working class, whatever you like. You choose one class with one counterpart, 
and another with a different one. You can’t speak with a mechanic while behaving like 
an Austrian earl, he won’t feel comfortable. These things are felt through intonation, 
cultural reminiscences in speech. Kate Fox concentrates on accent, clothes, cars, 
gardens, houses, but there are things deeper than that. Allusions in speech make you 
understand whether someone is reading The Spectator, The Times, only the FT or 
nothing at all. It is felt in a flash of a second – I mean, after ten minutes of conversation. 
And you have to read these things yourself to understand that. You honestly have to 
read, not only in the field of your specialization, but more widely, otherwise you’ll have 
a blind spot – you won’t get the meanings of some allusions.  

 

 While previous informants positioned themselves as British only, Nikita V. conflated 

‘Britishness and ‘Europeanness’ in his interview, while he also expressed a sense of belonging to a 

particular nation and culture. He talked about the civilizing influence of Great Britain as a ‘true 

European’ country and compared it to the barbarous habits and behaviour of Russians, who are 

evidently not Europeans in his view, as they have an aggressive psyche and an attitude that is not 

easy to shed. Russians in Nikita’s view are similar to those ‘foreigners’ that Grigory Z. talked about 
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earlier, to be spotted in public due to their behaviour, wrong manners and upbringing, and general 

non-civilized world view. Interestingly enough, Nikita identified a ‘Soviet’ type of behaviour, 

characterized by closure to new things, conservatism, rudeness, aggressiveness, and he tried to 

place all ‘aliens’ from Russia under the umbrella term of such expected behaviour. ‘Soviet-

Russianness’ for Nikita was a stigma, a blemish he was trying to erase. In doing so, Nikita actually 

also defended himself from the newly arrived class differentiation in Russia, where uneducated but 

pro-active individuals could dominate over the former intelligentsia, and where his own academic 

achievements were not enough to maintain a high social status. He felt he had to find a more stable 

social platform from which his qualities – achievements in research, readiness for self-discipline, 

high-level scientific work – could be better appreciated socially than, he felt, they were in Russia. It 

was from this awareness of social injustice in Russia and the perceived welcome given to his own 

cultural and social capital as a person that Nikita’s self-representation of a ‘Briton’ and true 

‘European’ stemmed. Nikita has been successful in attaining his wished-for social status, now being 

an academic with British citizenship. Nikita related his long and painful process of assimilation into 

British cultural norms and social codes of behaviour, and congratulated himself on finding his place 

in this system of social stratification: 

The main problem was my Russian aggressiveness. I came in a hippy leather jacket and 
with a frown. I knew nothing. On my first visit to a food hall, I pointed with me fingers: 
‘I want this and that’. And a woman said: ‘Fresher? Foreigner? Say “please”’.  I had 
to learn this ‘please’, which was non-existent in Russian culture. Gradually I realized 
that the English are talkative during lunch and dinner. Russians have deep, 
philosophical table conversations, while Englishmen ask random questions while not 
being interested in the answers. I needed a few years to learn to chat. I had to make 
conscious efforts. As a Russian I was very irritated. (…) I was angry with the 
Englishmen, as culturally I didn’t know many things. I had no idea about English slang. 
When I was sitting with friends in a pub, British jokes and rapid speech were absolutely 
impenetrable to me. (…) I couldn’t joke, couldn’t chat, I hardly understood what they 
were saying. I couldn’t think in English. Only after several years did I transfer my 
knowledge into English. It was a hard process, as my education was in Russian. (…) I 
made efforts to adapt, and in my third year I could finally take an active part in High 
Table conversations. I began to understand their culture and the types of jokes they find 
funny. I learned to chat and to avoid serious matters. The culture of English 
conversation is to avoid talking about oneself and make other people talk. I learned to 
play this game. Russians speak in monologues which don’t presuppose answers. 
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Englishmen provoke monologues, which is a great art. (…) Now I am primarily 
European. I was born in Russia, which I consider an accident. I’ve needed 25 years to 
fix it and I’ve succeeded. I feel that my psychology and my culture are European.   

 

 These accounts show that the intensive acquisition of knowledge related to British cultural 

practices was sometimes, though not always, caused by a plan to assimilate into British society by 

adopting its social rules and codes of behaviour. It went along with migrants’ plans to stay in the 

country permanently (Anna N., Nikita V., Slava D now live in the UK). Although  ‘Britishness’ in 

these stories was perceived mainly as a social phenomenon, adopting it meant shedding their 

Russian identity to a certain degree. Whether this was genuine or a social performance, migrants in 

their public behaviour stated and acted out their Britishness. This type of identity negotiation was 

aimed at belonging to one particular culture and social system, and it adhered to the rules of 

Bourdieu’s notion of distinction, but here social class was not being reconstituted or maintained, but 

being performed and in many respects was successfully achieved. It is important to remark here that 

it is in the sphere of cultural consumption and production (language, literature, reading, talking, 

viewing, listening to opera) that Russian informants mainly succeeded, as in a way it was a 

repetition of cultural practices they had already mastered in post-Soviet Russia. However, it is 

interesting to note a paradox here. I have kept in touch with Anna and Nikita throughout all these 

years, and they actually came back to socializing with Russians in the UK (or beyond it). Their need 

for emotional proximity to Russians (analysed in later sections of this chapter) got the better of their 

decision to perform class in Britain. Anna in fact invited her Russians friends to share her 

distinctively upper-middle-class style of cultural consumption, while still not fitting into it by other 

parameters. Thus these informants actually had to compartmentalize their identities as a British 

person and a Russian one, switching between their professional and intimate circles.   
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6  Socialization in the international environment  

 A different type of self-identification and socialization strategy was used by those who were 

either in their first or second year in Britain or definitely had plans to leave after a fixed period of 

time. It was also used after settling in the UK when the value of active international 

communications was still appreciated, and a certain flexibility in juggling different social groups of 

various backgrounds (British, international and Russian) was mastered. In this case the migrants 

were open to forming friendships and networks with people belonging to various ethnic and cultural 

groups, giving a priority to international groups and channels of socialization. Here it is interesting 

to note the distinction between ‘British’ and ‘international’ people that was actively made by 

Russians in the UK, groups of locals and non-locals being very clearly differentiated, similar to 

what Moroşanu (2013a, 2013b) found with Romanians in London.  
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 Departments and colleges, places of work (offices, banks, laboratories) and houses and halls 

of accommodation served as places for meeting both British and international friends. In their new 

homes, migrants could participate in house-warming parties, evening games and exchanges of 

national cuisines, and quickly formed new circles of friends. In the universities migrants conversed 

regularly with colleagues doing the same course, did assignments together, and met professors, 

lecturers and guests of the department. International and British connections usually prevailed there. 

Inna D. remembered: 

In my second year I didn’t communicate with Russians a lot. I had many friends from 
the department; we had a close group of people who studied modernism. (…) We had a 
core group of five people from my Master’s, and people in my subject were my main 
social circle.   

 

 Prioritizing departments for finding friends happened due to the focus on the educational 

process, which limited the time available for other pastimes. Sometimes departments in British 

universities provided more opportunities for international socialization than contacts with British 

people. Nadya V. and Tanya S. had an international circle of students while studying at the Said 

Business School in Oxford, and Sveta Y. and Olga A. were the only Russians on their 

courses.Dmitry A. said: 

I didn’t socialize with the English much. My course was international, and [only] five 
percent were English. Postgraduate life is very international, so I socialized with 
Americans, Germans, and French, not with the English.  

 

 In colleges (where universities had collegial systems) social events included international 

parties for freshers, games, themed evenings, lunches and dinners. Colleges served as important 

spheres of migrants’ self-identification, as students remained loyal to them, and they were places to 

find new international friends. Natan R., Andrei I., Georgy D. and Dmitry A., all studying at St 

Antony’s College in Oxford, mentioned its international environment. Their conversations with 
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Americans and Europeans at lunches became a routine feature of their Oxford life. Boris P., 

however, studying at Claire’s College in Cambridge, viewed lunches as a chance to meet British 

people: 

In college there were possibilities to talk to the British. For those who lacked such 
opportunities, we organized a conversation evening. I was lucky in this respect, as I 
could frequently meet English people at lunches and talk to them. Here my college was 
of great help.   

 

 Parties and events in colleges served as effective ways of forming multiple acquaintances 

from which long-lasting friendships emerged. At first this variety of new acquaintances was 

perceived by many Russians very positively: almost every account of experiences of Oxford or 

Cambridge starts with descriptions of parties. Maxim F. remembers:  

As there are many strangers from different places, they make contact very easily. 
During one evening you manage to walk from one end of the crowd to another, talking 
with everyone and sharing your impressions. 

 

 However, for migrants without previous experience of international communication, this 

type of socialization posed a challenge, as new cultural skills had to be learned. Boris P. 

remembered feeling uncomfortable at the first party in his college in Cambridge:  

Many things happened in college. During the first week there was Freshers’ week. I 
tried to attend its events to discover something new. But I had ambivalent feelings about 
them… One had to start all over again, to prove something to all these new people…  I 
came to the first party – welcome drinks – there were a hundred people [and] I had to 
introduce myself to everybody – it was a bit too much (…). I am a sociable person, but I 
felt pressure to get established in a new group again, as they didn’t know me.  

 

 At work (laboratories, offices, banks, business firms) migrants were also surrounded mainly 

by British and international colleagues, even if their work was in a Russian-related sphere. Their 

socialization was defined professionally, not along cultural or ethnic lines, and they shared a 

relatively equal social status with these people, sharing professional interests in the same sphere. 



216 
 

Yulia O., working in a Russian news agency in London, remembers meeting British and 

international people every day, which was at first overwhelming for her. Evgeny L., a more 

experienced journalist, met and interviewed hundreds of people in London at various press events, 

parties, exhibitions, auctions, etc. Elena K., through her participation in different projects in a large 

consulting company in London, met and interviewed British and European specialists in various 

fields and met colleagues from other countries. Slava D., owning a consulting company, had a wide 

circle of British and international clients. Kseniya O., an independent researcher in UCL and 

Cambridge, visited events, conferences and lectures and thus enlarged her circle of international 

professional contacts in Britain. Those informants whose work environment was limited to research 

laboratories (Kirill D., Valery N., Sergey E.) formed close ties with their colleagues. Sergey E., a 

biochemist, noted: 

It happens at random. It’s a closed space. … You work with these people in one 
building, you go to the same canteen. You meet them in the same rooms, you use the 
same equipment. Sooner or later you start discussing things, and not only science and 
weather. It’s an international community.  

 

 Many clubs, communities, associations and informal groups also offered opportunities for 

international communication. Many of these activities (abundant in the universities, but less 

frequent in professional circles) were specifically aimed at creating an international environment to 

facilitate students’ learning about different cultures. Irina M. remembered: 

My days were very busy – I didn’t have weekends. I was the cultural secretary of the 
Hall of Residence Association [and] we were always having events and meetings. Then 
I was a member of the International Society – we had this project where we met and 
talked about our cultures… I taught Russian as a volunteer, and I learned two 
languages, German and French. I liked the fact that everyone in the university could 
join language courses.  

 

 There could be various reasons for choosing to form one’s circle of friends from an 

international, non-Russian environment. First, it could be because of the refusal to form friends 
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according to ethnic or cultural principles. Migrants who declared such neutrality in choosing their 

friendships usually had more international friends than Russian ones. Maxim F. formulated his 

principles of network formation as follows: 

I didn’t have a particular wish to meet Russians. I would say that I regarded 
communication with Russians in the same way I did [communication] with other people. 
I just judged if I liked a person or not. It would have been a wrong approach if 
nationality defined my priorities in choosing people to talk to. It would have been a 
prejudiced approach, even if it were a positive prejudice.  

 

 Secondly, opportunities to meet new international friends were important for many migrants 

who were conscious of the temporariness of their stay in Britain. As mentioned before, the strategy 

of socializing in international environments was characteristic of those who did not stay in the 

country more than one (usually) or two years. There was no need to find a firm place on the social 

hierarchy, as they still considered themselves outsiders to British society, but they were curious 

outsiders and tried to learn as much as they could. The need to acquire new experiences was 

continuously highlighted by those who had acquired many international contacts during their only 

year in Britain. The time spent with international friends was regarded by these migrants as a 

continuation of their self-educational projects, as it brought them new linguistic and cultural skills. 

Tanya S., who had a vast circle of friends from such countries as Nigeria, Kenya and Brazil, said: 

Oxford has a multinational environment. I can talk to Russians in Russia – I will come 
back in a year and talk to them every day. But here, as one is short of time, one should 
choose the right priorities. Here I like to talk to people from Iran and India, people 
from different cultures, with different perceptions. Where else could I talk to people 
from Mexico? This is a unique situation. In Russia it is impossible to start friendly 
relations with people from other cultures, as there are not many points of contact. (…) 
So if I have the choice of speaking to a foreigner, I understand that it is a unique 
situation which will never happen again.   

 

 It is interesting to note that many informants preferred international acquaintances to either 

British or Russian ones. As for the refusal to befriend British people, Russian migrants had a feeling 
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of psychological distance from them and of relative proximity to other international migrants. Here 

it seems that the actual choice of people with the same social status as oneself was made: the 

‘foreigners’, relative ‘outsiders’, ‘non-locals’. The efforts needed to get on an equal footing with the 

British, given the strong class divisions in British society, were deemed fruitless, and the strategy of 

socializing with people from other countries (sometimes not even European, but Asian and African) 

was chosen instead. These strategies of self-identification were very different from those described 

by Morgunova, and ‘British’ or ‘European’ did not automatically mean ‘our’ in this type of 

socialization. It is actually the vague memories of Soviet governmental friendships with the 

countries of the ‘third world’ (probably incorporated into their consciousness as a post-Soviet 

attitude, not as active knowledge) that were partially revived here by informants, as these countries 

were deemed friendlier than Western European ones. The perception of post-Soviet Russia as a 

country at a stage of development stage is added to these memories, and thus socio- economic 

considerations are used as actual substitutes for ethnic and national ones. Tanya S. said: 

I accept the British, they don’t irritate me, but we never get on friendly terms. (…) They 
are too neutral. If I had a problem, I would never approach them. I would rather ask a 
Russian or other international person, and I can tell you why. All of us are far away 
from home, we’re in another cultural milieu, and our readiness to provide mutual 
support and assistance is well developed. I will help you today, and tomorrow I will be 
faced with the same problem. The English have remained in the same cultural 
environment – they just left Birmingham to move south. It’s different for them. They 
might be thinking: ‘All these temporary workers coming over here!’ (…)Our languages 
are different – even that could be a source of inhibitions. You don’t understand half of 
the words. The culture is still different. It’s easier for a foreigner to understand another 
foreigner. I have noticed that my best friends are from Kenya, Nigeria, from so-called 
‘underdeveloped countries’ (laughs). In fact, Russia belongs to the same pool. We have 
informal, open conversations. I feel very comfortable with them. Yesterday a girl from 
Nigeria asked me in the library if I needed something for lunch – I don’t think the 
English would have done it.   

 

 There was also another reason for the refusal to befriend Russians, especially during the first 

years of being in the UK (later the emotional need to communicate with one’s compatriots took 

over). Some informants associated certain negative traits of behaviour with post-Soviet mentality 



219 
 

and tried to avoid Russians and people from the CIS, as they assumed they all possessed it. Similar 

to what Byford (2014b) notes, such feared Soviet features were envy, non-support of other post-

Soviets and petty competitiveness. Thus, Liza L. described the changes in her patterns of making 

friends, with her sympathy gradually moving from post-Soviet to international people. She 

expressed a conscious wish to build up her social status and distinctiveness, quite apart from her 

post-Soviet identity, as she felt such people were all alike, so that she would never be able to be 

special in the UK if she remained within their circle. So, quite paradoxically, she acknowledged and 

cited vividly the common post-Soviet identity (used here similarly to Lerner’s (2001) ‘Soviet-

Russian’ identity as a civilization rather than nationality or ethnicity) of those who have come to the 

UK with her, and wants to avoid these people because she feels her social ambitions are threatened 

by them exactly because of this sameness: 

The student atmosphere is very international, so at first you start to communicate with 
people who speak the same language.A year ago my social circle comprised mainly 
post-Soviet people. We are united by the feeling that we have nobody to rely on. And we 
understand that, the more of us get here, the greater is competition. All of us, people 
from Belorussia, Kyrgyzstan, Russia, Ukraine, are bearers of common legacy, which is 
very similar, almost identical. And we understand that this legacy is represented by 
other post-Soviet people, so that we lose our individual value in the eyes of locals. 
Everything I am and have could be in another person. That’s why we lack a sense of 
community: we don’t support each other. We have to succeed in a certain field [and] 
there are a lot of us. This competition spoils relationships – friendships don’t develop. 
We people from the post-Soviet space are like distant kin. We meet, we get to know each 
other as kin, but later unknown persons become nearer to us than our kin. People from 
other countries become nearer to you than people from the post-Soviet space. (…) At 
the next stages of communication native language is less important, but closeness of 
character and spiritual tuning matter. I am a Russian from Asia, so it’s easy for me to 
understand people with both European and Asian backgrounds. I had people from 
China, Pakistan, India, Japan on my course. And when having a common language 
ceased to matter and individual compatibility gained in importance, it was more 
interesting and comfortable for me to talk to Asian people. There were a lot of new 
things to learn, and my best friends who supported me were from Pakistan and Japan.  

 

 So, as these cases clearly show, and as in the previous subchapter, seemingly ethno-cultural 

choices are in fact motivated by considerations of personal status and ambitions to be socially 

mobile. Informants who needed to enhance their social capital in their brief period in the UK 
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avoided Russians and immersed themselves in international circles. Those who still felt unable to 

compete and find their place in the British system of social stratification bonded with other 

‘foreigners’ (sometimes from very exotic countries), while others who harboured ambitions for 

social mobility in the UK refused to socialize with post-Soviet people in order to exaggerate their 

uniqueness and possibly hide their unwished-for belonging to the ‘post-Soviet-space’ generation.  

 

 

 

 

7  Negotiating one’s way through communities and groups of 

Russian speakers  

 Apart from discovering British culture and acquiring new international contacts, many 

Russians in Britain participated in the societies, groups, communities and informal networks that 

united Russian-speakers in the UK. These groups and societies varied by the degree of their 

inclusivity, and my informants’ interest also varied, usually increasing with the years they passed in 

the UK. These societies and groups provided access to various Russian-related events and allowed 

informants’ to become members of many informal Russian groups whose principles of existence 

will be also described here. Generally, it seems that emotional and cultural factors were the primary 

reasons for my informants choosing these groups, while they could also serve to provide 

networking and professional connections. This section does not aim to present the whole picture of 

cultural diasporic institutions and communities in the UK, but rather to analyse the reasons for 

choosing them and the nuanced differentiations used when choosing a particular group of Russian-

speakers. I would argue that even when a broader choice to socialize with Russian-speakers is 

made, it is groups and people belonging to similar social groups and having the same social and 
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educational characteristics that are chosen. Here informants expressed strong self-identification 

with their post-Soviet generation, people who found themselves abroad but still felt culturally and 

socially formed by their common Soviet past. 

 The reasons for seeking out Russian contacts and friendships were rarely related to 

professional or educational reasons, but were more often caused by feelings of emotional proximity 

and common cultural background, which led to an easier shared understanding. Sometimes a habit 

of socializing with Russians was formed while living abroad before the British period. For others, 

the need to communicate with Russians was taken for granted as a normal routine abroad. There 

were also cases when socialization with Russians was sought because it was perceived as an 

opportunity to limit intellectual, conscious attempts to understand people and make emotional 

connections instinctively and without special effort: 

There is something special in talking to Russian people. It is the situation of complete 
understanding, of a shared cultural context, where you don’t need to say anything 
special, where you know that you are being understood. There is something like that – 
it’s hard to say, but it’s easier with Russians. (Maxim F.) 

  It is important to remark that even informants who actively used the first two strategies of 

socialization either attended some Russian parties or had some Russian friends. But it was those 

who actively sought out Russian contacts on their arrival in the UK who either became the 

organizers of Russian events and Russian parties or very frequently attended them, forming a wide 

circle of Russian friends, and thus choosing the third strategy of identity negotiation.  

 The largest societies mentioned by informants were Russian societies in universities (LSE, 

Oxford, Cambridge), and Russian communities and forums in London (‘Russians in the UK’, 

‘Russians in the City, ‘Russian London’, ‘Ru.point’, ‘bratok.co.uk’, ‘dosca.ru’). Russian student 

societies had different activities and events, including vodka parties, film nights, intellectual games 

like ‘What? Where? When?’ (a specific game broadcast on Soviet TV in the mid-1970s and taken 

up in modern Russia), conversational evenings, and discos. Various Russian celebrities who visited 
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Britain were also invited. Six informants (Kostya T., Vitaly Z., Valya R., Rustam Sh., Boris P., 

Nikolay T.) had been presidents of the Oxford and Cambridge Russian societies. These societies 

included various groups of people: Russian-speaking undergraduates and graduates, Russian-

speaking students from other universities, Russians with other migration histories (Russian wives, 

emigrants of previous waves), interested non-Russians.  

 London communities consisted of an even wider range of people: Russian-speakers from the 

EU (mainly the Baltic States) and non EU-countries (Ukraine, Belarus, Russia) working in London 

on low-paid jobs, ‘Russian wives’ (women who married British men or other Europeans), Russian 

professionals (in academic and non-academic jobs) working in London, Russian students of various 

universities. There were also various cultural organizations (like Pushkin House), with lectures, 

seminars and concerts related to Russia and multiple academic centres related to Russian studies in 

British universities. A quite interesting community was the London club of the ‘What? Where? 

When?’ game, who met regularly at various locations. In recent years the Russian cultural scene in 

London has widened dramatically due to the increasing commercial demand for Russian culture 

from the London diaspora. Many Russian rock and pop stars (Zemphira, ‘Lyube’, Valeria, ‘DDT’, 

Boris Grebenshikov) regularly perform in London, and some theatre shows from Moscow are 

brought here. Russian writers visit the London Book Fair and come to give series of seminars (i.e. 

Dmitry Bykov’s educational lectures), while Russian film directors attend the annual Festival of 

Russian Cinema. There are also Russian balls in London where one can meet the descendants of 

Russian nobility, as well as London-based businessmen and entrepreneurs.  

 My informants joined these societies and organizations mainly on a pick-and-choose basis. 

Those studying in universities had the options to go to Russian societies’ events, to attend seminars 

or lectures related to Russia, and occasionally to take part in the events and meetings of Russian 

communities in London. Those living in London had a variety of activities to choose from: lectures 

in Pushkin House, meetings of Russian communities in London pubs (each community had its own 
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‘weekday’), games or concerts of Russian celebrities. Occasionally they would go to events in 

Oxford and Cambridge, being members of one or several Russian student societies). Migrants who 

lived in other British cities had less choice of Russian-related groups, but occasionally commuted to 

events and parties in London. Some informants subscribed to many such groups and communities, 

picking and choosing those he or she liked and forwarding information to their friends, while also 

attending meetings of the multiple informal Russian networks they belonged to.  

 My informants usually attended events at these organizations, but had only a loose sense of 

belonging to them, as they welcomed Russians and non-Russians from various backgrounds and 

ways of life. This meant that attending these events was usually a good way of learning about other 

Russian migrants’ groups in the UK. My informants usually distanced themselves from many of 

them, but still knew of their existence and occasionally befriended people from them. It is important 

to note here that speaking the same language or coming from the Soviet Union or Russia was not 

enough for self-identification with members of these groups. As Pechurina (2017) rightfully 

remarks, the Russian diaspora in the UK had become too heterogeneous by the 2010s to be able to 

expect a Russian not to make distinctions according to social standing, age, gender, migration 

history, etc. Usually Russian-speaking people either of lower social standing or of earlier waves of 

migration (also identified as having a different social status) were considered to be ‘Others’ by my 

informants. Kseniya O. related her experiences of attending several events where she could observe 

other groups of Russian-speakers in Britain: 

The ‘Mumiy Troll’ band was playing in London. I never listen to it, but someone invited 
me, and there was an anthropological interest of ‘why not?’ And so you find yourself in 
a Russian-speaking queue, a very mixed crowd from different countries, and the 
Russian language is the only thing they have in common. It was not my social stratum – 
people and their conversations were very unfamiliar. They were mainly people who had 
come to England to work, and by hook or by crook they managed to stay. Remaining in 
Britain was their main goal, and they were discussing it. It was another Russian-
speaking life – I didn’t know it well … And also sometimes I saw other gatherings…. 
also not my kind… one could call them Orthodox societies, groups meeting for religious 
purposes, like parishes, actually. I perceive these things from a cultural, not a religious, 
point of view, but some of our Russian students went to this Orthodox Church at 
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Christmas and came back with very strong impressions. They saw a social phenomenon 
which is considered extinct in Russia. There came people in crimson jackets, people 
belonging to the 90s who have become obsolete. They have emigrated and have 
retained a pattern of life from the past. These people belonged to the wave of 
emigration, rather than migration, and had Mercedes 600 cars and bowed deeply in the 
Russian fashion in church. Our students were very impressed… So, unless you go there, 
you would never know that such people existed, right?  

 

 These experiences helped my informants become more conscious of the specifics of their 

history of arrival in the UK and enhanced their self-identifications according to particular social and 

educational criteria they possessed, as common general ‘Russianness’ evidently was not enough in a 

situation with a large number of the Russian-speaking diaspora in the country. Also, it is important 

to note that, as many informants did not plan to stay long, they could choose to remain the observers 

of, rather than participants in, different events and groups organized by the diaspora, waiting for 

their return to ‘the real Russia’. Thus, the degrees of distance and proximity to various groups of 

Russian speakers in the UK differed depending not only on their perceived social status and 

education, but also on their plans to stay in the country.  

 Events and meetings of wider Russian communities and cultural organizations served as 

occasions to become members of informal Russian groups. The strong presence of informal Russian 

networks is one of the most interesting features of Russian migrants’ experience in the UK. 

Kopnina (2005) has already attempted to analyse their functioning in the UK, asserting that it is 

only through small and closed groups that Russians in the UK socialized effectively. While Byford 

(2014a) argues that the existence and self-organization of the Russian diaspora as a whole has been 

also evident through special acts of ‘performing community’ in London, the effectiveness of 

informal groups offering more nuanced and specific opportunities of belonging was still visible in 

my informants’ interviews. The informal events my informants mentioned were walking groups, 

parties of Oxford graduates and alumni, meetings of scholarships’ recipients, ‘What? Where? 

When?’ and ‘Mafia’ games, New Year parties, visits to concerts, meetings in pubs, birthday 
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celebrations, and home parties. Access to these Russian events was limited to those who belonged 

to specific informal Russian networks. Rules of membership in them were rather fluid, as the fact of 

belonging to ‘our’ and ‘not our’ type of Russian was defined according to subjective factors.  

 Involvement in an informal circle revealed itself through the frequency of going out with 

certain people, invitations by members of certain networks to birthdays or home parties, everyday 

calls and correspondence. The internal unifying principles of such networks were fuzzy. The 

differentiation was based on various factors: personal relationships, living in one city, similarities of 

backgrounds and social statuses. Interestingly enough, those who only latently belonged to informal 

groups did not have to be present at their events, but could still be considered part of a network and 

were eligible to join in future events. Even those Russians who passed their time with international 

people in their work or academic environment, did not actively seek out Russian contacts and rarely 

visited events organized by Russian societies and communities were invited to informal Russian 

parties and gatherings by more active members of these networks. Such Russians could join 

because they were considered ‘the right type’. They are at ease in communicating exactly the right 

set of messages and attitudes expected from a Russian, and they become involved in discussions 

assuming a knowledge of certain post-Soviet and Russian cultural contexts that were shared by the 

members of these networks.  

 Generally, as long as one possessed an acceptable level of communicability and one’s 

attitudes, dispositions and practices corresponded to vague standards of ‘our kind of Russian’ 

(defined separately for each informal group), this automatically made one part of networks that 

functioned through the loose principles of latent eligibility described earlier. A long absence does 

not exclude a person from an informal network. This principle applies to Oxford alumni living in 

the UK or Russia and to ex-scholars of a scholarship (Chevening, Hill) living in different countries. 

They may never be available to come, as they live in another city or country and have already 

developed a different set of networks there, but they are still considered members of their informal 
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networks. Their belonging is actualized by frequently mentioning these people in jokes and 

recollections of previous events where they were present. The principle of the general eligibility of 

‘our kind of Russians’ also applies to the inclusion of Russian people from other informal Russian 

networks or those who have not yet been invited to any informal network. Someone always knows 

someone else, and informal Russian parties and evenings are occasionally joined by guests from 

Russia, Russians from other cities, friends of friends, etc. If a member of an informal network 

knows them and considers them fitting the group, joining in would not be a problem. But, however 

close and available a Russian person not matching the criteria of ‘our kind of Russian’ could be, 

he/she would never be invited to the informal parties. The ‘our kind of Russian’ usually included 

growing up in the same social milieu as my informants did, coming to Britain to work or study in 

the 2000s or the late 1990s, and sharie ng a cultural context that was likely to be discussed and 

shared at these parties, and it included Soviet-Russian education, a knowledge of contemporary 

Russia and an ability to interpret the realities of living in the UK. 

 While Russian communities, societies and cultural organizations were open to non-Russians 

interested in the country’s culture, informal Russian circles were organized as ‘closed’ groups 

(Kopnina 2005) to which international and British students were not invited. The informants 

mentioned that their experience showed than such mixing spoiled the party and ruined its 

atmosphere. Evgeny L. organized his country walks with Russians only in order to be able to joke 

and chat informally during the trip. Not understanding Russian culture and Russian jokes was given 

as a reason for not inviting international students to informal parties. Informants mentioned their 

difficulties in transgressing nuanced cultural differences, even if these foreigners are also their 

friends. Valya R. said: 

I am tired of talking English, as interests and jokes are different. When I invite people, 
they are friends who know each other well and communicate freely – there are internal 
jokes known by everyone that have to be explained to an English person. The sense of 
humour and atmosphere created at Russian parties is hard to maintain in mixed 
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company. So I prefer either to invite only Russians or to have a mixed party, making 
two different events. 

 

 The format of the parties that were open to non-Russians and only welcomed Russians 

differed. For instance, parties at the Cambridge Russian society, as Boris P. described them, were 

organized with the deliberate goal of making non-Russians understand Russian culture better. At 

such parties Russians were mediators of their own culture. Special music and food was chosen in 

order to create a good image of Russian culture, feeding on people’s expectations (vodka is served, 

as this drink is associated with Russia). Sometimes new Russian people might not know each other. 

In this case the parties are organized in a ‘hybrid’ format, where some attributes of British parties 

(cocktails, snacks, people standing in a big room, chatting intermittently with different groups) are 

used. But if the party is intended for a closed circle of Russians, the format of a ‘real’ Russian party 

will be used: people will sit in a circle, chat together in a big round, sing rock songs to guitar 

accompaniment (someone will always bring the guitar), make jokes that can be shared by others, 

discuss literature or politics, play ‘Mafia’. The principles of the exclusion of non-Russian people 

and Russian people not belonging to ‘our kind of Russians’, characteristic of the formation of 

informal groups of Russians in the UK, were based on stark differentiations between ‘them’ and 

‘us’ which were actively used by all informants, even if they had spent less than a year in the UK.  
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8  Discourses of othering: how ‘they’ differ from ‘us’?  

 Cultural categorizations and value judgements, including such othering terms as ‘them’ and 

‘us’, were used to differentiate between one’s multiple networks in the UK. Informants referred to 

several ‘reference groups’ that were important for their self-identification. For the first type of 

differentiation informants were not specific in distinguishing nations or ethnic groups, but used the 

categories ‘Russian’, ‘Russian-speaking’, ‘post-Soviets’, and ‘compatriots’ for ‘us’ and ‘English’,  

‘British’, ‘English-speaking’, ‘international’, ‘Western’, ‘European’, and ‘foreign’ for ‘them’. The 

second type of differentiation included categories of social status and social background, ‘us’ being 

used for post-Soviet Russians born in the mid-1970s, 1980s or early 1990s in the USSR in educated 

Soviet families with moderate income and who migrated to Britain through their own efforts and 

achievements (obviously, a group to which all my informants belonged), ‘them’ standing for 

Russians who migrated earlier and had become assimilated into British society, as well as Russians 

with other social backgrounds and migration paths. Thus, ‘Russianness’, as stated before, was not 

enough: more specific self-identification was needed and was actively used in their discourses and 

subsequent socialization in the UK. 

 In the case of the first type of differentiation (between ‘us’ Russians and ‘them’ non-

Russians), the discourses of othering were used by those who actively socialized with Russians in 
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the UK and judged this type of social behaviour to be most appropriate for Russians abroad. One 

group of such migrants spent only a short period of time (up to a year) in Britain. Contrary to other 

short-term stayers who used this time to socialize intensively in the international environment, they 

maintained a firm psychological closure from ‘them’, thinking in terms of the impossibility of 

effective socialization and good friendships with ‘foreigners’. The boundaries between ‘us’ and 

‘them’ in their eyes were almost uncrossable, and their divisions reflected their desire to stick to 

‘known things’, cultural conservatism and a lack of openness to new experiences.  

 Another group of Russian migrants with strong views on the existing divide between ‘us’ 

(Russians) and ‘them’ (non-Russians) were those who, after living for a relatively long time in the 

UK and also acquiring some networks amongst the ‘non-Russians’, had finally made their own 

socialization rules in this country. According to them, friendly relationships with British or other 

foreign people were deemed unstable, while Russians were considered the best possible choice for 

intimate friendships. In this case the divide was subtler, more nuanced, but differences between ‘us’ 

and ‘them’ were still considered uncrossable. The third group of Russian migrants made friendships 

inside groups that could be classified (as seen through migrants’ eyes) both as ‘us’ and ‘them’ 

without forming a rigid socialization pattern. In this case they compared their experiences and felt 

that it was easier and more comfortable to socialize with Russians. Their differentiations between 

‘us’ and ‘them’ served as a way of rationalizing their new choices of friends among many available 

groups.  

 These differentiations drew upon the personal and social characteristics of non-Russians as 

perceived by Russians in their everyday encounters. Personal experience usually justified migrants’ 

value judgements about Western and Russian mentality in general, and here one entered into the 

field of generalizations and categorizations of ‘us’ and ‘them’ on a broader scale. Oleg H., who 

spent a year in Bristol, confessed that he left Britain with a negative view of ‘Western mentality’. 
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His judgements about ‘them’ comprised many negative characteristics, including insincerity, 

individualism, dependence on money and being untrustworthy: 

I have noticed that people from the West, although different in temperament or personal 
traits, still have a common Western mentality. There are some key characteristics which 
I have noticed. First, there is a person called ‘ME’ in the center of their lives. This is 
the main person in their world, the focal point of all their concerns. Friendship is a very 
peculiar notion there. I have observed, I have lived there, and I haven’t noticed 
friendships of the Russian kind. Maybe people knew that their stay was temporary. They 
come and go, and become friends only up to a point. But I also saw no friendships 
among people who were living there permanently. (…) Talking about your problems is 
like spitting in a teapot. They have their own problems, they don’t need yours. It seems 
to me this is a key thing there. Secondly, everyone cares about his wallet too much. 
Well, we also have similar situations, but our people are simpler in this respect, –
sometimes they could use their last money to buy some junk just because they had this 
fantasy. Nothing like this happens here – they have a meticulous approach to 
everything. When I went to the supermarket – Tesco’s or Sainsbury’s – I just quickly 
bought what I saw… Here people can spend hours walking with huge trolleys and 
carefully choosing products, examining their prices, scrutinizing their expiry dates. I 
like to observe things and I saw it…. Thirdly, people are very cautious, they are afraid 
of everything…  This is a free country and everything seems to be safe, but people are… 
(…) … And then, fourthly, I observed that there was no sympathy in them. Everything 
was formal and dry. There was a lot of insincerity. It is nice when people are smiling, 
willing to help you and give you some advice, are always glad to see you, but it’s very 
unnatural. It comes with education, with inbred amicability, but no one is sincerely 
friendly to you.  

 

 Obviously, in Oleg’s view, negative characteristics ascribed to ‘them’ (Western people) 

presupposed the existence of the opposite characteristics in Russians – sincerity, an ability to form 

real friendships, a carelessness about money, concern for other people’s interests, collectivism. 

Many of Oleg’s distinctions were influenced by a Soviet value system formed during the Cold War 

when American individualism and dependence on money was the epitome of a negative vision of 

the West (cf. Tolz 2001: 111-118). It also had its roots in even earlier visions of the collectivist 

‘Slavic’ soul expressed by Slavophiles, as described in Tolz (2001: 81-85), where individualism and 

an interest in money were criticized, and idealism and collectivism were perceived as the highest 

values. Oleg had spent only a year working in the UK and belonged to the first group described 

earlier. 
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 Fr Yulia O., who had spent only four months in the UK when we met for an interview, 

‘they’ (foreigners) possessed such qualities as a propensity to run in packs, an inability to form their 

own opinions, conservatism, intolerance of different views, a general lack of culture and education, 

and superficiality. Russians, in her view, possessed the opposites of these qualities: being able to 

make individual decisions and stand out from the crowd, having good education and general 

culture. Yulia O. blamed her problems of socialization in the UK on her having a ‘very Russian 

mentality’ and personal characteristics incompatible with those common to ‘Westerners’: 

It will disillusion you if you look for people who have assimilated into the host country’s 
environment. I have to confess that I don’t assimilate into any foreign environment. I 
have a very Russian mentality. I have difficulties getting on with foreigners. You want to 
discuss Russia or an interesting book, while they want to go to a disco. (…) We went to 
local student parties, and all the other Europeans chatted freely with each other, they 
had this common Western mentality, while we, the Russians, always stood apart. I 
always felt that Russia is something strange for them… they don’t understand it, they 
still think about infamous bears, and I didn’t want to argue about it. We were always 
perceived as different. If we tried to approach people, get to know them, they returned 
to their own crowd after a superficial chat.  (…) But there were some other Russian 
girls who were very pro-Western, easily assimilated into the Western environment when 
they went abroad. I have friends who can socialize with foreigners in a similar Western 
perfunctory style. But I always wanted to dig deeper. I always wanted to have heartfelt 
discussions about something, while they could only do so in clichés. 

 

 Yulia O. has lived in the UK for seven years now, and it seems that her initial closure 

against forming friendships with ‘foreign people’ has now given way to more cosmopolitan 

networking among Russian and non-Russian friends. However, both her professional and personal 

life still goes on among Russians in London. 

 Vitaly had spent five years in the UK when we had an interview. Still he had made his 

choice to socialize mainly with Russians early on, and became an active member and a leader of 

Russian student groups in the country. In Vitaly Z. view, the British (‘they’) are not capable of true 

friendships. True friendship, in Vitaly’s view, requires the ability to share everything, a readiness to 

help and give support in difficult situations, and it is possible to have all these things with Russians: 
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The concept of ‘friends’ in Britain is different from ours. Our friend is someone who 
will help if you have real problems, if you are unwell. (…) You have shared interests in 
things with him. This is a person who really means something to you – he is not only for 
drinking beer or having a chat. It is different with Britons. Finding a true friend with 
whom you can talk heart-to-heart and who will care for you is very difficult and rare 
here. I had some British mates, but I am not sure if they were friends, and I am not sure 
if I acted as their friend. I am not sure they would have needed such friendship.  

 

 The style of conversation was also very important in ‘us’/‘them’ discourses. The process of 

acquiring conversational skills was mentioned by migrants who described their attempts to 

assimilate into British society, the British conversation style being an ideal they aspired to attain. 

But for those Russian migrants who did not feel such a need to perform Britishness, differentiations 

between ‘us’ and ‘them’ included the quality of conversations where it is Russian style that was 

better, deeper and more meaningful. The skill of having a light conversation, considered ‘European’ 

or ‘British’ (two terms conflated to mean ‘Western’), while Russianness was associated with an 

ability to engage in long and serious discussions. Nikolay T. remarked: 

I would prefer to show myself in a sophisticated discussion, where one can take time to 
say things… I think that the English have this specific manner of conversation. All non-
English people say more complex things which induce reflection and dialogue. There is 
a real transaction, a statement requiring an answer. The English do it as if they were 
kicking a light ball. They always say things in a smart way, with humour and in high 
conversational standard. You can’t join in, because you have to understand the 
nuances, master these subtleties really well. (…) They won’t continue a conversation 
with you unless you have mastered this humour and fineness. It is not the meaning of 
things which is important, but certain ritual functions and forms. And this was a 
difficult moment for me – I didn’t find an opportunity to master these things. I could 
really change and represent myself differently if I could have talked in my own 
language.  

 

 A line between Western mentality and Russianness was deemed uncrossable by some 

migrants who had lived in the UK for a substantial period, while in fact they were talking about 

people of similar social status and education that migrants themselves had – their colleagues and 

peers. Here the differentiations were often made between feeling something dushoi (‘with one’s 

heart’) and understanding things razumom, umom (‘by using intellect’). Kirill D., who has lived in 
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Britain for ten years, spoke about these differences from his distanced position as an observer of 

British life, not a participant in it:  

I will put it this way: I understand them purely intellectually, empirically. I can’t do it 
automatically or subconsciously. But I can predict things. From the very start I have 
told myself to keep a nescient position. I know that I will never understand these things 
on a deep, active level. It will always be a shock or wonder to me. So my approach is 
‘never to be surprised’. I limit my emotions – that really helps. (…) But Englishmen are 
still a mystery to me… I understand Russians with my heart, I often know what people 
might think, which associations they can form.  It is on the level of reflexes. With the 
English I get on through the empirical level. I understand what an Englishwoman thinks 
not because I understand the English, but because my experience can help me predict 
approximately the way her thoughts will go, and I can make a supposition about what 
she will say. I know some British idioms – by the way, that really helps. I have cognized 
such empirical moments, I’ve been drawn in. (…) Even if I was a participant in events, I 
always observed from a distance, trying to understand…  

 

 Russianness defined through above oppositions was not presumed to be an inherent feature 

of every Russian-speaking person my informants met in the UK. The process of acquiring patterns 

of social behaviour typical of ‘them’, in my interviewees’ view, usually meant losing (at least 

partially) one’s Russianness and becoming more British or European (generally ‘Western’). 

Another type of differentiation between ‘us’ and ‘them’ was used here: ‘us’ stood for ‘true 

Russians’, while ‘them’ was used for other Russians who had diluted their Russianness through 

being in the UK too long. This meant having a mixture of Russian and European qualities in social 

behaviour or displaying signs of regression into a Soviet past by having outdated world views and 

disused patterns of behaviour. These choices of negative attributions of ‘Soviet’ features to others, 

while other positive ‘post-Soviet’ or ‘Soviet’ characteristics are attributed to one’s own group, were 

also observed by Byford in his research on the last Soviet generation in the UK (Byford 2009a, 

2009b). The examples of the first type of othering can be seen in Alexander Ch.’s words when he 

described the characteristics of other Russians that look ‘European’ (which has a negative 

connotation) to him:  
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The majority of Russian people here are not exactly Russian. They know the language, 
but their culture, views, manners and conduct are different…I think that if you live here 
for more than six or seven years, something changes, and you no longer behave as a 
Russian. In my view, this means that you lose Russian identity. I can’t judge whether 
this is a negative or positive tendency. These people behave as Europeans. There is no 
directness in their speech. There is no apparent frankness;  they try to respect you, not 
to hurt you or say anything wrong. There are no such things in Russia – people are 
straightforward, sometimes rude but sincere. This quality disappears – there is a mask 
of friendliness and politeness which is very non-Russian. (…)  I started to meet such 
people, and they are very outstanding, they can achieve things. But I feel there is no 
sincerity in communications between these people. It looks like a smart society: people 
meet, discuss things, but there is no warmth there.  

 

 Many of my informants who had lived in the UK for more than five years could potentially 

be described as ‘not exactly’ Russians by their contemporaries in Russia, but they certainly would 

not have liked it if they were ascribed these attributes. Everybody who spoke about Russianness 

assumed that he or she was naturally having ‘the right’ kind of Russianness, while ‘they’ (other 

groups of Russians) were lacking or gradually losing it. These other groups were Russians who had 

arrived in the UK earlier through other migration pathways. In my informants’ view, they were 

either losing their Russianness by acquiring European (Western) habits of behaviour or regressing 

into Soviet, conservative characteristics. Sometimes these Russians, as Oleg H. described them, 

could ‘take the worst from both worlds’, while also possessing some detectable positive 

Russianness: 

They have a small Russian community here gathering at the Orthodox Church, mainly 
consisting of Russian women who have married Englishmen. And I immediately knew I 
was looking into Russian faces – you can unmistakably say that this person is Russian, 
not a foreigner. There is something in the way they look – there is more warmness, 
sympathy and concern. They don’t know that I’m Russian, but their looks are different 
(…) But I understood that they had already absorbed bits of English culture and 
Western mentality, and I can’t say that those bits were the best. And they also had 
something typically Soviet, and not the best part. It was some sort of pettiness in a 
recycled post-Soviet version, a disposition to rowing and angry chatting. There was 
also gossiping, which is more common for Russian people than Westerners who never 
discuss others and talk only about themselves.  

 



235 
 

 Kseniya O., Kirill D. and Tanya S., in their observations of other groups of Russian 

migrants, remarked further on the second type of behaviour (‘Soviet’ with a negative connotation), 

expressing themselves through views and behaviour rooted in some outdated past which no longer 

exists. Tanya S. described this strange type of Russianness, which looks like a preserved 

Sovietness: 

They left a long time ago, and now they ask us when we have left the Soviet Union. I 
reply that I was born in the USSR, but then it broke up so there was no such country to 
leave. These people have remained in a sealed world, they have not adapted to new life. 
They didn’t know the language and didn’t want to learn it – even if they were engineers 
there, they found only low-paid jobs here, where a lifestyle is work, food and TV. These 
people have remained Russians in a preserved state, they are easy to spot. Conversation 
with them is unstimulating, as they don’t have any new information.  

 

 This ‘other’ Russian diaspora, in my informants’ view, has clear signs of being stuck in the 

past, as though they have come to Britain in a time machine. Kirill D. described his observations in 

‘Russian cafes’ in London, which have people that look like Russians from the 1990s:  

There is a slightly unsavory aspect of life in the Russian diaspora. There are things 
associated with regression - vodka, obscurantism – to which this diaspora is prone. 
When it starts to unite people around this wretched church, it really worries me. People 
have to find other common cultural backgrounds, apart from this opium for the masses. 
It breeds obscurantism: they go to the Orthodox Church, pray to their gods, listen to 
Russian pop music, drink vodka. There is a Russian restaurant here in London – a 
dismal place with an appalling atmosphere. There is a smoky Soviet flag, [and] awful 
pop music is played. It’s a disgrace… Obscurantism was in every milligram of its food. 
There was a rough smoking dude with a dog. Such things negate all Soviet development. 
You know, we have these cafes still existing from the 1990s, and these Russian cafes in 
London are their twins. The same music is played, the same wretches in awful hats sit 
inside, and I have no idea how they got there. They seem to have gotten boozed up and 
taken a wrong plane. These cafes have no Russian style, it is just the style of the 1990s: 
ashtrays, cigarette stubs, plastic chairs, with real gangs from the 1990s coming there. 

 

 Tanya S. pointed to another category people who are ‘not exactly Russians’. These are 

Russians who have either grown up in Britain in the last two decades or who emigrated at the age of 

ten to thirteen. Many Russian undergraduates in the universities belonged to this group, while 
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virtually all of my informants, with two exceptions, came to Britain to do graduate courses. She 

continued: 

There is also a category of people who had been living in other countries and now have 
come to England. (…) These are different people, not Russians. They left ten years ago, 
and they have not witnessed all the changes which were influential for us. They are very 
cosmopolitan, not Russians in a classic sense. They are also interesting, but we have 
fewer points of contact. They belong to a transborder category of people, still a bit 
Russian, while not fully English.  

 

 In addition to different migration histories, there could also be differences in education, 

background and financial situation back in Russia which could also become reasons for 

differentiations between ‘normal’, ‘our’ Russians and other Russians in Britain. For instance, the 

children of rich parents who had their education paid for them, or those who were not educated 

enough to be able to share literary and cultural allusions, belonged to ‘them’ in my informants’ 

opinions. In comparing the Russian recipients of her scholarship with other Russians in Oxford, 

Lyudmila K. says: 

I am closer to the recipients of my scholarship, because these people applied to get to 
Oxford on meritocratic grounds. Among undergraduates in the Russian Society there 
are many people who are very different. They are either too young, or too well-off, and I 
limit my relationships with them. I am more intellectually interested in talking to people 
who got here through their own efforts.  

 Tanya S. mentioned having similar biographical backgrounds in post-Soviet Russia as the 

reason for ‘our’ Russians in Britain socializing together: 

People of my circle are around my age now – they have similar backgrounds in Russia, 
they were not sent to London by their parents to study at boarding school when they 
were ten years old. They are normal Soviet kids – they spent summers in pioneer camps, 
managed to get state-funded places at universities, [and] applied for scholarships. They 
have a particular social status. And this influences our communication, we can easily 
find common language. (…) We have similar problems, the same perception of things, 
because we grew up eating the same condensed milk and tinned meat and saw the same 
movies.  
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 These differentiations confirm that, during their presence in the UK, my informants’ sense 

of belonging to a specific cohort of the post-Soviet generation was intensified through their 

socialization with other groups and their growing awareness of other possible ways of life, social 

statuses, class positions and cultural backgrounds. Their perception of their difference was 

expressed not only by othering non-Russians (British and international) because of differences in 

their mentality and in the possibility of friendships with them, but also by finding a special position 

for themselves among other Russian speakers in the UK. Here again a whole set of characteristics 

was important for self-identification in relation to other groups, where social and cultural 

distinctions were tightly intertwined. In the discourses of othering used by Russians in the UK there 

was a positive prioritization of such characteristics as education, a lack of prior wealth, personal 

achievements, connection with high Soviet and Russian culture, collectivism and idealism, while 

other characteristics (individualism, expertise in money, a superficial education, wealth coming 

from parents, regression into a non-existent Soviet past and a disconnection from contemporary 

Russian culture) were criticized in various situations in relation to various groups that were 

‘othered’.  
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9  Conclusion 

 The othering discourses analysed in this chapter show that socialization in an international 

environment crystallized migrants’ self-identifications and forced them actively to use various 

categorizations to characterize the various social groups they observed and met. They were prepared 

to do this, as their first experiences of international socialization were acquired during their 

schooling and higher education in Russia, and they were the first post-Soviet generation to be 

exposed to so many options of contact with the West. Their contemporaries in Russia, while 

probably also benefiting from new international contacts, did not need to express their sense of 

belonging so strongly, as they were not surrounded by so many different groups and did not need to 

find their own place among them. As this chapter has shown, cultural and social factors always 

became conflated in my informants’ discourses. The Russians in this research were not only trying 

to softly differentiate their specific cultural pasts and education from other people’s backgrounds, 

they were actively seeking an advantageous position in the social stratification offered by the new 

country. Different strategies were used here, depending on the time they had spent in the country, 

their plans to stay further or return to Russia and the relative importance of their possible inclusion 

in the British class system. It seems that connecting to the Soviet-Russian identity (in its broad 
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definition proposed by Lerner (2001)) seemed to be almost inevitable in one’s search of self-

identification among other available groups and possible choices of belonging. One could say that 

this layer of their self-identification was most persistent, even if attempts to blend in with the 

British and with international social groups and perform ‘class’ in the British style were 

occasionally made.  

 Interestingly enough, a strong identification with a particular ‘Soviet-Russian’ past 

coincided with an intensive appropriation of new visions and practices in the spheres of cognitive, 

social and cultural capital, leading to changes in mentality and world views and making my 

informants different from their contemporaries who had lived in Russia when they returned there. 

Thus paradoxically, while, as this chapter has shown, in the UK my informants had been 

discovering and asserting their belonging to people of the last, transitional (Byford 2009b) Soviet 

generation, they would return to Russia expressing cosmopolitan attitudes to various degrees and 

with world views and social practices influenced by their exposure to an international environment. 

Their self-identification as members of the last Soviet generation, expressed during their time in the 

UK, would be intricately intertwined with other aspects of self-identification characterized by quite 

different features: cosmopolitanism, and an openness to new influences in social, moral and 

cognitive spheres. They would be objectively different from their contemporaries in Russia and 

would be ready to form a social sub-group of their own made up of Russians with experience of 

living abroad. On a broader social spectrum they would self-identify and act as Russian people of a 

new type ready to be part of new middle and upper middle classes in both the UK and Russia. These 

new features of their self-identification and possible options for their future lives in Russia, Britain 

and the world will be analysed in the last ethnographic chapter of this thesis. 
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Chapter IV  

New social, cultural and cosmopolitan capital as part of the changing self-

identifications and practices of the emerging Russian middle class 

 

1  Introduction 

 The final chapter brings together several of the overarching themes of this research. These 

are, first, self-development and changes in self-identification during a period of life in Britain; 

second, the acquisition of cultural, social and symbolic capital (Bourdieu 1986) expressed in new 

practices, attitudes, norms and dispositions (some of which could be called cosmopolitan); third, a 

growing ability to make comparative judgements about the UK and Russia, and the development of 

a personal position in the West versus Russia; fourth, insertion into a new system of social 

stratification and self-assertion as members of the middle class in both the UK and Russia; and, 

fifth, activities among one’s contemporaries in Russia aimed at the introduction and normalisation 

of new practices and attitudes which were developed in the UK. This chapter recaps on the theme of 

the first chapter in trying to assess the main influences of the period of being in the UK and in 

bringing up again the social and political context of Russia in the 1990s and 2000s, with the idea of 

a move to Britain being an expression of an individual choice in seeking a change in one’s life at a 

particular period of ‘young adulthood’. It also focuses on aspects of the acquisition of new forms of 

cultural and social capital (mobility and travel in Britain, Europe and the world, new networks and 

friendships, new expertise in eating habits, knowledge about the details of British life, self-

consciousness of one’s standing in the system of social stratification) that were partially covered in 

the previous chapters.  
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 It also touches anew on the theme of the relationship with the West and one’s position 

towards it, which formed an important part of the third chapter, showing the paradoxical 

combination of emotional self-identification with the post-Soviet culture while also actively 

adopting contemporary “Western” (European, British) practices and norms. It will also touch upon 

cosmopolitanism as a trait of one’s self-identification and will show how it becomes a part of the 

available repertoire of possible dispositions to ‘the other’ to be used differently in various 

situations, ranging from the pragmatic use of some cosmopolitan skills to a more devoted 

opennness to the world in all its variety. Finally, it will show how adopting a cosmopolitan attitude 

becomes one the options in assessing one’s position vis-à-vis Russia and the world, while 

‘cosmopolitan patriotism’ (Appiah 1997) or a more conservative version of patriotism per se could 

also form the mindset of my informants. It will end by showing how this new social and cultural 

capital, coupled with the financial and professional status one has acquired during one’s stay in 

Britain, is instrumental in effective replacing one’s belonging to the Soviet intelligentsia through 

immersion into the new professional middle classes in Russia (as well as in the UK and other 

countries) by forming a special sub-group identified by its experience of having lived abroad. The 

practices and normative structures that are transmitted to contemporaries in Russia through the form 

of social remittances (Levitt, 2001, 1998), as well as the formation of new social networks 

identified by the experience of living in Britain, will be described in order to support the argument 

concerning the special position of my informants among their contemporaries in Russia.  

 This focus on process and self-constitution through the choices made in respect of where to 

live and study, of organizations to join to be able to learn new skills and experiences, networks to be 

part of and life-styles to be engaged in is fundamental to this research. This triumph of agency is 

supported by the public discourse, which is focused on creativity, self-craftsmanship, and self-

management: ‘Individuals become actors, builders, jugglers, stage managers of their own 

biographies and identities and also of their social links and networks’ (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 
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2001: 23). The focus of the contemporary world on an individual’s agency and choice-making has 

been very important for this research. It is this study’s contention that temporary migration becomes 

the highest possible realization of this power of agency, as it is often undertaken as a step in one’s 

self-development, self-realization becoming the strongest stimulus for migration. Migration is often 

perceived as such a ‘habitat’, a time and place where all things are possible, where the break from 

one’s previous life means grasping new opportunities and making the most of a temporary 

experience in order to reconstitute or change oneself.  

 However, as Skeggs (2004) points out, one should not forget that this discourse of individual 

choice and creativity as the features of new modernity (its main proponents being Ulrich Beck and 

Anthony Giddens), as well as of individualism replacing previous formal social structures and 

systems of stratification which have become obsolete, in fact hides existing class privileges, where 

it is mainly members of elites and the middle classes that are allowed the possibility to construe 

themselves through free choices of places to be, things to do, people to meet and new activities 

from which to form one’s lifestyle. It is their social and cultural heritage, transmitted through their 

belonging to the last generation of the Soviet intelligentsia, that in great part allowed their move 

abroad. Tying together the descriptions of the biographical pathways of individual Russians who 

chose to live in Britain for some time earlier chapters, this chapter shows how this quest for new 

choices in life and authenticity also corresponded to their informants’ effective and successful self-

establishment as members of the new middle classes in Russia, as well as their relatively painless 

insertion into the British system of social stratification as professionals and academics who could 

also broadly be defined as members of the middle class. 

 Also, it is important to recap here on the fact that the time when the decision to move to 

Britain was made usually coincided with the age of young adulthood, broadly defined here as the 

age when my informants were mainly single, having just finished higher education in Russia or 

having had several years of work experience in Russia or abroad, and were aged between 22 and 30. 
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 It is during this age, which is usually also associated with many freedoms, coupled with 

many uncertainties, that this move was undertaken. It has already been mentioned in the first 

chapter that it was also a time of one’s search for self-authenticity, when the routine of life in 

Russia seemed ‘just not right’ and one wanted to obtain freedom from previous ways of life by 

going abroad. This new freedom is indeed what other researchers looking at professionals who 

move remark upon. Thus, Kennedy (2009: 32) shows, among other transformations of the self 

during migration, that there is a ‘process of finding oneself in an outsider position and the personal 

liberation it may engender’. Similarly, Corcoran (2002) shows how Irish migrants gained more 

freedom to ‘reinvent the self’ upon moving to Britain for a period of time.  

 But it is not only personal biographies that open up a window for the search for self. As the 

first chapter has briefly outlined, moving abroad became an attempt to find oneself in the rather 

chaotic realm of self-identifications that opened for people in Russia after the demise of the Soviet 

Union. Oushakine (2000) quite critically defined the period of the 1990s as the period of ‘aphasia’ 

and ‘asymbolia’, as well as overall social anemia. He argued that there was no language or available 

symbols for the self-identifications of young post-Soviet Russians in the late 1990s, showing that 

they could only ascertain their ‘in-betweenness’ and deny belonging to the category of either 

Soviets or new Russians. Oushakine drew upon Turner’s (1968) notion of ‘liminality’ and his 

‘liminal personae’ and ‘threshold people’ as those who pass through the ‘rites of passage, that is 

“rites which accompany every change of place, state, social position and age”’ (Van Gennep, 

quoted in Turner 1968: 94, quoted in Oushakine 2000: 1006), and he draws parallels with post-

Soviet persons not finding any basis for their new self-identifications apart from their Soviet 

heritage.  

 Judina (2014), in her overview of Russian sociological research on contemporary Russia, 

mentions the works of Ionin (1995, 1996), Yadov (1993) and Lapin (2000, which also discuss the 

heterogeneity and uncertainty of the moral and value grounds for the formation of identifications in 
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post-Soviet Russia. Ionin, as Judina (2014: 42-43) shows, writes about the practices of ‘cultural 

pretence’, where the various new practices that emerged in post-Soviet Russia, from monarchists to 

followers of Krishna, have been used in attempts to find authentic self-identifications. The main 

feature of post-Soviet modernity, as Ionin suggests, is the loss of continuity of identification on both 

the personal and group levels, and individuals are trying to re-establish a coherent picture of the 

world through the activities of ‘cultural pretence’. Yadov (1993) also writes about the gap between 

the new varieties of activities and pursuits present in post-Soviet Russia and the lack of any 

unifying moral principle or group of principles that could serve as a basis for group or individual 

identifications. This creates a need to grasp something ‘firm’ and the appearance of ‘pretending 

groups’ that merely simulate being the new firm ground for self-identification, while remaining 

fuzzy and uncertain, volatile, and disappearing with the passage of time. 

 Zigon (2010), Humphrey (2002), Pilkington et al. (2002) and Pesmen (2000), in their 

respective ethnographies of post-Soviet Russia, describe the uncertainties of the value systems that 

are present in post-Soviet Russia, where a new moral basis for life is not easily found and 

individuals try out different life scenarios. Pesmen (2000) vividly shows how her informants were 

trying out living truly ‘Russian’ ways of life in a Siberian town, while actively trying to define what 

being a ‘Russian’ in post-Soviet times means. Zigon, drawing on the Foucauldian notion of 

‘problematization’, offers a very convincing theory of ‘moral breakdown’ and ‘the ethical moment’ 

characteristic of a period in which previous moral norms and values no longer function, which he 

defines as: 

… a freedom that allows individuals to draw on a particular socio-historic-cultural, as 
a personal repertoire in order to work through the specific ethical dilemma of the moral 
breakdown. It is a freedom that allows ethics. Thus, it is the moral breakdown, or the 
moment of problematization, that I call the ethical moment. (Zygon 2010: 27-28) 
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 Zygon and Pesmen, unlike Oushakine, describe active attempts made by post-Soviet people 

in the 1990s to conceptualize their new selves. While for Pesmen it is through searching for the 

‘true Russian soul’ that this becomes possible, for Zygon it is through the eclectic mix of new 

Western and traditionally ‘Russian’ or ‘Soviet’ influences that the ‘ethical moment’ is realized. 

Zygon points out that it is especially at the point of ‘moral breakdown’ that the presence of the West 

as a significant other for Russia, which has always existed since the 17th century, as Tolz (2002) 

shows, becomes even more poignant. Pilkington et al. (2002) also show how the influence of the 

West (through consumption practices and products, media images, music) formed the personalities 

of young people in Russia (fieldwork was done in several cities) in the late 1990s, and they divided 

them into ‘advanced’ and ‘normal’ according to the relative prevalence of Western cultural 

practices and an interest in the West in their lifestyles. 

 My Russian informants were also members of this transitional young generation described 

by Pilkington et al. (2002) and Oushakine (2000). They were part and parcel of this search for self-

identifications, as they were as acutely aware of the need to redefine one’s ethical and moral 

grounds, as well as to establish one’s position in relation to an ‘imaginary West’ (Yourchak 2005). 

The latter finally ceased to exist as merely an image, despite being though actively transmitted 

through the social media and as the result of the impact of globalization on post-Soviet Russia, and 

entered the reality of their lives and biographical trajectories. Once the period of initial aphasia and 

asymbolia (Oushakine 2000) had passed, life in the West (Britain as the country associated with the 

West in general, as well as being a specific site of culture and social life on its own) became another 

route to the possible acquisition of new values, morals, views and mindsets. It seems that this move 

served so many purposes (outlined in the first chapter): acquisition of the qualifications and work 

experience needed for future careers, a possible time out at an uncertain moment, a trying out of 

new options in terms of both professional and personal development, and also as a way to find 
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oneself in a chaotic field of destabilized systems of norms and values. It is through the lens of this 

search for new selves that this final chapter will look at my informants’ period of life in Britain.  

 But here it is also important to mention the forms of capital described by Bourdieu (1986), 

as the transformation of selves that was characteristic of my informants’ stays in Britain was made 

possible and went hand in hand with the acquisition of social, cultural and symbolic capital, 

especially in its new forms, defined by researchers of cosmopolitanism (Kennedy 2009, Weenink 

2008) as cosmopolitan capital. As the previous chapters have shown, Russians in Britain actively 

acquired different forms of cultural capital (Bourdieu 1986) in its embodied state (spatial practices 

and cultural expertise only made possible through their personal realization by holders of this 

capital) and of social capital (participation in and access to professional and informal social 

networks). They also acquired and manifested different forms of cosmopolitan capital expressed in 

knowledge, expertise and dispositions towards ‘otherness’. This was transformed into symbolic 

capital on their return to Russia, as they not only became the bearers of embodied cultural capital 

and social capital for inclusion into new networks abroad, but also acquired symbolic significance 

as people who had lived in Britain, worked in prestigious Western companies and studied in elite 

educational institutions. Apart from the financial and professional advantages gained through the 

move to Britain, these forms of capital dramatically enhanced my informants’ statuses in Russia. 

This chapter, acknowledging the importance of an awareness of new class formations in post-Soviet 

Russia (Schroeder 2008), argues that these different forms of capital made possible their successful 

immersion into the ranks of new middle classes in Russia. Moreover, potentially they seemed to 

form a sub-class of their own characterized by relative professional and financial stability, 

employment in international companies and academia, intellectualism, self-reflection, openness to 

everything new and to the ‘other’, and new ethical and moral visions partly remitted from Britain 

and partly formed through active comparisons between Britain and Russia. This section, it seems, 
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combines the class legacies of the Soviet intelligentsia with new enterprising and cosmopolitan 

attitudes acquired in the West.  

 This chapter pays special attention to the cognitive, personal and social changes that were 

characteristic of the transformation of the selves of Russian informants in this research. Here the 

main paradox already mentioned in the third chapter will be discussed. In the differentiation 

between ‘we’ and ‘they’ on the level of emotions, personal networks and communications, the 

obvious choice was to maintain and support a positive image of Russians and, more specifically, of 

the post-Soviet people who belonged to the last Soviet generation and shared the same cultural and 

social backgrounds. However, this ceased to be the case when broader issues of moral self-

identification, normative structures and practices were touched on. In these respects, Britain and the 

British began to serve as a positive example and to stand for the West and Europe in general. Here 

the value judgements are reversed, and positive practices and dispositions experienced in Britain are 

compared to their negative counterparts in Russian society.  

 Distinctions were therefore made between trust and collective support as practiced in Britain 

versus Russian individualism, closure, distrust and a lack of charitable dispositions, British 

politeness versus Russian rudeness, a life/work balance in Britain versus the focus on achievement 

and financial success in Russia, gender equality versus patriarchy, openness to debate and to 

different opinions in Britain versus determinism and conservatism in Russia, meritocracy and 

relative transparency in Britain versus nepotism and bureaucratic dependence on informal networks 

(possibly a legacy of Soviet blat) in Russia. New moral and ethical choices are made and practiced 

according to these new allegiances, which were a complete reversal, it seems, of the strong self-

identifications with positive images of Russianness and post-Sovietness described earlier. It seems 

that the elements of cosmopolitan capital (Kennedy 2009, Weenink 2008), cosmopolitan 

competence (Hannerz 1990) and cosmopolitan sociability (Glick Shiller et al., 2011) and the newly 

available repertoire of cosmopolitan dispositions (Kendall et al., 2009) are both responsible for and 
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could be vital in explaining such paradoxical combinations in the self-transformations of modern 

Russians after a period living in Britain.  

 Cosmopolitanism as a methodological tool and as an object of research has come to the fore 

of modern research in the social sciences (Beck and Sznaider 2010, Rapport and Stade 2007, Beck 

2002, Hollinger 2001,). Many researchers have been trying to define it (Vertovec and Cohen 2002), 

identify it both as an ideal and a possibility (Delanty 2006) and as a process in actual lives (Ros i 

Solé, 2013, Kennedy 2009, Nowicka and Kaweh 2009, Nava 2002, Lamont and Aksartova 2002, 

Werbner 1999), and to delimit its application to contemporary social phenomena (Skrbiš et al. 2004, 

Szerszynski and Urry 2002, Pollock et al. 2000,). Some authors critique cosmopolitanism for being 

an attribute of particular social strata – the middle classes and elites – (‘class consciousness of 

frequent travellers’, Calhoun 1999), while others speak of ‘ordinary cosmopolitanisms’ (Lamont 

and Aksartova 2002), as well as ‘vernacular’ and ‘working-class cosmopolitanism’ (Werbner 2008, 

1999).  

 Hannerz (1990: 239) envisages cosmopolitanism as both a disposition and a form of 

expertise: 

Cosmopolitanism (…) includes a stance towards diversity itself, toward the coexistence 
of cultures in the individual experience. A more genuine cosmopolitanism is first of all 
an orientation, a willingness to engage with the Other. It is an intellectual and aesthetic 
stance of openness towards divergent cultural experiences, a search for contrasts rather 
than uniformity. (…) At the same time, however, cosmopolitanism can be a matter of 
competence, and a competence of both a more generalized and a more specialized kind. 
There is the aspect of a state of readiness, a personal ability to make one’s way into 
other cultures, through listening, looking, intuiting and reflecting. And there is cultural 
competence in the stricter sense of the term, a built-up skill of manoeuvring more or 
less expertly with a particular system of meanings and meaningful forms.  

 

 This definition implies a certain moral stance, an ethical element, a mindset and a view and 

corresponding practices which become part of a person’s lifestyle. Kendall et al. (2009), drawing 

upon Vertovec and Cohen (2002) in their differentiation between cosmopolitan attitudes and 
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practices, develop this notion of ‘disposition’ as an ideal, as a broad repertoire of orientations and 

actions. They reflect upon such dimensions of difference in practicing cosmopolitanism, which may 

be ‘accidental’ (acquired passively, maybe even unconsciously) or ‘strategic’ (a ‘symbolic field of 

practices increasingly available to social actors – though differentially adopted’) ‘reflexive’ 

(‘related to the capacity for inclusive ethical practice’) or ‘banal’ (‘sampling and enjoyment of 

cosmopolitan opportunities in a variety of settings’) (Kendall et al. 2009: 104). Further on, the 

researchers outline three ‘tenets of a cosmopolitan disposition: (i) corporeal and virtual mobility, (ii) 

cultural competencies based in ‘code-switching’ abilities and (iii) the endorsement of values of 

cultural inclusivity’ (Kendall et al. 2009: 110). They propose three types cosmopolitanism: 1) 

sampling (‘a form of temporary, fleeting connection’); 2) immersive (‘a conscious pattern of action 

which is based on learning and cultivating engagements for the purpose of change, self-knowledge 

and improvement’); and 3) reflexive (‘a genuine commitment to living and thinking beyond the 

local or nation’, ‘an ethical or political ethos’) (Kendall et al. 2009: 115-121).  

 When talking about the second type of cosmopolitanism, these researchers mention that ‘it 

should be understood as the cultivation of multicultural capital’ (Kendall et al. 2009: 119). 

Similarly, Weenink (2008), researching children studying in Dutch international schools, speaks of 

the cosmopolitan capital of these children and their parents, distinguishing between ‘pragmatic’ and 

‘dedicated’ cosmopolitans and indicating the degrees to which they tap into available options for 

cosmopolitan attitudes and practices. It seems that this other notion of a form of capital – 

cosmopolitan capital – could effectively be applied to the informants in this research. The previous 

ethnographic chapters, drawing upon the most important themes that crystallized during my 

fieldwork among Russians in Britain, have in effect analysed exactly the ‘tenets of 

cosmopolitanism’ proposed by Kendall et al. (2009). It seems that it is the gradual immersion of 

cosmopolitan capital in its different forms and with varying degrees of reflexivity into my 

informants’ self-identifications that is accountable for their layered self-positioning, where 
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faithfulness to one’s emotional past and social status is combined with new practices and emerging 

cosmopolitan attitudes.  

 I therefore argue that, in the case of my informants, one can speak of this combination of 

simultaneous adherence to one’s post-Sovietness (as one’s own emotional core and the basis of 

one’s social status) with a new layer of cosmopolitan self-identification in the spheres of cognitive, 

moral, social values, where the Russians in this research showed different degrees of cosmopolitan 

reflexivity, openness and expertise depending on their professional and personal biographies. As 

Appiah (1997: 625) argues, ‘even when we are constructing new and counternormative identities, it 

is the old and the normative that provide the language and the background. A new identity is always 

post-some-old identity’. Here it seems that their own answer to ‘aphasia’, as investigated by 

Oushakine (2000), and ‘the moral breakdown’ analysed by Zygon (2010) experienced by my 

informants’ contemporaries back in Russia was found in this appropriation of new cosmopolitan 

practices and moral outlooks, which were imposed upon their identities as representatives of the last 

Soviet generation, with its cultural heritage and similar social backgrounds. 

 This combination does not seem as peaceful or harmonious as it might sound. It was shown 

in the chapter on mobilities and cultural self-identifications that finding oneself in between two 

available scenarios for belonging has not been easy for my informants. The different forces tugging 

upon Russians who have lived abroad have been reflected in the ever-present ‘West-Russia’ divide, 

which became even more politicized while this thesis was being written. This chapter captures the 

instances of painful positions of belonging betwixt the two countries, as well as the choices of 

patriotism and cosmopolitan political individualism. Adhering to the argument of Appiah (1997), 

who proposes the notion of the ‘cosmopolitan patriot’ and demonstrates the possibility of being 

both a patriot of one’s country and a reflexive cosmopolitan, I suggest that the patriotism expressed 

by many of the informants in this research (those who returned to Russia and those who did not) is 

not opposed to their new cosmopolitan qualities, practices and outlooks, which will be described in 
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this chapter. Like the combination of strong feelings of belonging to the Soviet intelligentsia with 

new cosmopolitan attitudes and practices, patriotism and envisaging one’s future in Russia could 

also be combined with an openness to new cultures and countries, to a readiness to travel and 

explore the world and engage in international social networks. 

 This chapter will end by presenting the different practices of my informants that could be 

called, using a term coined by Levitt (2001, 1998) the ‘social remittances’ of normative structures 

and social practices. They include the creation of social clubs and groups of interest in Moscow and 

St Petersburg similar to those my informants were part of in Britain, seminars and lectures in 

Russia, books and articles, different informal conversations with other Russians, and individual 

examples of new practices and dispositions acquired through leading one’s life among others 

(Spisak 2009). This includes different social practices, such as separation of waste for recycling, 

participation in charities, the creation of new work/life balances and practices of healthy diets and 

recreational activities. Such combinations of mediating practices between Russia and the West, 

combined with financial and professional standing enhanced through being abroad, made my 

participants part of the emerging middle class in Russia, with the possibility of differentiation as a 

sub-group of new Russian cosmopolitans.  
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2  Time in Britain as a unique period in one’s biography 

 This chapter will start by formulating once again the role the period in Britain played in the 

biographies of my interviewees and its particular connection to a special stage in life they passed 

through. Usually this move was taken as a conscious step from one’s previous life in order to take a 

break from normal life routine, reassess the past and turn to new directions, or try out new 

experiences before taking any firm decision about the development of one’s life’s course. It 

becomes a period when reflexivity, considering one’s past and future, and coming to terms with 

one’s biography comes to the fore. Even though it was normally envisaged as a period for 

professional development, it usually developed into a specific cultural experience touching upon 

various aspects of one’s personality, with newly acquired free time being the main prerequisite for 

self-advancement. Kseniya O. said of this: 

I understood that it would be a new stage, it was undoubtedly so, and, moreover, I 
intended it to be a new period myself. Firsy, the intensity of life was behind me, and I 
longed for some change, some renewal. You need some fresh knowledge, fresh ideas, 
you wish to distance yourself from endless deadlines and activities, which tend to get 
very intensive… You even wish to have a different life routine, so as to have a chance to 
look around, to stop for a second… (…) It’s a very important process of taking a 
distance from your usual life, and it offers colossal expansion. (…) It was the first 
opportunity to ponder upon my previous life and experience, on what had been done. It 
seems that I had done quite a lot during all those years – in work and otherwise. (…) 
And it was very important to be free of all those burdens. (…) It was a different and 
conscious period, a movement to the acquisition of a certain layer of knowledge, and it 
is very important that I had it in my life.  

 

 While the ‘alloted’ time in Britain was perceived by many informants as temporary, much 

importance was attributed to it in terms of the realization of one’s ambitions or aspirations. The 

need to act, to explore and to ‘use’ the given time was acted upon during migration. Quite an 

interesting phenomenon was the development of artistic and literary tastes and creative hobbies 

during migration. Interestingly enough, their professional goals aside, this time enhanced the 

creative potential of many migrants. Katya S. started to draw during her time in Britain, while Igor 
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L. participated in poetry contests, wrote a novel and made a movie. Evgeny L. wrote newspaper 

articles on various topics of British life and published a book about London. Many informants 

developed their knowledge of books, art galleries, opera, and theatre during their migration. They 

could afford it, they had the time for it, and they were keen to explore the new cultural choices on 

offer in the spheres of arts and material culture. Anna N. developed expertise not only in opera and 

theatre, but also in perfumery, while Sveta Y. and Oksana Ts. expanded their knowledge of 

European and British clothing and accessories. Evgeny L. mentions his systematic exploration of 

different varieties of food options in different ethnic restaurants in London. The expansion of 

knowledge boundaries, a freedom to learn new things, was central to Kseniya O.’s perception of her 

time in Britain: 

I wouldn’t like to use epithets like ‘life-changing’, though it was indeed a very 
important change, a very important time. It touches upon… some existential things, how 
people live, how people exist in this world, some important, meaningful things in life. 
(…) It was a conscious striving for new knowledge (…) This happiness of self-expansion 
in favourable surroundings, in an information-rich environment, it had a colossal effect. 
I found out about and began to be interested in so many things – it was an important 
aspect of that time. 

 

 However, the experience of change and personal development associated with a move to 

Britain was not easily disentangled from personal growth associated with the advancement of one’s 

biography. Some interviews revealed a strong feeling of change caused directly by their time in 

Britain, while other informants mentioned other forms of change – the development of new 

personal qualities and outlooks, an enhanced understanding of themselves, or just growing up – 

which might be attributed to a biographical change as well. A period in Britain’s influence over 

one’s individual development is interwoven with changes characteristic of life developing in time. 

My informants’ reflections on change were expressed on a conscious level, with attempts to ‘trace’ 

and ‘document’ acquisitions, developments and new experiences of migration in letters and diaries. 

Otherwise, changes were not clearly perceived in the flow of life, but were speculated upon and 
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retrieved later when the interview situation called for reflexivity. This need for reflexivity called for 

more frequent ‘stops’ and ‘pauses’ from everyday time to consider one’s past actions, present 

situation and future choices. Reflexivity, which is ‘the possibility to understand and choose the 

circumstances and rules of one’s life’ (Rustin 2000: 33), also requires, as Alheit (2005) puts it, 

investing increased effort in ‘healing contradictory experiences of time’. Frequent breaks in the 

narrative arcs of biographies, associated with ‘departures’ from routine everyday situations, and the 

beginnings of new ‘biographically marked phases in one’s life’ and ‘crises of everyday life’ (Alheit 

2005: 356) require reflexive pauses being taken out of everyday time to account for the 

development of one’s biography. The process of personal growth and development over time 

happened to coincide with time spent in Britain (due to a specific life stage when the move was 

made) and could not be easily differentiated from it. Kirill D., a researcher at Imperial in his mid-

30s, said:  

It is a world outlook that changes. But here, you see, we have a situation where you 
never stay in the same period. Even if we speak about Ukraine: the Ukraine I left and 
Ukraine now are two different countries. What I want to say is that one can’t be saying 
that one was taken from one period and moved to another one. So, you are always 
naturally taken out of one period and you naturally move to the next one…  you exist 
naturally in time. So, it is hard to say whether a move to Britain and living there was a 
breaking point.  

 

 The changes that happened during one’s period in Britain still became a basis for one’s 

present and future self-development. Sveta Y. found a special place for her time in Britain in her 

overall biography, linking her past and present life in one narrative: 

It seems to me that, if I think about the changes that happened within me between, say, 
point A, when I was living in my town, and point B, which is now, the most influential 
changes would be during the time when I was in Moscow after returning from England. 
Time in England was a period of preparation… (…) But without that preparation 
period, nothing would have happened. (…) It was a very difficult period of a break and 
change. England was this period of transformation, understanding and acceptance of 
myself. And here it is – I have understood and accepted myself, right? It was this period 
of non-contentment (…), and then I started a new period.  
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 A move to Britain served as a transitory time, during which, due to the density and novelty 

of one’s experiences, and thanks to being distanced from one’s life routines, a whole process of 

active self-advancement started, and it formed or helped to build up a new vision of the future. Olga 

A. says: 

I understood that I must build my own life, and I should develop myself. Some things 
related to my inner development, which I should have done earlier by moving to a new 
step in my life – I have done them only now. (…) I have grown to be less fearful of life 
and development. I became freer in in my views and in planning my life, and maybe my 
horizons have expanded, as well as my perspectives on what could be done in this life.  

 

 The period in Britain was so important for my informants’ future because it also coincided 

with the life stage of young adulthood. Even those who were not so young by the time they 

migrated to Britain and did it in order to have a kind of ‘gap year’ from their usual life still wanted 

to suspend time by symbolically returning to this period. While young adulthood gave them an 

abundance of choices and paths to choose from, and was a period of actively searching for different 

things to do, career options to try, people and friends to meet, it was more or less over by the time 

the period of living in Britain had ended for those who returned to Russia or had extended into 

permanent settlement for those who remained there.  

 Many men and women among my informants were already thinking of their future families 

and prospective children at the time we spoke. They were conscious of the years spent on careers 

and self-development and knew that they had to plan a family, buy a house or a flat, and earn 

enough to support and educate their children. Although some are still single or unmarried and 

childless, they actively wish to change this situation. Many others have changed their marital status 

since and have produced children. A period of rootedness and belonging to one location, an 

established life-style, professional status and area of work had started for almost all of my 

interviewees. It was somehow not very convenient to move to a new place, to change one’s course 
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of life again, as this required the application of new life forces that could be spent on development 

within the established order of things.  

 Upon finishing a certain period in their biographies, my informants felt that new choices 

needed to be made, and many of them were unclear about their new moves, as these depended on 

many contingencies. While time in Britain was considered and lived as a temporary experience, 

anticipation of an uncertain future also became truncated to short periods. The outcome of the 

preceding period was supposed to open or close some available options, and no long-term plans 

could be made in advance. The future was still tentatively envisaged by having several general 

goals (self-development, career, social recognition, family) in mind, but all too often without a clear 

view of how exactly one’s life is going to develop, as too many constitutive elements remained 

uncertain till the last point in time. Several possible options for the future (especially with regard to 

career development) had to be thought through and reconsidered frequently, which is why many 

migrants refused to make long-term plans, as it would be ‘just unreal, simply a waste of energy’ 

(Kseniya O.) to elaborate on all possible variants of their future, dreams and ambitious plans 

included.  

 Evaluation of one’s experience and its insertion in one’s biography was a continuous 

process, with memories of migration and its role in one’s life changing depending on the moment 

such attempts were made. Such evaluations often developed into a series of cultural comparisons 

between Russian realities and new experiences and observations during migration. These 

comparisons reflected changes in migrants’ values and world views, as they showed that what they 

had experienced in Britain had an impact on their thoughts and practices. They were also made in 

order to underline what they started to value and treasure in Russia on their return. These 

comparisons reflected high levels of expertise in understanding life in two different countries, as 

well as migrants’ new capacity to compare and make some conclusions about the different norms 

and values they had experienced in Russia and Britain respectively. It seems that these comparative 
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thoughts and constant subtle changes, brought about by seeing different modes, attitudes and 

patterns in the two countries, constitute the very core of the process of living abroad. And here the 

paradox mentioned (and partly explained) in the introduction should be mentioned again – the next 

section will demonstrate the permanent preference for British values and social practices over 

Russian ones, comparisons being made with ‘positive/negative’ evaluations different from the 

othering judgements that were analysed in the third chapter. In accounting for such reversals, I 

argue that, while in the sphere of the most sensitive (emotionally charged) self-identifications 

relating to one’s cultural and social past in the Soviet Union and post-Soviet Russia informants did 

not wish to shed their idiosyncracies of belonging to last Soviet generation, in the field of their 

cognitive and social practices they were quite flexible and open to acquiring new dispositions that 

formed their embodied cultural capital (Bourdieu 1986). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



256 
 

3  New cultural and social capital acquired through comparative 

reflexivity 

 Changes in values, norms and practices take place in the cognitive, interpersonal and social 

spheres. In the sphere of cognitive change, the development of critical thinking and newly acquired 

freedom of thought were mentioned by informants. These were due, as many migrants remarked, to 

the availability of different kinds of information in Britain, the new thoughts and opinions they 

heard, and by comparing the multiplicity of available opinions. Igor L., explaining how he learned 

to shed his previously dogmatic way of looking at things – the result, he claims, of his Soviet 

upbringing – mentioned the difference between the British and Russian approaches to learning new 

things:  

Our books always had the correct answer – it has become slightly different, but residues 
of Soviet times remain. They don’t do things the way English textbooks do, saying that 
there is such a school, and there is another, these are some arguments pro and contra. 
The author in Britain can take someone's side, but the book still gives you a choice of a 
whole group of pros and cons. You have to consider them and take a decision, choose 
your own position with regard to it and learn to defend it.  I support the English 
approach – it taught me not to think deterministically and dogmatically. 

 

 Two facets of personal development came out of this ability to think independently. On the 

one hand, there was tolerance and restraint of judgement, and on the other hand, the ability to think 

critically and not accept things as they are. Grigory Z. spoke about the first type of cognitive 

change, which he experienced in Britain: 

Absolute tolerance and liberality, the ability to be immersed in a new environment with 
unusual manners and views. I had this ability before, but only in theory. The first time 
you find yourself in an unfamiliar environment, you feel discomfort. All the time you feel 
a longing to make some kind of value judgment. In Britain I have almost instinctively 
learned not to make any value judgments. I suffer sometimes because in Russia business 
judgements are required and expected, while I have lost this habit of judging.  
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 Similarly, Evgeny L. mentioned open-mindedness in shedding one’s limits and expectations 

in accepting new things, new phenomena, different people, which now constitutes his outlook: 

I’ve become more open-minded, that is, more open to different phenomena ... It seems to 
me that Russian people apply frameworks to things they see and experience. I’m not 
talking about specific people, but there is a general tendency to use stereotypical 
opinions. People think that some things should be like this, not making allowances for 
the existence of extraneous opinions. London, as there are so many different cultures, 
different opinions, customs and traditions here, automatically becomes more open to 
manifestations of difference (…) I had never known of the existence of certain ethnic 
holidays and religious customs before, I have never seen all the demonstrations and 
meetings that happen here. You become more open, more susceptible to other points of 
view, you want to learn them, you don’t feel like condemning or criticizing them. I think 
that in Russia people are used to a specific order of things – they have a set list of the 
necessary qualities or things that should be in life, and they do not want to expand these 
notions. They are very suspicious of someone expressing an uncommon opinion, while 
here everyone is more tolerant and open to accepting things.  

 

 Alexander Ch. mentioned intolerance as a specific Russian trait and explains how he has 

learned to overcome it by listening carefully to other opinions:  

Russian people are very critical and intolerant. I noticed it in myself, and when other 
PhD students came here, I saw how they became more polished day after day. I became 
much more tolerant. You get tolerant of the views of others, you become less critical, 
you consider the position of your interlocutor ... you listen to it, at least, you do not say 
that this is nonsense. You maintain a dialogue with your partner in a gentle European 
manner. 

 

 Some informants also developed critical attitudes to Russia. Sveta Y. remarked: 

During this year I have developed critical attitudes to so many things that maybe I’d 
better curtail them. I used to think that everything in Russia was good, and now I am 
critical about everything. (...) I have passed through a dramatic change of attitude 
towards my own country during this year, and it was in a negative direction. Nothing 
has changed in my feelings for our Russian soul and Russian people – I like our 
mentality – but in terms of my opinions about our state structure, I have matured and 
become more critical. I cannot help laughing watching the news now. This break was 
quite painful, but I kept this new attitude. Now I can hardly turn to the naively patriotic 
person I was. 
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 An ability to compare and see new things, to attend conferences and lectures in the UK, to 

have access to new thoughts and ideas brought about a gradual change in one’s outlook on the 

world. Ksenya O. said: 

There was an intensive comprehension of some things. When you move at a certain 
distance, you see them in a new way. It was intensive reflection. When you are used to a 
certain type of relationship and of human manifestations in one country, you are 
implicitly expecting to find them in Britain. But you are in another country, and 
everything is done differently here. It was interesting to learn, to see how different it all 
is. Although, I suppose, human emotions are the same everywhere, there is a higher 
degree of frankness of human manifestations here in comparison to Russia ... (...) I 
know that some people here began to appreciate Russia a lot, then they faced Russian 
realities and started to appreciate something else a lot – there were all these series of 
turbulent enchantments and disappointments. I cannot say that I felt similar things, I 
just observed and compared.  

 

 These observations and reflections brought with them a range of new thoughts and ideas, 

which caused irreversible shifts in migrants’ minds. Valery N. compared this process to Darwin’s 

theory of evolution, arguing that the process of shedding old beliefs cannot be reversed: 

I would say that my outlook changed mightily after lectures about Russia given by very 
interesting people, Russian and English alike. You can rarely (if at all) hear such 
variety of opinions in Russia. My views of Russia and the whole world have changed in 
England thanks to the freedom, openness and transparency of information, which can 
be found easily here. This is practically impossible in Russia. Everything was different 
afterwards, because, as they say, a monkey can evolve into a human, but not the 
reverse.  

 

 Sometimes, after seeing things done differently in the UK, staying in Britain brought about a 

new balance in one’s self-identification in cases when the new values and practices experienced in 

this country coincided with what one inherently considered the ‘right thing’. This convergence 

between British norms and values and personal attitudes was often expressed by those who chose to 

stay in the UK. Evgeny L., who now lives in the UK, said: 

I think that British mentality was similar to mine, and when my mentality met the British 
one, they found common ground in many ways. Some things resonated strongly and 
became more noticeable, more emphatic. 
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 But, interestingly enough, the connection between adopting a British way of looking at 

things and the decision to remain in the UK was not always straightforward. Grigory Z., who works 

and lives in St Petersburg, remarked about the union between his own mental attitudes and the 

British system of values and social norms, which allowed him to ‘be himself’ in the UK: 

England, in comparison to Russia, offered maximum freedom in terms of what I could 
do without explaining myself to others. Such a simple thing as being yourself is easier 
there in terms of lifestyles, pastimes, values, the system of norms and attitudes. Many 
years have passed, and I have visited many other countries, but for some reason 
England remains the most comfortable one for me. When I came there, I found the most 
comfortable environment for my views and habits, including unrealized ones. I liked its 
music, I enjoyed its culture of human communication. It was a cultural environment in 
which I opened up to the max. Today England is still the most comfortable land for me. 

 

 While these changes related to the abilities to cognize, think and compare, the other set of 

developments in my informants concerned their interpersonal relationships, including politeness 

versus rudeness, consideration for others versus egocentrism, helpfulness to others versus neutrality 

or aggressiveness. In this respect Britain on the one hand made migrants more fragile in facing 

patterns of interpersonal behaviour in Russia, while on the other hand empowering them with the 

self-confidence and moral integrity they needed for the application of positive and more civilized 

interpersonal practices in Russia. But many informants had to develop dual codes of behaviour for 

Russia and the UK respectively, moderating their ‘British’ practices when they went to Russia. 

Evgeny L. mentioned a habit he learned in Britain:  

I have developed a new habit here. I am afraid of causing inconvenience to people with 
my words and actions. I start to restrain myself in order not to draw people’s attention, 
not to do harm to anybody. It seems to me that the British often think about these things, 
too.  If they have to disturb other people on the street or in a room full of strangers, they 
get embarrassed and feel discomfort about it. I always felt the same, but now I manifest 
it more often. When someone makes a lot of noise or speaks loudly, I feel like asking 
him to be quiet. 
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 When asked if it were possible to apply the same behaviour to Russia, he cited the 

limitations of using it outside of the UK, as this is not expected in Russian society:  

One can’t change overnight, but I try; as I say, I have always behaved the same, but 
never so openly, and it has intensified in Britain. When I see that such behaviour is 
expected from me, I manifest it more often. 

 

 Similarly, Sveta Y., Alexey G. and Georgy D. spoke about the process of adapting to 

Russian norms of interpersonal behaviour in public places after returning to Britain. If in Britain 

politeness, complaisance, cheerfulness and helpfulness were more frequent, it was only partly 

possible to use these attitudes and norms of behaviour in Russia. Sveta Y. described the difficult 

process of applying her new norms of politeness and readapting to norms in Russia: 

I am trying to bring politeness into this world (laughs), but I don’t know whether it will 
last. Here on the underground someone let a door bang on my nose... well, I thought, 
that’s it, I'm at home. It was difficult to bear even before I left, but after I came back, it 
became even harder. We don’t have a notion of personal space ... I hate it when I step 
onto the escalator and get squeezed by people on all sides. I do not like to be touched by 
strangers. I suffer from it in Russia. I felt very comfortable in England where they stay 
at a considerable distance [from one] in the queue, and it is difficult for me here. 

 

 Alexey G. also found it hard to become accustomed to gloomy faces in the streets and the 

rude attitudes of saleswomen in Russian shops during his visits home: 

One the one hand, every time I go to Russia, I know I am going home to meet Russian 
people whom I love with all my heart, but on other hand, my real feelings are mixed. 
When you live in the West, you always see smiles on the street and at work, while in 
Russia most people have gloomy faces. If here, in the West, you happen to step on 
someone’s foot, that person will be the first to apologize. In Russia may God forbid you 
step on someone's foot: they will send you so far away that you won’t find your way 
back. In England people are always very polite, willing to apologize, even if you caused 
the inconvenience. In Russia there is still a lot of rudeness – bad manners are often the 
norm. Of course, there have been some major changes in the late 2000s, but there were 
times when there were a lot of supermarkets in the West, while in Russia there were 
grocery stores where you had to ask a shop assistant to sell you things. If you ask 
someone to bring you something in the West, it will be done immediately. In Russia, if 
you ask: ‘How much does this pack of noodles cost’, a shop assistant will answer: ‘Hey, 
are you blind? Have a look yourself’. This has been virtually killing me for a long time. 
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That was what I was afraid of during my visits to Russia, and I felt very uncomfortable 
when I was treated so. 

 

 As Nikita V. thinks, aggressiveness and rudeness caused by the anticipation of being cheated 

and let down is a quality Soviet and Russian people often revealed in interpersonal relationships. He 

consciously tried to get rid of it in Britain:    

As a Russian, I knew that if you do not scream, do not insist, nothing will happen. At 
every passport desk you had to be aggressively assertive to get what you wanted. Here 
in the lab a system administrator was fixing computers, and by force of habit I tried to 
push him into doing what I wanted. My boss immediately had a talk with me – thank 
God, he had already had experience of Russians before. He said: ‘Hey, I have met 
Russians, I understand your mentality. Listen, in Russia you got used to yelling and 
pressurizing people, but here you just need to say “please” and apologize’. I had to 
make an effort because Russians never apologize. I went to this guy and admitted my 
fault. The conflict was solved. I have learned then that you just need to say ‘please’ and 
it usually works. My boss said: ‘Your culture is aggressive, do change’. It worked – I 
changed. 

 

 However, Georgy D., who returned to Russia many times during his time in Britain, had to 

work out a kind of ‘in-between’ routine where he switched between norms in the UK and in Russia: 

It was difficult when I returned to Russia for the first time after living in England for a 
year. It was a shock because I had got used to so many things and had forgotten 
Russian realities. When I arrived, there was all this rudeness and dirt. I was 
unpleasantly surprised. I thought: ‘Hey, what has happened?’ And I really did not like 
what I saw. But when I returned for the second time, I was prepared. I recalled how 
things were done in Russia, did not expect anything and had a great time. Nothing 
caught me unawares. I experienced rudeness, but I knew it was coming, so it was okay. 
You have to prepare yourself before the trip, then nothing will shock or upset you. 
Naturally, my behavior changes in Russia. I can be rude when necessary. The 
circumstances, the environment call for it. If you're constantly apologizing, you will be 
considered a weakling, you will be taken advantage of. But this politeness passes 
quickly. When you are shoved for the tenth time, you shove them back.... Yes, I switched, 
but I cannot say that something fundamentally changed in me. I knew where I was, it 
was another place where people do not behave as they do in England – you have to be 
ready, to be aware. But I didn’t get awfully rude after crossing the border. 
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 New interpersonal skills relating to relationships with new acquaintances, men (or women) 

as partners, were applied in Russia more easily, as they were used in intimate rather than public 

spheres. The experience of living in Britain made many women and men among Russian migrants 

more communicative and sociable. Several women among my interviewees spoke about their 

confidence in relationships with men, developed during migration. Sveta Y. described how her 

social skills had developed using the example of finding friends among men:  

It seems to me that I have changed a lot. I have begun to lead my life differently. When I 
arrived in England, I came from a small town. My social skills were at zero level 
(laughs). I did not realize it then, but now, when I look back, I understand that it was 
difficult for me ... (…) If you meet a man, it is always with some romantic or sexual 
undertones. I didn’t have any male friends at home, apart from my friends’ boyfriends. 
And then you get into a society that is just teeming with new people and opportunities. I 
was rather slow, I found it difficult to join in and make use of it. This experience stirred 
my social skills, and I arrived in Moscow prepared. Here I finally got some social skills, 
and it was easier as I was speaking Russian in a familiar environment. Now I constantly 
meet new people ... I have friends of the opposite sex, it's okay (laughs), right? It is now 
much easier for me to communicate with new people. 

 

 Seven Russian women (Inna D., Svetlana A., Katya S., Olga A., Irina M., Anna N., Tanya 

S.) had acquired experience of interpersonal relationships with men from different cultural 

backgrounds whom they met in Britain and had matured to the point of being ready for marriage 

with them and consequent childbirth. Before these life events took place, their attitudes to men and 

new relationships had changed from expectations characteristic of Russian women to something 

close to European values in this sphere. They were now based on equality within a couple, with 

mutual respect, trust, the absence of hierarchies and of disproportionate obligations within the 

family. Tanya S. spoke about these changes, explaining her preference for Western partners over 

Russian men. Interestingly enough, she makes a connection between the lack of ‘right men’ in 

Russia and the fact of her contemporaries having lived through the transitional period of ‘in-

betweenness’ in the sphere of morals and values, as mentioned by Oushakine (2000) and Zygon 

(2010):  
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Russian men are very much spoiled by female attention and the process of education. 
Children’s education is similar for boys and girls in Russia. Our generation is a 
transitional one raised at a time when all values of the communist era had been 
destroyed (among them were many good ones), while nothing replaced them. Men are 
spoiled, plus there are no common values which could enable them to set the right 
priorities. And so we get situations when Russian men have two or three families at the 
same time. It is simply unacceptable in Britain, though it is normal in Russia for men 
with money. Men do not treasure women, as they allow them to be treated this way. I do 
not want to generalize, but I find it easier to understand and deal with Western men. I 
want my future husband to be an educated person with proper life values. I used to pay 
attention to external features of beauty and success, but now I am trying to see the 
person in the social context. (…) Maybe the reason for this change is that this [British] 
society is more tolerant... It is very important to me how he speaks of his family, his 
parents, his friends, as this is a significant indication.  

 

 The third group of new norms and practices experienced in Britain were in the wider social 

and public spheres. They were environmental issues, the life/work balance, trust towards people 

versus egocentrism, views about charities and the public good, a readiness to be part of a social 

movement, social hierarchies and the acceptance of persons with different statuses and budgets, 

levels of security and stability. In many cases informants’ discourses were restricted to the level of 

comparisons alone. They established the way things were done in Britain and observed social norms 

and expectations in this country, but Russian society, they felt, lived in many ways by different 

rules that were not easily changeable.  

 The first sphere that migrants mentioned was the environment. Currently Russia does not 

maintain European standards related to the protection of the environment even at the level of the 

everyday disposal of rubbish and use of paper, and my informants noticed these differences. In 

Britain, as Evgeny L. and Olga A., remarked, environmental awareness becomes a normal practice. 

Evgeny L. recalled the change in his attitude during migration:  

Here in Britain I started to be interested in such issues as the environment, 
environmental protection, sustainable development, control of harmful pollution, 
processing of garbage, climate change, etc. I always recycle things here. Yesterday I 
went to a place from where objects are taken to a recycling plant. You can bring your 
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old refrigerator or TV there, because you can’t just throw them away. In Russia there is 
as yet no understanding of how these things are done. In England there are special 
containers for everything: paper, electrical appliances, metal and wood, with special 
ones for computers, refrigerators, stoves – they call them ‘white goods’. 

 

 Olga A. spoke about the difficulty of adopting these practices once you are out of British 

society, where many people abide by the rules of environmental protection: 

I liked the fact that in the organization I worked in people thought not only about 
making money. They cared about saving paper and treating the environment correctly. I 
also liked it that the university had a system of processing rubbish ... When I come back, 
I get on the old track again, I begin to live like everyone else, because I'm Russian, but 
often ... there are little things ... I treat paper differently ... We never hesitate to print a 
huge number of pages, we throw out newspapers, buy five plastic bags in a 
supermarket, although we do not need them ... I treat plastic differently now, I have 
some thoughts about doing the right thing. But still it is very difficult to change, because 
everyone around me is different. I could stop wasting water, while someone next door 
will have the taps open all day long. 

 

 Similarly, migrants talked about their participation in charities and social movements, as 

these practices were common and well developed in Britain. Their adoption in Russia had its 

limitations. First, as Evgeny L. remarked, the organization of charities is not always transparent in 

Russia. People are afraid to donate their money, as they are not sure it will be used correctly. Also, 

the system of donating is not as easy and straightforward as in Britain. Evgeny spoke about his 

experience of donating money to a picture gallery and voices his doubts about his ability to do the 

same in Russia: 

 

I thought about it when I participated in the campaign where you can save a painting 
for Tate Britain. People are encouraged to donate £5 and are allocated a small piece of 
the painting. (…) I was thinking: ‘Oh God, I am involved in the preservation of the 
British national heritage’ (laughs). I would have participated in a similar campaign in 
Russia. But in Russia only rich people can be benefactors and patrons of art, while 
middle-class and poor people are not involved in charities. Here you can contribute to 
any charity at all possible levels, donate two pounds or two millions (…). This system is 
not yet developed in Russia, and charity remains an area for rich people – it is even 
becoming fashionable. For others charity is possible only by helping  relatives and 
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friends, while you can’t help a cause indirectly, because there is no transparency, there 
is misuse of funds, and people are afraid to donate. 

 

 Atomization, individualism and neutrality with regard to public causes, opportunism and 

carelessness for others, were commented on as traits that are characteristic of post-Soviet Russians. 

Georgy D. mentioned their main drawback in comparison to the British: 

Russians refuse to comply with the rules, including traffic regulations. They litter the 
streets with rubbish, express opportunism (if you can cheat, steal, you will do so), [have 
a] general distrust of each other. Opportunism is a breach of contract in one’s own 
favor, with a view to personal profit. Russians are grabbers who can let you down, rob, 
steal, talk back without any twinge of conscience (...) Britons are very civilized people. 
They are used to trusting each other. They live by the rules, and I respect this. 

 

 Igor L. revealed his scepticism about the possibility of bringing about changes while 

negative social attitudes, like distrust in organizations or public unions – the heritage of Soviet 

times – still hold their ground in Russia: 

I am not a revolutionary or a rebel, but I wanted to participate in activities aimed at 
changing society. I was the head of an Alumni Club where I organized some meetings, I 
attended public lectures and seminars. But in our country political culture is 
underdeveloped... people are used to living outside the system, entering through a 
window instead of the door. One doesn’t trust organizations. One lives by the principle 
of fence-sitting. Everyone wants to live by themselves, preferably uninvolved in 
anything. It is total atomization. There is some solidarity only at the family level (...) 
The danger is that people have no common values – they all want to live separately 
from each other and out of the system, they do not want to participate in public 
processes, they do not want to improve life, they come together only to relax and have 
fun.  
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4  Attitudes to Russian society, social statuses and expectations in 

Russia   

 Being aware of the differences between the two countries, informants had to re-evaluate 

their attitudes to Russia. Many disadvantages of life in Russia were mentioned in their comparative 

discourses, many of them relating to the difficulty of achieving a desired social standing in Russia 

in comparison to Britain. Such problems of the Russian society as the differences between rich and 

poor, between the ‘connected’ and ‘outsiders’, between ‘the normal’ and those who ‘stand out’ are 

stressed, with the idea of a hierarchical British society, frequently mentioned in the previous 

chapter, being reversed to its opposite here. It is Britain that offers opportunities based on merit, 

self-fulfilment, security and transparency, while in Russia many possibilities for harmonious self-

development are constrained by bureaucracy, social expectations, nepotism, intolerance of outsiders 

and the poor, and the focus on luxury and consumption. Darima E., an ethnic Tatar, talked about her 

feelings of insecurity in St Petersburg: 

Lately I have not been feeling at risk in St. Petersburg, but I never felt safe, either. I am 
an anxious person, I’m afraid of everything. Even if the danger is only theoretical, I will 
still be nervous. Therefore, I would like to have a chance not to get worried about 
everything, to live a quiet and balanced life. In Russia it is not absolutely impossible, 
but it is difficult – for me, at least.  

 

 Olga A., Nikolay T. Andrei I. and Katya S. all mentioned a constant need to survive and 

overcome difficulties as the main characteristic of life in Russia. This becomes more visible after 

spending a period of comfortable life in Britain. Difficulties range from transport and dangers on 

the roads to bureaucratism, corruption and the absence of transparency in public services. Olga A. 

said: 

What I liked in England was stability and security, the absence of everyday fears. When 
you go out into the street, you are not afraid of being knocked down by a car, being 
shouted at, failing to do what you planned to. In Russia life turns into [a matter of] 
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daily survival. You go out, you don’t know what awaits you. You go out to settle some 
paperwork, and you never know whether you will succeed. If it turns out alright, you 
thank God for it, because every time you expect difficulties. In England everything is 
more secure, stable and clear. For example, I was less afraid of being deceived. 
Whenever I looked for a job or rented a house, I could rely on people and trust my 
contract. I was not afraid of not being paid for my work. (…) In Russia (…) you don’t 
know which doctor to consult, because if you use paid services, some of them could be 
charlatans deceiving you, if you use free services they can ruin your health. We always 
have certain obstacles and barriers.  

 

 Andrei I. remarked on how one cannot do anything in Russia without informal connections, 

citing a corrupt bureaucratic system that maintains the ambiguity of decision-making. He also 

mentioned higher levels of risk in Russia in comparison to Britain, where they are minimalized at 

all levels of the state system:  

The hierarchical system of the Russian bureaucracy, which is responsible for all 
decisions, maintains uncertainty to make it unclear whom to bribe. It makes me mad, as 
it means you need good contacts to live in Russia comfortably or to organize a flexible 
life between Russia and Britain. You can only get contacts if you live there 
permanently.It involves some effort, and I have only a few contacts. In Russia it is 
necessary to have contacts everywhere – in the FSB, in a dental clinic, at a 
hairdresser’s. There is immense uncertainty in a society built on contacts and 
corruption ...  (…) When there is no time and you do not know anyone, it is very difficult 
to live there. Obviously you expect to deal with these things all the time if you're going 
to live there permanently, so it creates a distance between you and Russia. The biggest 
fear one can have is the uncertainty of the future. The entire Western system is designed 
to ensure that this uncertainty is minimized. There are contracts – if their terms are not 
fulfilled, you go to court. The whole system is like that – you pay a monthly rent, your 
get your salary, everything is guaranteed at least for some period of time. (…) In this 
environment you don’t rack your brains, have fears or waste your time, and you become 
flexible. You’re free to choose your activities and plan your life. In Russia this system of 
institutions doesn’t work – there’s a lot of uncertainty in everything. 

 

 There were different social expectations and degrees of tolerance related to status, 

provenance, origins, prestige, profession and income in Britain and Russia. Informants felt less 

restrained by these social criteria in Britain. It allowed them to pay less attention to ‘what has to be 

done’, ‘what is expected from you’, and ‘what is normal’, and more looking for a new work/life 

balance that was characteristic of Europe rather than Russia. Katya S. said:  
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Russia means a struggle with difficulties; England means the pleasure of living your 
life. These are two fundamental points. In Russia you’re always struggling with 
something or someone, there’s more stress, but here you can just enjoy life ... In Russia 
there is more focus on careers and work. We’re always trying to do something to prove 
our worth, to build foundations for our children, as post-Soviet times were not the 
easiest ones. Here I feel more comfortable, as I can do what I think is good for me – 
draw, write, play golf, whatever. Work ceases to be the main way of self-identification – 
other characteristics become more important. In Russia I was much more focused on 
my career, on work... here I have started to draw. 

 

 Olga A. mentioned finding it almost impossible to break free from social judgements and 

norms in Russia, while there are options to plan your life in new and unexpected ways in Britain. 

The heritage of the Soviet social system was mentioned as a limitation on creativity: 

What I liked about Britain is…. the society is so diverse and multicultural ... Yes, there 
are social statuses and class divisions. As I was born in the Soviet Union, where 
everyone was equal, it was very difficult for me to witness them. But at the same time, it 
is easier to be different there – no one will point a finger at you. If you take a different 
step in Russia, others will look at you and think critically: ‘This one wants to stand out’. 
Being different is not the norm. (…) Freedom from all social expectations attracts me in 
Britain. In Russia we have a greater pressure of social expectations: there is always a 
plan you should follow. If you stand out, you are considered a stranger. I really feel 
it…. In Britain there are more opportunities to see the world, to change the trajectory of 
one’s life. No one will judge you. (…) We in Russia treat what’s ‘different’ very 
cautiously.  

 

 Nikolay T. spoke with passion about a whole range of social constraints that made life for 

him difficult in Moscow and that were cast away when he studied in Britain. He mentioned the 

limitations and unfairness of academic life in Russia, where the system of blat (Ledeneva 1998), as 

well as informal dependence on someone higher up the professional ladder, influences careers, 

statuses and professional aspirations. Studying in Britain gave Nikolay the elite status of a 

‘foreigner’, which took him several stages up the Russian social ladder and allowed him to enjoy a 

certain level of comfort. Interestingly enough, Nikolay criticizes and embraces the Russian social 

system at once, as he seeks and enjoys his current societal approval and prestige in Russia, while 
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expressing his preference for the system of meritocratic social evaluation based on personal 

achievements and a good education that he witnessed in the USA and Britain.  

 Lyudmila K., Tanya S. and Natan R. spoke about the role of attributes of luxury (cars, 

perfume, clothes, vacation trips) in Moscow, which are used to make social judgements in Russian 

society. Natan R. mentioned the pressure at his work regarding the possession of cars as a means of 

commuting. He also described how his Oxford period is judged in Russia as a sign of poshness and 

wealth, not as proof of his talents and intellect. Tanya S. described the tendency of Muscovites to 

buy new Iphones and fashionable shoes instead of going somewhere abroad to explore other 

countries, while Lyudmila K. felt that her having travelled and the fact of migration to Britain are 

judged inadequately, according to the criteria of ‘coolness’. Grigory Z. remembered nostalgically 

the happy feeling he had in Britain of not being constrained by the need to be rich. He claimed that 

the normalization of poverty in Britain does not humiliate people as human beings, while social 

inequality in Russia makes things even more difficult for the poor. 
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5 Cosmopolitans, patriots or cosmopolitan patriots? 

 The next section of this chapter will continue the analysis of Russian migrants’ changing or 

fluctuating relationships with their home country by moving it on to the wider political level. Here 

the discourses about ‘the West and Russia’ were developed through the integration of history, 

geopolitics and reflections on the current and future political situations. Here one could distinguish 

two main positions reflected in the migration decisions analysed in the first chapter, which 

paradoxically could be situated in parallel with the discourses of Slavophiles and Westernizers 

(Tolz 2001) in their visions of Russia’s future with regard to the West, but adapted to the globalized 

world of the 21st century. The discussions about Russia’s osoby put (special path) seem to reflect 

the continuing debates of the 18th to 20th centuries presented by Tolz (2001) in her historical 

overview. As for defining their own positions and futures vis-à-vis Russia, some informants still 

linked their future personal lives and careers with that country and cited patriotism as the important 

value that played a part in their decision to come back. Others, conversely, showed signs of political 

cosmopolitanism and individualism, presenting a picture of the world where everybody should seek 

the place and country where he or she would be most useful. But the former, despite their patriotic 

visions of the future, still remained connected to the world outside Russia through travel and their 

professional activities, while the latter, who rejected direct patriotism as a wrong life strategy, were 

still involved in activities linked with Russia (discussions, international conferences, academic 

collaboration, lectures and seminars, visits). I argue that the majority of my informants expressed 

the characteristics of cosmopolitan patriots (Appiah 1997); while devoted cosmopolitans or strict 

patriots were much rarer. 

 Russia as a political, cultural and social entity remained an important reference point for 

almost all migrants. Many of them, especially the men, were passionately interested in the political 

and social development of the country, even if they did not plan to return there or had critical views 

about its past and future. They used Internet resources (including online versions of British and 
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Russian newspapers, the radio, sites of think tanks and NGOs) to receive updates on the current 

situation in Russia and understand its changing position in the world. They became engaged in 

political conversations about its past, present and future with British and international people where 

they either chose to defend Russia against the criticisms of others or expressed critical opinions. 

Different historical layers, including Soviet history, were brought up in these conversations, and 

taking a stance about modern Russia usually meant engaging with its Soviet past. My informants’ 

positions were very different here, from the patriotic to the dismissive. Lyudmila K. said: 

Quite frequently in communication with people, you notice the existence of stereotypes 
about Russia: ‘You have authoritarian rule, totalitarism, you are used to living in 
communes, you have a mafia’ (…) They have a blinkered vision of Russia. The mass 
media are main sources of that, they have one topic: ‘Everything is awful in Russia, 
there is mafia, Putin’s is an authoritarian regime’. Negative comments by Russians 
themselves only make things worse. Many researchers come here and start to criticize 
Russia. The core of their research is to show good England and bad Russia. There is 
always this negativism at conferences: ‘Russia has no democracy, it is a totalitarian 
country, everything is awful’. You always have to defend Russia. I don’t understand 
Russians who criticize. (…) At one Christmas party I met people whose great-
grandparents emigrated from Russia, and they pass on this negativity from generation 
to generation, sometimes not knowing the Russian language at all well. Their ancestors 
were mainly from the Russian nobility. Well, they might have had hard times during 
Bolshevism, but why should Russian culture be associated with this negative 
experience? One should treat Russian culture with objectivity – there is no need to be 
constantly critical. 

 

 The mission of cultural meditation was taken up by many migrants who had a chance to 

become involved in serious political and cultural discussions at universities or in their work 

environments. Boris P., ex-president of the Cambridge Russian Society, talked about this: 

I consider cultural diplomacy to be my mission. You try to be a representative of your 
country at the informal level – this is called civic diplomacy. You say: ‘I’m from Russia, 
I don’t try to embellish things and say that in Russia we have heaven on earth’. But 
some things are important to show to make people see the whole picture in its 
complexity and with nuances. You have to introduce people to it, while not trying to 
advocate it. You say: ‘We just have it this way’. You give a moderate picture, not a 
polarized one. It would not be a Trotskyist picture saying that in the USSR everything 
was great apart from Stalin, and not a Russophobic one showing that everything in 
Russia should be changed according to the Western model. You try to convey a 
balanced view.  
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 For some, it was actually during their time in Britain that their interest in Russian politics 

and their understanding of different points of view in the world media started to develop. Nikolay T. 

said: 

I feel that I have never, even in America or England, cut my connections with Russia. 
While I was living abroad, I got attuned to politics. Before migration I was one of those 
intellectuals who are not involved in politics. I still do not know much, but I know 
something at a certain level. I found information about current Russian politics from 
newspapers and journal articles here. The first thing that struck me was that I saw 
clearly how biased they were. I expected that they would blame us for the fact that we 
have corruption, poverty, that people have low standards of living, but I saw that they 
were criticizing us for democracy or rather the lack of it. I suddenly saw that they were 
not talking about important issues. And I immediately understood that they did so 
because the same questions could be addressed to them. They keep inventing things, 
criticizing us for the wrong things. 

 

 For many others, understanding current developments in Russian politics and economics has 

become an important part of their professional lives. They either consulted other companies and 

businesses on Russian labour markets, the future of investments, the political situation in Russia, 

the state of the oil and gas industry, or wrote articles, organized discussions and gave lectures on 

various topics related to the economic political, social and cultural spheres of Russian life. The 

experience of life in Britain gave them an opportunity to understand Russia’s place in the world and 

to conceive new ideas about options for its future development. In many of my informants’ 

opinions, successful development can take place if Russia starts perceiving itself as part of the 

world system and opens itself to the experiences of other countries by adopting the laws, practices, 

norms and values that Western and Asian countries have found useful. This opinion could be 

roughly compared to the historical position of Westernizers in the ‘Westernernizers vs Slavophiles’ 

debate. As Valery N. suggested, the idea of osoby put’ (‘a special path’) for Russia is wrong, as it is 

a road to nationalistic chauvinism and a failure to understand the historical mistakes made by other 

countries: 



273 
 

In my opinion, a ‘special way’ is an explanation for idiots. There are no special paths; 
history has repeated itself a thousand times in many different countries. The situation 
that Russia is in now has happened in South America and other places. One should read 
history and think a little bit to understand that everything is made of the same bricks. 
One has to start wondering why these things have happened, what results have ‘special 
paths’ produced, how had different societal systems evolved? People just don’t think in 
these terms yet. They were not able to think for seventy years, and it is difficult [for 
them] to start now. Those who understand how the world works usually go to Harvard. 

 

 Boris P., on the contrary, defining himself as a ‘cosmopolitan pragmatist’, supported the 

‘osoby put’’ idea, though described how he sees it using an approach similar to that expressed by 

Valery N. In his view, Russia is a Eurasian country and has to adopt Asian and European practices. 

It has to stop the practice of closure to new experiences on ideological grounds and stop dividing 

the world into ‘enemies’ and ‘friends’, as this differentiation is the legacy of the Cold War 

mentality. It is interesting how Boris defined himself as both as a ‘patriot’ and a ‘cosmopolitan’, 

indeed, as being one the ‘cosmopolitan patriots’ described by Appiah (1997):  

I consider myself a patriot, but I am also very cosmopolitan. I believe that every country 
has its own way. There are some things that unite them, and others that differentiate 
them. One needs to understand the peculiarities of each country. Russia has its past and 
things to be proud of, although there shouldn’t be any excesses. I would never shout 
that Russia is the best country in the world, but I will try to communicate, affect my 
interlocutor’s opinion, give some additional facts. I care about what people think of my 
country, and I think their opinions should be carefully considered and based on diverse 
sources. I am a cosmopolitan pragmatist. I am a cosmopolitan, because I am interested 
in different Western cultures, I keep them equidistant, I never choose only particular 
countries as right. I understand that the world has the West, China, Japan, the Middle 
East, the Muslim world, Latin America. Russia can learn from all these regions – it 
doesn’t need to bind itself to only one. (...) I believe any ideology based on being ‘anti-
something’ is doomed – be it anti-Western or anti-Eastern. (…) Hearing that Russia has 
a special way makes some people allergic. This does not mean that it should necessarily 
be an anti-Western one, one also has to understand its Eurasianism. This is not a 
mystical concept but objective reality. Russia comprises Turkic, Muslim, Finno-Ugrian 
and Slavic elements. I’m not an anti-Westerner or an anti-Easterner – politics can’t be 
built on phobias like ‘Eurasian’ to be against the West, or ‘Western’ to be against 
Eurasia. (…) There should be no preferences in the style of the Cold War period 
differentiating ‘good’ and ‘bad’ countries.  
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 Many informants learned to appreciate Russia during their time in Britain, understood its 

special place in the world, and grew to be devoted patriots, while bringing their cosmopolitan 

knowledge with them. Fatima F. explained this as follows: 

It seems to me that through learning about another country you understand your own 
country better. A perspective changes when you look from the outside. I am interested to 
see things from the other side. During the first months you feel like a tourist, but then 
you start to get involved in daily life and see real people, your euphoria passes and you 
start comparing. The more you live, the more you learn, the more you compare, the 
more you find some key differences. You begin to understand why this is so, why that is 
so, why it can be different and why that will never change. 

 

 Alexander Ch., expressing notions closer to the Slavophile position in the ‘Westernizers vs 

Slavophiles’ debate, suggests that certain qualities of modern Russian life are inextricable from 

historical Russian values, defending the opinion that it cannot become European, as that will mean 

erasing some qualities that are characteristic of the nation as a whole: 

Nothing has changed over two hundred years. The structure of society and people’s 
views are practically the same. I learned to see these things more clearly in Britain 
because I was looking from the outside. If we talk about corruption, for example, I can 
see that nepotism and corruption are directly linked to unity of the family. In order to 
get rid of cronyism, you have to destroy the family, as was done in the West.  It is 
necessary to loosen family connections so that people will stop sacrificing the interests 
of society for their relatives. I have lived in different countries, and I’ve seen that 
corruption does not exist in countries where there is no family. These things are 
interconnected – you can’t just get rid of corruption, as it is only one side of the coin. 
So, there is a specific Russian culture, and it has different sides. If you have A, you have 
B, you can’t eliminate the bad side only. When you live in the country, you don’t see it. 
You start realizing it after getting experience of another world, of a different structure 
of society. (...) You need to destroy all the Russianness in a Russian to make him 
European. 

 

 Oleg H., again standing closer to the Slavophile side of the debate, spoke about developing 

an appreciation of his country, missing it during his time in Britain and fearing that some Western 

individualistic traits adopted by Russians may ruin Russian national values: 

The strange thing is that, having lived in England, I began to love my country a lot more 
than I had loved it before, because I realized how valuable the things that we have here 
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were. I remember all the political events that we had in Russia, and they affected me 
during various periods of my life, but ... I would not trade the things that they have in 
England - a huge number of things that make life easier and more comfortable for the 
human relations that exist here. I observe what is happening in big cities - Moscow, St 
Petersburg, Nizhny Novgorod, Novosibirsk – with anxiety and suspicion. People now 
have the opportunity to earn good money, they spend it, they live with it, but their 
human relationships have started resembling Western ones. They are becoming more 
superficial, pretentious and unnatural, less educated, not so well-read. This worries me. 
I formed this opinion in England. 

 

 Some migrants speak of patriotism not as an emotional or pathetic concept, but as a feeling 

of their belonging to Russia that has not been changed by their stay in Britain. Elena K. mentioned 

her patriotic feelings as one of the main reasons for living in Moscow: 

I guess my main reason for returning is my patriotism, which lives in the depths of my 
mind. From the very beginning, when I had been considering my options, I decided that 
to have dual citizenship was not quite right. It is very convenient from a practical point 
of view, as you have opportunities to live abroad, travel and work. For the majority of 
people, citizenship means just another passport, an extra piece of paper, but I believe 
that one should have only one citizenship. One should be a citizen of the country that 
one feels one belongs to, that one loves, and that is Russia for me. Yes, it could be 
gloomy and greyish, and underdeveloped in some areas, certainly inferior to England, 
with its green lawns, or America, with its comfort. But this is my country, I am Russian, 
and I consider having a second, third, fourth or tenth passport immoral. In general, I 
had opportunities, and if I really wanted to emigrate somewhere, I would have done it. I 
am fanatically, romantically and sincerely in love with England, but I’ve always felt the 
difference between ‘them’ and ‘us’. I belong here in Russia, so ... That’s why I have 
never lived abroad for a long time and fled from Britain after 3.5 years, as one should 
live at home. 

 

 For such informants, who are, nevertheless, highly connected to Europe and the world 

through their personal and professional mobility, patriotism and desire to contribute to the 

development of Russia, there were other reasons for returning to Russia, such as professional 

privileges and advantages, practical considerations (their own flats, a good income, low taxes) and 

the presence of their family and friends. Maxim F. spoke critically about people who think that their 

knowledge and talents could be applied according to their own individual preferences, without 

considerations related to their homeland: 
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Well, it’s certainly a principle that is sad to see being used. This is a correct position 
from an individual's point of view, but a wrong one from the state’s point of view. Here 
I support that of the state. Every state is striving to get individual talents working inside 
its territory. And one can always make a contribution, even writing a book.  

 

 Sergey T. summarized this approach where one’s individual development is connected with 

the application of one’s talents for the use of one’s homeland: 

I want to contribute to the well-being of my country. My ideal if Mikhail Lomonosov, 
who went to study abroad and then returned to found a university. He was a great man. 
I think that the saying ‘Grow where you are planted’ is right. I think that ‘duty’ towards 
one’s country is a very important word. 

 

 While Maxim F., Elena K., Vassily B., Natan R., Sergey T., Fatima F. indeed returned to 

Russia, some other migrants, while staying in the UK, also envisaged a future in Russia. Their need 

to make themselves useful at home was one of their highest priorities in life, while practical 

considerations and personal changes in their biographies still kept them from returning. These 

migrants expressed the opinions and plans of potential returnees during the time we talked, while 

their lives were still developing abroad. Boris P. said: 

Teaching students in Russia seems more attractive to me than anywhere else, because I 
will be at home. In this regard I have developed patriotism… I’m not a nuclear physicist 
who needs a laboratory with modern equipment and wouldn’t be able to continue his 
scientific research without it. If I were offered decent financial support in Russia, why 
not return? If you are trying to establish yourself and test your intellectual powers, St 
Petersburg is very good city. (…) Instead of changing postdocs in Europe, I could come 
home and really do something. I could teach Russian students something: I could be a 
good role model, as I am quite a moralist, I can give guidance to young people. I may 
say to someone that the West is not all honey and sweets, and say to someone else to 
stop believing that Russia is the centre of the earth. Such are my educational 
aspirations, and they are more applicable and appropriate in Russia. I do not want to 
teach Western students; they already know better  (...) Russia has always been a 
leitmotif... I am still trying to understand whether I will continue delaying this decision, 
but I still think of going back. Some critical friends say: ‘Well, you all say that, and you 
never do’. But I think I won’t find living here pleasant enough. I like England, but I 
don’t think I can live here all my life. With all my internationalism and 
cosmopolitanism, I would not mind making work trips to other countries, but I would 
like to live at home. I think I’d just feel better there. 
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 To this approach, where individual and state benefits are combined in a harmonious vision 

of one’s future in Russia, was opposed the more cosmopolitan vision of another group of migrants. 

They insisted that individual development should be always one’s main priority, as a person could 

become useful in any country he or she chooses. According to this position, it is not state benefits 

but individual preferences that are important, as a person chooses where to be and where to use his 

or her talents and intellect. It is the world, not one country, that benefits from the distribution of 

people migrating to other countries, giving them good conditions of work and allowing them to 

realize their potential. Grigory Z. explained:  

The individual matters most. My free choice is with a certain community of people. 
What is a brain drain from an individual’s point of view? Why is it called a drain? My 
brains are always with me, they haven’t drained. Society and humanity will get more 
benefit if I use my brains in the place that suits them best (...) Absolute self-centeredness 
means that everything should work for an individual. It’s what liberalism is about, when 
an individual matters most and is free to do anything he wants, as long as does not 
inhibit freedom of another person. And the second principle is that communities united 
by common interest, humanity in general, are more important than national borders. 
They inspire stronger allegiances than national or ethnic origins. I was born in a 
certain place – this is my homeland ... No, it doesn’t work like that. There is humanity, 
there are people with the same interests, and everything else, including the state and 
national history, comes second.  

 

 With self-realization becoming these migrants’ first priority, Russia stops being their 

destination, as, in their view, an individual’s talents and intellect can be used better in other 

countries. For them, choosing Russia for patriotic reasons means following ideological stereotypes 

that may not lead to good results. Philipp I. said: 

In my opinion, everyone should forget all these stereotypes, if they are in one’s head, 
and build one’s life in  most convenient and comfortable way. If you come from Russia, 
you shouldn’t pour dirt over your country or say nasty things about it – that’s wrong 
and dishonest. But you have to look for a place where you can realize your full 
potential, and that’s not always in Russia. Not everyone succeeds there. 
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 This view reflects a cosmopolitan outlook that was part of many migrants’ mindsets by the 

end of their period in the UK. It embraces the possibilities for ex-migrants to choose any country in 

the world for their self-realization if opportunities for a chosen professional pathway in Russia do 

not arise or are limited. Nikolay T. comments: 

It is normal that a place exists where the things we learned at Oxford and Cambridge 
could be used. Why should we bring a brocaded cape to Africa, where no one would 
appreciate it? One should use the following approach: if they appreciate and 
understand you in Russia, that’s good. But if you suddenly find yourself ... There are 
professions in Moscow – I know that many of our Cambridge graduates went to work in 
the spheres of business, money, finance. Well, this is what is used and valued in Russia, 
leaving no place for the humanities. I would never say that one should not return to 
Russia, as this would be cynicism and racism, but… every country, every city has its 
own advantages ... the map of the world is huge, and one can and should live 
everywhere. 
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6  Cosmopolitan capital: manifestations of new cosmopolitan 

dispositions  

 The visions of one’s future in Russia and in the world and the different degrees of 

cosmopolitanism in the spectrum of opinions I have analysed were one reflection of the new capital 

as cosmopolitans that influenced their self-identifications after their time in Britain. While 

reaffirming their Russianness and post-Sovietness in personal networks and in the emotional 

spheres of their lives, my informants continued to live abroad and acquire the social, cultural and 

practical skills they needed for a life away from Russia, thus always changing into cosmopolitan 

Russians, to adopt Appiah’s term to this research. Sometimes this process was painful and not 

harmonious, involving the ‘in-betweenness’, the feeling of being a stranger both abroad and in 

one’s own country. A philosophically layered account of building this new Russianness abroad was 

given by Nikolay T.: 

When Russians come here, they always feel isolated and disconnected, and I felt the 
same. (…) As we feel distanced, we try to make up for the missing realities – we get 
more active here. This is, paradoxically, one of the aspects of returning home, like in 
Tarkovsky’s ‘Solaris’. The hero doesn’t get on with his father in the beginning, he 
accuses him, they part in a deep and painful conflict, and in the end he comes back to 
an unreal home, with rain pouring over books, and he becomes a prodigal son standing 
on his knees there. The same happens to us – we become Russians here in Britain, not at 
home. I am not exactly Russian there. And I can’t feel really at home anywhere – I was 
very different from others in Russia, I was withdrawn and restrained. But when I moved 
to another context of life with unknown strangers around, I opened up, started to act 
differently and achieved something. I couldn’t take root either here or there. Well, of 
course, I am Russian. Lev Gumilev used terms like ‘antisystem’ (where everyone 
contradicts one another) and ‘negative world perception’. We Russians are the 
products of this antisystem in the sense that we are dissidents, we hate Russia. ‘To hate 
Russia – what a sweet feeling’, quoted Berdyaev. (…) We emerge out of this country not 
considering ourselves Russian. Who are we? We still talk Russian, but we want to 
disperse, to leave the environment that expels us. And something different happens 
when we come here. We suddenly find ourselves in the situation which was defined as 
‘life construction’ in the 1920s. We begin to build up a new civilization here. We create 
things we didn’t get in Russia. We construct the Russia we like, that we would have 
wanted to see back home. I do it in the Russian Society here, and I am glad to have this 
possibility, which was lacking at home. Back there it was Russia with cads, spittle, dirt, 
nightmares – this Russianness is different. 
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 For Nikolay T., the core of this process of seeking for one’s new Russianness abroad was 

the painful feeling of separation and isolation both from Russia and the host country. The same 

feeling of being in a transitory state between two cultures could cause some migrants to feel they 

had two coexisting identities. Nikita V., who firmly defended his ‘Britishness’, confided at the end 

of the interview: 

Now I have two personalities – Russian and English. In English I am a calm, nice, 
smiling man who likes to chat about all sorts of things. In Russian I am moody, not 
talkative, and generally not nice. I have been trying to shake off this Russian 
personality, and with a degree of success.  

 

 The period in Britain could involve a process of bringing these two personalities into a 

certain balance, similar to the process of learning to live between Russia and the UK described in 

the previous chapter. Inna D. described how she brought this duality in her identity to a more 

balanced state: 

I haven’t become an Englishwoman – quite the contrary, the value of my nationality has 
increased to me. (…) But still I always felt I had two selves: Russian-speaking and 
English-speaking ones. Two types of mentality. When I got older, these two selves began 
to merge, and I felt that I was not changing my behaviour or manner of conversation 
depending on the nationality of those I was talking to.  

 

 Igor L. mentioned that his identity was formed by his triple experiences of having been born 

a Russian Muscovite, becoming an American emigrant of Jewish origins because of his family’s 

decision to acquire American citizenship, and having the experience of studying in Britain. In this 

life story, temporary migration to Britain overlapped with permanent emigration to the USA and a 

life-long habit of cultural life in Moscow. For Igor, his acquired cosmopolitanism – the change he 

mentioned – was a result of all these processes at once: the experiences of living in Britain and the 
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USA and of understanding the limitations of his Soviet upbringing and reaffirming his family 

history: 

I couldn’t help being cosmopolitan, as I am Jewish. In school I knew I was slightly 
different and reflected upon it. And then this move to America, which is a Babylon of all 
the world’s races on its streets… Oxford, in fact, is the same, but New York is 
particularly multicultural… (…) Who is a cosmopolitan? (…) A cosmopolitan is not a 
rootless person, as our Soviet ideology was trying to tell us… but is someone who is 
open to other cultures, who doesn’t make generalizations about nationalities. He never 
passes judgements upon people in the vein of ‘Gastarbeiters from Middle Asia’, 
‘Ukrainian repairmen’, ‘greedy Jews’. ‘cold Britons’, ‘militant Russians’. He never 
makes such idiotic generalizations. Cosmopolitanism for me (and that matters for my 
personal and professional future) means that there is a macrolevel of attitudes to other 
cultures (…). If you want to be a maximally accomplished person, you have to be open 
to the world. You have to be a man of the world. You have to learn to look at the same 
phenomenon from different points of view. (…) Initially I was a product of the Soviet 
system, although I was [only] five years old when it collapsed…  Still, I had an 
absolutely determinist consciousness when I came to England, and then it was 
shattered.  There are no definite answers to some questions in life. For instance, that 
stopped my inclinations towards religion. I think that every religion is a fanatical 
doctrine, it is firmly attached to certain nationalities and ethnic groups. It might have 
its positive aspects, but I treat every religious doctrine with suspicion and caution, 
Jewish religion included. But it doesn’t mean I am rootless. My consciousness of my 
roots has intensified… I became interested in my genealogy. But I also decided that for 
my creative writing I would start in Russian, as in this language I can express myself, 
but then I will translate my writings into English. I wanted to master both languages 
and make them my own. 

 

 If not always a search for one’s own history, there was at least a new self-awareness of one’s 

position as a newcomer among other world cultures. This feeling shed new light on one’s self-

perception and one’s place in the world of human nomadism. Kseniya O. described this process: 

When you have the experience of living in another country where things are organized 
differently and other laws are applied, you bring a new element to your life. You have a 
new experience of self-identification. As you find yourself in a situation you didn’t 
initially come from, you are asked endlessly: ‘Where are you from?’. They constantly 
ask something of this kind, and you always have to explain. They don’t ask: ‘Why are 
you here’, but sometimes you can read this question in their minds (laughs)… And all 
this causes reflections about human movements and migration, about how one feels 
when one is not ‘from this place’, when one ‘has come over’, as we like to say in Russia.  
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 Sometimes one’s period in Britain did not mean in itself a new layer of cosmopolitanism 

added to one’s self-identification, but rather the intensification of previous cosmopolitan attitudes 

acquired through previous experiences of travels, work trips and meetings with people, as was the 

case for Kseniya O: 

My sphere of human rights activism is always criticized for its excess of 
cosmopolitanism. Pan-humans and rootless cosmopolitans are two labels that are 
virtually inescapable. The themes of dissidence and Jewishness also come up. My 
attitudes are those of an entirely dedicated cosmopolitan, but they have less to do with 
migration… I think that my British experience, my life in a huge human Babylon, didn’t 
shock me so much… Moscow is a very multicultural place, and I have always travelled. 
My worlds always changed, I saw a lot of different countries, and then we had fondness 
for the East in my family… So, I wouldn’t say that it was a colossal shock…and then I 
also read lectures about concepts like tolerance, diversity. I welcome all these ‘multi-
culti’ things, and this aspect did not pose any questions to me, as they were left far 
behind. I remember this process, which all came about thanks to the opportunities I 
had. I know how these barriers are overcome, and not only at the level of skin colour. 
(…) There are various watersheds, and I’ve learned to accept them, to remould my 
world view. So I can’t say that England changed me dramatically, but we talked about 
these things during the night in student halls of residence. 

 

 The new cosmopolitanism gradually became normal for many migrants’ self-identifications. 

An openness to new things started to prevail over the Russian habit of closure to new ways of life 

and other cultures (intensified by remnants of Soviet ideology remembered from childhood). Tanya 

S. said: 

I think that cosmopolitanism is flexibility in everything. Flexibility and tolerance. You 
perceive this multifaceted world and do not try to stick labels [on things]: ‘This is good, 
this is bad, this is done in the Russian way, this is done in an unknown, strange way’. 
You understand that the world is a rainbow, and every colour has a million of other 
shades. The rainbow delights us because it is so variable. This is cosmopolitanism – 
when you are open to new information, to every new experience. A cosmopolitan person 
is one who embraces every culture and treats history, culture, the social aspects with 
respect. He is open, ready to learn, ready to see new things happening around [him], 
and that is why he feels comfortable everywhere. 

 

 Manyof my informants, apart from acquiring friends in different parts of the world, also 

became ready for relationships and marriages with people from all over the world, not 
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differentiating between Russians and non-Russians, actually preferring international partners to 

Russian ones, or actively looking for those who had previous multicultural experiences. Gradually, 

many of my returnee informants (especially those who continued to have an international social and 

professional environment in Russia) stopped dividing people into ethnicities and nationalities in 

their mental approach to their colleagues, friends, acquaintances. They gradually acquired this truly 

cosmopolitan view, starting with initial experiences of the presence of other cultures in this world 

and overcoming the need to divide people according to ethnic and cultural origins. Elena K. 

described this new cosmopolitan perception, remarking that she is now perceived by her colleagues 

to be a ‘person of the world’: 

People in my Moscow office are fascinated by a certain ‘foreignness’ in me. I don’t 
think I have it, but that’s how they perceive it. People consider my English to be 
‘Cambridge English’. They are intrigued to see that I have lots of British 
acquaintances, I treat foreigners as if I were one of them. (…) There was a training 
session for new managers in Holland – it had 1200 people from 93 countries – Europe, 
Asia, Africa. And before I could register, I was embraced by colleagues from my 
London office, and as I didn’t know anyone from Moscow, I spent all my  time with 
them.  And when they introduced me to someone, they said: ‘This is Elena, now she is 
not from London, but generally she is from London’ (laughs). And I thought how great 
it was to be there with my friends… One of the biggest advantages that being abroad 
has given me – America at first, but England most of all – is that you learn to perceive 
foreigners as people like you. It sounds awful, perhaps, but you stop thinking in terms 
‘foreigner – non-foreigner’, you just see them as people. We were discussing my 
personal life with an Indian friend in Moscow last week. Isn’t it great that that it is 
possible? If you have close friends among foreigners, you forget that you are talking 
with people from other countries. It opens the world for you. 

 

7  Cosmopolitan capital revisited: new practices and social 

remittances in Russia. 

 The final section of this chapter will consider the attitudes  of Russians who had been in the 

UK to the new Russian society and analyse some of their new practices in Russia, which were, 

along changes in their values and outlooks, manifestations of their cosmopolitan capital. On 



284 
 

returning, these informants acted as mediators between the West and Russia in many respects. 

Andrei I. suggested that this mediation should become systematic, a normal practice, with the 

notion of a ‘cosmopolitan patriot’ finding its realization after a move abroad. People who have lived 

in other countries should not worry about the choice between being a cosmopolitan or a patriot, but 

bring social remittances to Russia, notwithstanding one’s choice of actual place of residence. This 

practice, he suggested further, is well developed in the West and should be adopted in Russia. The 

state should find incentives for people to return and use them in vital areas ranging from political 

governance to finance, the sciences and the environment. Andrei I. (who finally returned to Russia 

to work in academia) explained that the notion of non-returning emigrants betraying the country 

(allegedly typical of the Soviet mindset) should be overcome in order to attract specialists (Russian 

ex-migrants) from the West: 

It is important to have an open lifestyle in Russia. There are lots of Australians doing 
business in Argentina, or Americans living in Hong Kong, and nobody considers them 
traitors. They just work there. The same should be [the case] in Russia. They need to 
invite people from the West to teach at Russian universities. And more than that, people 
should be invited to work in all spheres. The fact that people leave Russia is not a 
problem. (...) There are many areas, the environment, for example, that are 
underdeveloped in Russia, while there are many Russians, or not necessarily Russians, 
who are working in these areas in the West. Finances are not developed enough in 
Russia, but there are lots of Russian people who are chief managers in Western banks. 
If you give them a chance to go to Russia, they will return. One needs to create a 
similar talent pool comprised of Russians in the West. (…) People don’t think in this 
vein. They still have the mentality according to which emigrants have left for good, 
being renegades... They link departure from the country to a lack of patriotism, a lack of 
feelings for Russia. No one thinks that migrants are human reserves that should be 
used, that many people leave just because they have found good work, and that they can 
go back – one just has to use them. 

 

 While many of my informants actively participated in Russian economic, social and political 

life after returning to Russia, there also seemed to exist a range of opportunities for changing 

Russian society and bringing some benefits to the country while choosing to live abroad. These 

activities included guest lectures, talks and courses. Andrei I. brought in the ‘Westernizers vs 

Slavophiles’ dichotomy in explaining the importance of these activities: 
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I believe that it is necessary to give lectures to broaden people’s minds, not to impose 
anything, but just let people know ... That’s why I’m giving lectures in St. Petersburg. If 
we are patriots, if we really remain Russian, we can’t lose this connection. (...) It’s 
really interesting, it brings moral satisfaction, as it means giving, not only taking. I 
think that people might be interested if I shared my experience. (...) If you look back in 
history, there were Westernizers and Slavophiles. I am a Westernizer in this respect. I 
believe that Russian civilization might be unique and special, but we don’t have a 
special way, because we belong not to Asian, but European civilization. The 
development of the Russian mind, outlook and economy is closely connected with 
Europe and depends on being open to Europe. I want to participate in this process by 
sharing my experience. (…) It is evident that some ideas that are accepted in Russia 
come from the West, but it always takes a lot of time for them to settle. One needs to 
broaden their horizons, to show another point of view. (…) I believe that one has to do 
it. Even if there is negative response, I believe that people still discover new things.  

 

 Another way of taking part in Russia’s development while being abroad was to write articles 

in Russian newspapers and magazines, as well as contributing to news sites, forums and blogs 

aimed at Russian audiences based in the country and worldwide. Evgeny L. had been working as a 

journalist in a London-based Russian news agency for ten years. He also kept a blog where he 

explained and commented on British news and the realities of everyday life to Russians. He said: 

I don’t have such ambitions as some people who want to change things on a large 
scale... but I think that my work influences things every day, as I am working for 
readers back in Russia. I understand their mentality, their psychology. I can foresee 
what they might be interested in, which side of events they would be interested in 
looking at. I know how to address sensitive issues so as to make a greater impact. I 
humbly hope that I can affect people by showing examples of another way of life in the 
developed British culture. (...) I work for my country every day, and I think I’ve been 
doing my best (...) I believe that I work for Russia, I’m interested in educating people 
and raising their standards. Perhaps in order to do this one doesn’t need to be in 
Russia, and it’s better to be somewhere else to show best practice and expertise to the 
Russian people.  

 

 My informants also talked to other Russians, sharing practical knowledge and their cultural 

and social experience of life in Britain, Europe and the world. They were, as Elena K. put it, 

‘cultural ambassadors’ of Britain: 

I made a lot of people take interest in England. (…) I think someone else's enthusiasm is 
contagious. (…) I was predicting it when I left England – now I’m a cultural 
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ambassador for Britain in Russia (laughs), because England is my favorite topic of 
conversation. (…) I am the most passionate fan of Britain. Among my colleagues there 
is an Anglophile club, and I am its ‘chairman’ (laughs), and there are my soul brothers 
(laughs) who spend their holidays in England. 

 

 They also gave advice to other Russians on various options in going to Britain to live, study 

and work, helping those who are interested in making this new development in their biographies. 

Kseniya O. said: 

I’ve got a reputation as someone who knows how things should be done, and so once a 
month someone asks me for advice about going to Britain to study. (…) I talk honestly 
about how it can be done, I give advice on the application process, and recommend it as 
an interesting, useful and important experience. 

 

 Similarly, Elena K. has been helping people in her international company in Moscow who 

have decided to go on different study programs and work experiences to Britain: 

The woman who selected me to work here told me that she had also been planning to 
study in England at that time, wanting to get a Master’s in Human Relations. We met 
several times, and I told her which papers to prepare for an application and what life 
was like there. Months later, she went to Manchester. I lost contact with her afterwards, 
but I had sent her on her way to Britain with my own hands (laughs). There was also a 
very talented girl in our company, a mathematician with excellent brains. She was 
largely influenced by me, and also made applications to Cambridge and LSE. I helped 
her with her CV, read her academic essays, and she got offers everywhere. (…) She 
declined them, decided to work for BCG and then do an MBA in America. But she got 
her offers, see? 

 

 Apart from being mediators, ‘ambassadors’, lecturers and article writers, my informants had 

new cosmopolitan practices which became part of their embodied capital after time spent in Britain. 

This included new social connections, new lifestyles, introducing new activities to Russia, an 

eagerness to pick up on new initiatives (waste separation, meeting groups and reading clubs) which 

were less developed in Russia and which were brought from the West. First, informants usually 

remained open to international contacts after returning to Russia and used their experience of 
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international communication at work. They easily obtained new international acquaintances and 

chose work that had opportunities for international communication. They were considered 

specialists with expertise in multicultural communication by their colleagues, their time in Britain 

and their educational degrees and work experience being perceived as indications of that. Secondly, 

through social networks and emails they stayed in contact with the many friends they had acquired 

during their time in Britain. Natan R. spoke about visiting his friends from the British period in later 

years in Moscow: 

Recently I have revisited some exotic countries, and soon I will go to distant lands, too. 
This is all thanks to the friends I made in England. I went to Japan to see a friend, and 
in June I will go to Mexico. It was a person from my football team, who has returned to 
work in Mexico. This is the usual scheme of my travels. There are friends in many 
countries whom I could visit. These are my Oxford friends. 

 

 Thirdly, cosmopolitan friendships, being intellectually stimulating, accustomed migrants to 

a high level of social communication. They evaluated their new friendships by comparing them 

with the quality of their cosmopolitan circles during migration. Andrei I. said: 

I choose people more carefully since Oxford – my criteria are stricter. Broadly 
speaking, there are people who are less or more interesting. And since Oxford it is 
actually hard to find really fascinating people. There is always someone smarter, 
brighter than you in every conversation you join in there.  

 

 Finally, after returning, many brought to Russia the patterns of socialization they had 

become used to in Britain. This meant finding friends among expats from different countries, 

visiting events aimed at those who had studied or worked in Britain, and joining and organizing 

societies for Russians with the experience of living in Britain in Moscow and St Petersburg. Sveta 

Y. and Igor L. were presidents of the Oxford Alumni Society in Moscow, Valya R. took up the 

same position in St Petersburg, and Kostya T. was the president of the LSE Alumni Association. 

The unifying principle of these organizations was a common international experience of studying or 
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working in Britain. This culture of clubs indirectly copied British gentlemen’s clubs and Western 

expatriate communities. Interestingly enough, socially it structured the lives of some of the 

returnees, who formed their own social circles and even met their eventual life partners through 

these networks. The mirror contrast with the Russian societies in the UK consisted in the fact that 

they brought together people who had lived in the UK rather than those from Russia. In comparison 

to the all-inclusive Russian societies, these clubs were more elitist, as they brought together Russian 

people from similar social strata. And one could say with certainty that members of these expatriate 

clubs – graduates of British universities or people with extensive work experience in Britain, with 

their new lifestyles, highly cosmopolitan outlooks, social connections and developed expertise in 

international food and travel – belonged to the emerging middle class in Russia.   

 I argue that my informants successfully became part of the emerging Russian middle class, 

which is in some ways similar to the new middle classes described by Lange and Meier (2009) in 

their active consumer practices and enhanced mobility. But they are not the ‘nouveau riches’ or the 

‘New Russians’, those with whom the informants in Oushakine’s (2000) research refused to 

identify. On the basis of the ethnographic research presented in this thesis, I argue that they are an 

emerging intellectual middle class displaying signs of the social and cultural heritage of the Soviet 

intelligentsia in their quest for self-advancement, the high priority they give to the acquisition of 

knowledge and exploration of the world over simple consumption and enrichment, their ethical 

involvement in sustainability issues, their informal grassroots networks of like-minded individuals 

and their donations to charities. The inevitable reemergence of the intelligentsia as part of the 

Russian middle class through the transmission of some of its social privileges and cultural 

dispositions (Schroeder 2009) seems in this case to have worked itself out along the ‘long and 

winding road’ of a move abroad. However, it has proved even more effective because of the 

financial and professional privileges (lost by the intelligentsia with the demise of secure systems of 

state funding and planned employment) gained through new career routes (moves to business, 
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investment, media, government) and professional employment (in academia and in business) 

abroad. And these new ‘expatriate’ Russians also seem to have an additional side to their new social 

standing and self-identification, as their new networks, events and friendships, inclusion in which is 

based on the principle of ‘having lived or worked in Britain’ (or broadly Europe, the West, the 

world), prove. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8  Conclusion 

 This chapter has analysed another aspect of the changed self-identifications of the 

informants in this research, one related to the fine balance they had to strike between their positive 

feelings for their country, Russia, and the new criticisms they had of its political and social 

practices, as well as about the supposed ‘Russian’ or ‘post-Soviet’ mentality, which they objectified 

through comparisons with Britain and the West in general. It has brought to the fore the importance 
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of the discourse of the ‘West and Russia’ and the zone of cognitive doubts and reflections in my 

informants’ minds, actions and views of the future. With the move to Britain itself being a reflection 

of the awareness of a new option of life development somewhere outside Russia, the new 

dispositions and reflections that were the result of this move were inevitably made from the vantage 

point of having been able to compare many spheres, including moral values and social practices, in 

the two countries. The relative freedom that made such reflexivity possible was itself the result of a 

conscious decision to move beyond expected routines of life in Russia. It was realized in the period 

of young adulthood, when such decisions were a part of a general strategy of life aimed at 

proactiveness in changing one’s life. The ways in which it proved conducive to migrants’ 

intellectual and personal growth and served as a preparatory period in their transition from youth to 

full adulthood has been shown in this chapter. 

 The comparisons between Britain and Russia, as well as criticisms of many spheres of 

Russian life, turned out to be one of the results of having been abroad. Here the emotional desire to 

maintain one’s Soviet and post-Soviet cultural and educational past intact was complemented and in 

a way contradicted by more objective, neutral, cognitive reasoning. Here the comparisons reflected 

the new ability to think in non-deterministic ways, the development of more tolerant and more 

critical minds, the new choices regarding one’s life-work balance and the preference for Western 

social and interpersonal practices over Russian ones. The newly developed cosmopolitanism that 

touched on one’s political stance, as well as one’s moral and ethical standing, seemed to play a role 

in such new allegiances. For many it involved the ‘in-between’ self-identifications with a loss of 

sense of belonging in both Russia and Britain. However, eventually a new world-embracing 

cosmopolitan stance and a humanizing vision of individuals given a declining importance to 

nationalism came into being, though expressed to various degrees, were chosen as a viable ground 

for finding one’s position in the contemporary world. 
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 This did not mean that patriotism ceased to exist in my informants’ minds. While some of 

them propagated highly individualized cosmopolitan visions of their futures, for others living and 

working in Russia it was still an important value. Here the possibility of becoming ‘cosmopolitan 

patriots’ seems to be the most balanced life option for them, as they could still use their newly 

acquired cosmopolitan social and cultural capital, as expressed in new normative structures and 

practices, while staying in both the UK and Russia. In Russia they were able to retain the 

cosmopolitan connections they had acquired in their time in Britain and began to serve (according 

to their inclinations) as mediators between Russia and the West, as devoted Westernizers and 

leaders of new opinions, or just as channels of new influences and practices remitted from Britain. 

They also actively expressed their awareness of belonging to an ever-growing sub-group of 

returnees where the experience of having lived abroad and all the ensuing variations of changes in 

self-identifications analysed in this thesis were a prerequisite for membership. Notwithstanding the 

nuances of differences in self-identifications from their Russian contemporaries, they were still 

actively becoming part of the emerging Russian middle class. And this class not only manifested 

stability in its financial and professional standing, it also seemed to transmit and retain the 

intellectualism, quest for self-development, prioritization of education and high culture, openness to 

new things and individual freedom of opinions that was characteristic of the Soviet intelligentsia.  
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Conclusion 
 

This thesis has described the social and professional mobility trajectories and changes to self-
identification that occurred during and after young Russians’ stays of different lengths in Britain in 
the 2000s. More specifically the focus of interest has been the social and personal trajectories of 
men and women who were born in the Soviet Union in the 1970-1980s and who thus belong to the 
‘last Soviet generation’ (Yurchak 2005). After growing up in post-Soviet Russia in the 1990s in an 
atmosphere of change and uncertainty, they decided to use the opportunities to go abroad to study 
and work that started opening up in the early and mid-1990s. This thesis has analysed their moves 
as individual strategies of either escaping or waiting on (Jeffrey 2010) career insecurities in Russia, 
as well as the moral and ethical vacuum in Russia (Zigon 2010, Humphrey 2002, Pesmen 2000, 
Ouchakine 2000), or of trying to gain new social, educational and professional capital that would 
allow them to obtain privileged positions on their return. It has also traced their social and 
professional trajectories and shown that, apart from developing the desired expertise and gaining 
experience, these Russians went through intensive changes in their self-identifications and senses of 
belonging, including the acquisition of new habits of mobility, international social networks and 
cosmopolitan dispositions. The interplay between  the individual decision to move abroad to the as 
yet unknown ‘West’ (Tolz 2001) and the collective social and cultural heritage of having grown up 
in a particular social and political setting that came into play during this move have been the other 
concerns of this thesis.  

In approaching the life-stories of modern Russians, it has been important to keep in mind that these 
young adults were a unique ‘transition cohort generation’ (Miller 2000) whose lives belonged to 
two cultural and social worlds at once. One of these worlds, which they were born into and which 
moulded them as children and teenagers, was the world of the Soviet cultural and social legacy. 
Soviet values and modes of upbringing were not what these people read about in books, but the 
system that left marks on their identities and characters. The other world, with its Western values 
such as individualism, pragmatism, democracy and capitalism entered the lives of Russian migrants 
twice: once during the transformation of the 1980s-1990s, and later during their moves abroad, 
which were made possible by the break-up of the Soviet system. With this biographical context in 
mind, it has been important to trace the influences of this encounter with the West, which was the 
first of this kind, as never had the possibilities been so multiple and available to so many young 
Russian adults raised in a different political and social system.  

This thesis argues that, while their Soviet-Russian cultural past and belonging to a particular social 
group of ‘Soviet intelligentsia’ was still important to them, they continuously acquired new social, 
cultural and cosmopolitan forms of capital that were influential in their returning to Russia with 
significant differences from their contemporaries. A move abroad was instrumental in allowing 
them to retain the privileges of the social and cultural heritage of the Russian intelligentsia 
(intellectual striving for self-development, meritocratic ambitions, openness to the new, cultural 
distinction), while gaining new professional expertise, educational capital abroad and also 
‘cosmopolitan capital’ (Kendall et al. 2009, Kennedy 2009, Weenink 2008), which allowed the 
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returnees to find their positions in the emerging Russian middle class. Their cosmopolitan capital 
was developed by means of extensive comparisons of two countries and was manifested in new 
dispositions, practices and ethical evaluations of Russian-Soviet social practices in the light of 
experienced British ones (individualism versus charity and trust, rudeness versus politeness, 
ecological opportunism versus concern for sustainability, orientation to work and intensive 
consumerism versus life/work balance and limited consumerism), or in consciously enhancing their 
social standing and professional and educational capital. While being able to integrate successfully 
into the emerging Russian middle classes, they still carried with them some of the cultural and 
intellectual heritage of the Soviet intelligentsia, now reborn in the guise of Westernizing attitudes 
and practices, different degrees of cosmopolitan patriotism, intellectual pursuits and critical 
attitudes, the quest for education and self-development, interest in world travel, ethical concerns for 
environmental sustainability, and opposition to excessive consumerism and the conspicuous 
practices of status performance in Russia.  

  This research was based on longitudinal semi-structured biographical interviews with sixty 
participants at different stages of their mobility to Britain (including their return to Russia) over the 
course of a five-year period (2007-2012), and it also included participant observation in Russia and 
the UK. The ethnography, with elements of biographical research, was chosen so as to make it 
possible to trace the importance of this period in Britain in the context of informants’ biographies 
and its role in the formation of their self-identifications and senses of belonging. The limited 
number of participants and their specific social profiles and ages (their belonging to Soviet 
intelligentsia families and having been born only in the 1970s and 1980s), and the fact that I myself 
as the researcher also belong to this group, has not allowed generalizations to be made about all the 
modern mobilities from Russia to Britain that have resulted in the heterogeneity of the 
contemporary Russian-speaking diaspora (Pechurina 2017). However, it has allowed the 
trajectories, changes in dispositions and practices, and visions of the future of a group of highly-
educated young Russians who faced the challenges of economic, social and moral uncertainties that 
were characteristic of post-Soviet Russia in the 1990s to be traced.   

This work can therefore be situated within the broader research on the mobility of Russians to the 
UK, while also contributing to studies of contemporary Russian society by showing how returnees 
from Western countries were able to re-integrate successfully into Russian society and contribute 
positively to its social life. By tracing the strategies of overcoming the professional and financial 
instability and loss of meritocratic and cultural privileges of the Soviet intelligentsia associated with 
the advent of capitalism, competitiveness, growing inequalities and other aspects of the ‘uncertain 
transition’ (Burawoy and Verdery 1999) in Russia’s political, economic and social systems, it has 
contributed to studies generally of post-socialist Russia and eastern Europe (Svašek 2006, 
Humphrey et al. 2003, Hunn 2002, Humphrey 2002, Bridger and Pine 1998) by conducting a micro-
study of the biographical trajectories of a particular social and age group who moved abroad in 
order to act upon the uncertainties of this period.  

The thesis can also be situated in current research on Russian-speaking mobility and the Russian 
presence in the UK. It has switched the focus from their becoming part of the Russian-speaking 
diaspora in Britain, characteristic of other researchers (Kliuchnikova 2016, Pechurina 2015, 
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Malyutina 2015, Judina 2014, Morgunova 2013, Byford 2012, Kopnina 2005), to their positionality 
between these two countries, which could include different outcomes of further settlement. 
Conversely, the thesis has also contributed to another field of research, undertaken mainly by 
Russian sociologists (Ivakhnyuk 2006, Zharenova et al. 2002, Iontsev et al. 2001, Krassinets and 
Tiuriukanova 2000, Kitova and Kuznetsova 1997, Ikonnikov 1993), on the emigration of 
intellectuals and the ‘brain drain’ from Russia, which proliferated in the 1990s and 2000s but has 
not been so extensive recently. The thesis accordingly shifts away from the focus on emigration to 
Western Europe and the USA that is characteristic of this research to show that the trajectories of 
highly-educated Russian adults could include either returning to Russia after temporary stays in 
Britain or engaging in political, social and cultural life in Russia while being settled in Britain or 
other countries. It brings into focus their potential as channels of ‘social remittances’ (Levitt 2001) 
and as influences on contemporary Russian society and their pathways of insertion into the 
emerging system of social stratification in contemporary Russia. In doing so, it also contributes to 
studies of return migration (Conway and Potter 2016, Cassarino 2004, Markowitz and Stefansson 
2004, Concoran 2002, Gmelch 1980), particularly among the highly-educated and highly-skilled 
(Yanasmayan 2015, Vysotskaya 2011). 

The thesis also contributes to the discussion of the modern middle classes (Lange and Meier 2009, 
Scott 2006, Skeggs 2004, Ortner 2003, Raj 2003), and particularly the class component in a specific 
setting of post-Soviet Russia and eastern Europe (Schroeder 2014, Mihaylova 2004, Shlapentokh et 
al. 1999). It brings in a new perspective on returning Russians as playing a part in the emerging 
system of middle-class formation in Russia. It connects the issues of belonging and class (Pawlak 
2015, Byford 2009a, Morgunova 2006, Lerner 2001), as this approach is deemed fruitful in 
discussing the positionality and self-representation of post-Soviet adults both abroad and back in 
Russia. It seems that the issues of othering (Jensen 2001) and the ongoing relationship with the 
West (Yourchak 2005, Tolz 2001) are here intertwined with the search for a privileged social 
standing. The thesis also makes a contribution to the discussion of morality, ethics and self-
identifications in post-Soviet Russia (Zigon 2010, Humphrey 2002, Pesmen 2000, Ouchakine 2000, 
Pilkington et al. 2002, Pilkington 1998). It shows that an encounter with the West, and the 
acquisition of ‘cosmopolitan capital’ and other forms of ‘migrant capital’ (Ryan et al. 2015), are 
instrumental in overcoming the vacuum in ethics and value that were characteristic of the post-
Soviet era of the early and late 1990s, while the social and cultural heritage of the Soviet 
intelligentsia remains a consistent and ever-present layer in post-Soviet Russians’ self-
identifications. This research has established an interesting connection between the two spheres of 
morality and values, as well as of class and belonging, by showing how transformations of 
dispositions and practices in value systems were influential in finding a position in the emerging 
class system in Russia or in integrating into the middle classes in Britain. It accomplishes this task 
by revealing a particular context of the interplay between the Soviet cultural and social collective 
past and individual experiences in the West.  

In linking the acquisition of ‘cosmopolitan capital’ and the corresponding transformations in self-
identifications to emerging new options in the social mobility trajectories of young Russians in the 
2000s, this thesis also contributes to the ongoing study of visions and practices of cosmopolitanism 
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in the modern world, both as a methodological tool and as an object of research (Beck and Sznaider 
2010, Rapport and Stade 2007, Delanty 2006, Szerszynski and Urry 2002, Vertovec and Cohen 
2002, Beck 2002), as well as its applications to real-life dispositions and practices (Glick-Schiller et 
al. 2011, Kendall et al. 2009, Nowicka and Kaweh 2009, Werbner 2008, Lamont and Aksartova 
2002).  

This study also contributes to a broader corpus of research on Russian and Soviet migrants abroad, 
including in particular the USA and Western Europe (Bronnikova 2014, Isurin 2011, Lahti 2013, 
Fialkova and Yelenevskaya 2007, Orleck 1999), as well as to the proliferating research on 
contemporary Eastern European migration to the UK (Genova 2017, Moroşanu 2013a, 2013b, 
Ziemer and Roberts 2012, Burrell 2009, Ryan et al. 2009, Csedő 2008). It can also be situated in the 
field of research on professionals and the highly-skilled and their contemporary mobilities, 
lifestyles and self-identifications (Meier 2015, Birtchnell and Caletrío 2014, Smith and Favell 2006, 
Hannerz 2004, Calhoun 2002, Iredale 2001, Koser and Salt 1997), in particular in the sphere of 
research on highly-skilled migration to the UK (Ryan and Mulholland 2015, 2014a, 2014b, 2014c, 
Scott 2006). Additionally, it serves as a new contribution to contemporary biographical research on 
migration and mobility (Burrell 2006, Gardner 2004, Findlay and Li 1997, Halfacree and Boyle 
1993).  

The analysis of migrants’ lived experiences and biographical trajectories made in this dissertation 
has shown that a stay in Britain, though undertaken initially for purely professional reasons, turned 
out to be an important and influential biographical period in modern Russians’ lives. It was 
formative for their future careers, opening up professional routes and destinations that were not 
deemed possible before it. It also changed their patterns of spatial mobility and created a 
comprehensive perception of the world as a geographical entity with multiple and accessible 
territories. It made them more expert in negotiating their self-identifications as bearers of the 
cultural and social heritage of the Soviet intelligentsia and was influential in the development of 
cosmopolitan visions of the world which served as a new layer in their self-representations and 
practices. And finally, this period has helped to start a new biographical period, change their value 
systems and corresponding dispositions and social practices, as well as re-define their new social 
statuses, which allowed them to be part of the emerging middle class in Russia, while possessing a 
special sub-group identity as those who ‘had been abroad’. This period could indeed be considered 
both a ‘cultural event’ (Fielding 1992) and a successful strategy of social mobility which included 
keeping the privileges of the Soviet intelligentsia and acquiring the financial and professional 
stability of the middle classes, though sometimes it could involve choosing new career profiles 
different from those that were available in both the West and Russia. 
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Appendix 
 

Short biographies of the research participants1 
 

In this list, as well as throughout the whole thesis, all names of participants were changed to 
anonymise them, the names of specific places of study and work and other personal details were 
taken out or generalised to further preserve the anonymity. 

 

1  Participants who now live in the UK  
 

 

 Nikita V. Born in a Siberian city, USSR, in the early 1980s. Specialization: chemistry and 
physics. Moved to Britain as a PhD student on a scholarship in the mid-2000s. Nikita has had 
several teaching and research posts in different universities in Britain during the last decade, and 
currently holds British citizenship and a permanent research position in the UK. Was in his mid- 
and late 20s at the time of two interviews in 2007 and 2010. 

 

 Kirill D. Born in the eastern part of Ukraine in the USSR in the late 1970s. He was in his 
early 30s at the time of our interview in 2009. By the end of his PhD in biophysics in Ukraine, 
Kirill had received an offer for a post-doctoral position at a top UK university, spent three years 
there and was offered another post-doctoral position at a university in London. At the time of our 
interview he was expecting to get a permanent lectureship there and had acquired permanent leave 
to remain in the UK.  

 

 Dmitry A. Dmitry A. was born in Leningrad, USSR, in the late 1970s. He was 28, 30 and 
32 at the time of our three interviews in 2007, 2009 and early 2012 respectively. He graduated from 
a leading university in St Petersburg, then completed a Master’s program at another university in St 
Petersburg. In 2005 Dmitry was accepted onto a PhD program in sociology at a top UK university, 
and at the time of our first interview (2007) he was a third year PhD student there. While still being 
a Phd student in the UK, he spent one year working as a lecturer at his alma mater in St Petersburg. 
While still writing up his dissertation, he obtained a post-doctoral position in a European university 
and in 2011 accepted the offer of a lecturing position from a leading university in Moscow. By that 

                                                 
1 The participants whose interviews were not used in the final ethnography or whose stories were not mentioned are 

not included in this list. More interviews were conducted during my fieldwork, but not all of them were included in 
the final ethnography.   
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time he had established himself quite comfortably in both the city and his new academic status. 
Later, while this thesis was being written, Dmitry was offered a permanent lectureship position in 
the UK, and now he has settled in Britain with his partner and child.  

 

 Liza L. Liza L. was born in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan in the USSR in the late 1970s. Liza 
married her husband (an ethnic Kyrgyz) and gave birth to a daughter before her move to the UK. 
She had a successful career in Kyrgyzstan, working in an international NGO. Liza came to do a 
Master’s and then a PhD in social policy in a top UK university in mid-2000s. She is still on a 
temporary visa but has prospects of receiving the right to permanent settlement due to longevity of 
her stay in the country.  

 

 Nadya V. Nadya V. was born in Ukraine, USSR in the late 1970s. Nadya was in her mid-
30s at the time of our three consecutive interviews. After graduating in 1999 in mathematics and 
psychology in Ukraine, she worked in marketing from 2000 till 2007, reaching one of the highest 
possible positions in her firm. In the late 2000s she finished a MBA degree in a top UK university. 
Then she looked for work for 1.5 years, living in the UK on a post-graduate visa, and then found a 
job at a financial governmental organization in London, where she now works on a temporary 
working visa which may or may not lead to her obtaining permanent leave to remain.  

 

 Tanya S. Tanya S. was born in a small town near Perm in the USSR in the early 1980s. She 
moved to Moscow to do her undergraduate studies in law. She worked in different international law 
firms in Moscow, travelling extensively on work trips. She then decided to do a Master’s in the UK 
and was accepted to a top UK university in the late 2000s. Tanya now lives and works in London 
with her husband (whom she met in London) and two children.  

 

 Alexey G.  Alexey G. was born in Novosibirsk, USSR, in the late 1970s. He moved to 
Moscow to do his degree in mathematics and then did a Master’s in digital design in Holland in late 
1990s and early 2000s. He then worked in the sphere of digital design in the USA and South Korea, 
spending several years in each country before coming to the UK. After five years of working in 
London in digital design he obtained British citizenship. He now works and lives in London.  

 

 Anna N. Anna was born in Khabarovsk, USSR, in the late 1970s. She graduated in law, and 
worked for several years in an assistant teaching position in Khabarovsk. She received a scholarship 
to do a Master’s in law in a British university in the early 2000s, where she continued studying for a 
PhD. Anna received a job offer in Birmingham in the mid-2010s and now works there in a teaching 
position with her contract being renewed every year, her prospects of permanent settlement still 
uncertain and insecure.  
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 Evgeny L. Evgeny was born in Moscow, USSR, in the early 1980s. He graduated from a 
leading university in Moscow in journalism in the late 1990s. In the early 2000s he was offered a 
job in London in one of the major Russian news agencies, where he worked as a chief 
correspondent for ten years and obtained British citizenhsip, moving to the sphere of business 
consultancy afterwards.  

 

 Georgy D. Georgy was born in Ulan-Ude, Buryat Republic, USSR, in the early 1980s. He 
moved to St Petersburg for his studies and graduated in sociology in the mid-2000s. He then 
received a scholarship to do a Master’s in sociology at a top UK university. After several years of 
working in a small British town, he found a job in London. His girlfriend joined him in the UK, and 
he and his family (wife and son) have British citizenship and live in London. 

 

 Valery N. Valery was born in Kazan, Tatarstan, USSR, in the early 1980s. He graduated in 
biochemistry from a university in his home city. He won a scholarship to do a PhD in biochemistry 
at a top UK university. He then worked in biochemistry laboratories in several British cities, getting 
his own laboratory in London in the mid-2010s. He now works and lives in London and has British 
citizenship.  

 

 Darima E. Darima was born in Leningrad, USSR, in the early 1980s. She graduated from 
the leading university in St Petersburg in the early 2000s. During her studies she spent a year in 
Harvard. She then received a scholarship to do a Master’s in Oriental Languages at a top UK 
university.. Afterwards she returned to Russia and worked there for a year, but then moved back to 
Britain and worked for two years on a post-graduate visa. In the early 2010s she married a Belgian 
citizen, completed another course in law in London and now lives in the UK with her husband and 
son, working as a lawyer. Over these years she has obtained a permanent leave to remain in the UK. 

 

 Yulia O. Yulia was born in Moscow, USSR, in the mid-1980s. She graduated from a 
university in Moscow in public relations and journalism in the early 2000s. She worked in public 
relations and journalism in Moscow for several years in the mid-2000s, and then received an offer 
of a job in one of the major Russian news agencies in London. She worked there for several years in 
the late 2000s and early 2010s, and now works in a Russian art gallery in London. Yulia has a 
permanent leave to remain in the UK. 

 

 Rustam Sh.  Rustam was born in Ufa, Bashkortostan, USSR, in the mid-1970s. He 
graduated from a university in his home city in the late 1990s. He was one the earliest scholarship 
recipients from post-Soviet Russia to do a PhD in a top UK university. He has worked as a 
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researcher there since the early 2000s, and in the early 2010s also received academic placements in 
Europe and Russia. Rustam has British citizenship.  

 

 Sasha Ch. Sasha was born in Crimea, USSR, in the mid-1980s, then his family moved to 
Moscow. Sasha graduated from a leading university in Moscow in mathematics in the early 2000s 
and then did a Master’s in economics in Moscow. He then received a scholarship to do a PhD in 
mathematics in Ireland in mid-2000s. In the late 2010s he received a post-doctoral position in 
mathematics at a top UK university. He worked there for five years and then accepted a permanent 
research position in another British city. He has the right for permanent settlement in the UK, and 
lives in the country with his wife and two children.  

 

 Katya S. Katya was born in Leningrad, USSR, in the early 1980s. She graduated from a 
university in St Petersburg in the early 2000s. She worked in an international marketing design 
company in St Petersburg for several years after graduation. She then started a Master’s in 
production design in London in the mid-2000s. She accepted a job offer in marketing after 
graduation, a position that involved close collaboration with companies in Russia. She now lives in 
London with her husband (whom she met in London) and a child. She has a permanent leave to 
remain in the UK and prospects of British citizenship. 

 

 Valya R. Valya was born in Leningrad, USSR, in the late 1970s. She graduated from a 
university in St Petersburg in the late 1990s. She received a scholarship to do a Master’s in ecology 
at a top UK university in the early 2000s. She then returned, worked in St Petersburg for several 
years, and then received a scholarship to do a PhD in geography at a top UK university in the mid-
2000s. She stayed in Oxford after finishing her PhD in the early 2010s on a post-graduate visa and 
then on a temporary work visa. She then obtained a permanent leave to remain  in the UK.  

 

 Slava Zh. Slava was born in Moscow, USSR, in the early 1970s. He graduated from a 
leading university in Moscow in mathematics in the mid-1990s. He then worked in economics and 
finance in Moscow, and did an MBA at a top UK university in the early 2000s. He has worked as a 
business consultant in London since his graduation and now has British citizenship. He works and 
lives in London with his wife and three children.  

 

 Inna D. Inna was born in Moscow, USSR, in the early 1980s. She graduated from a leading 
university in Moscow in English literature and then did a PhD in English literature there. She then 
received a scholarship to do a PhD in English literature (with a different topic) at a top UK 
university. She now lives in London with her husband (whom she met in the UK) and two 
daughters. 
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2  Participants who now live in Russia 
 

 

 Andrei I. Andrei I. was born in Leningrad, USSR, in the late 1970s. He was in his early 30s 
at the time of our interview. He graduated from a leading university in St Petersburg in mathematics 
in the late 1990s. Afterwards Andrei finished a Master’s program in economics at another 
university in St Petersburg. He finished a Master’s at a top UK university in the early 2000s. After 
finishing his PhD in mathematics at the same university, Andrei worked in the banking sector in 
London for ten years and obtained British citizenship. In the 2010s Andrei accepted an offer of a 
top academic position at a university in St Petersburg and moved there to settle permanently. He 
works and lives in Russia, although he stays open to other career opportunities, including a possible 
return to the UK.  

 

 Vassily B.  Vassily B. was born in Moscow, USSR, in the early 1980s. Having graduated 
from a leading university in Moscow in eastern languages, he decided to change his career and did a 
Master’s course in business and economics in the UK. He then returned to Moscow. In the late 
2000s Vassily worked in London for two years before returning to Moscow again. Vassily, his wife 
Tonya N. and their three children live in Moscow. 

 

 Grigory Z. Grigory Z. was born in Leningrad, USSR, in the late 1970s. He graduated in 
economics in St Petersburg, and then became one of the earliest scholarship recipients to do a 
Master’s in economics at a top UK university. Grigory applied to several jobs in consultancy and 
business in the UK and Europe, but it did not work out, and he moved back to St Petersburg with 
his wife, who had accompanied him during his previous stays abroad. He now lives in St Petersburg 
with his wife and two children and works for a consulting firm. 

 

 Elena K. Elena K. was born in Moscow, USSR, in the late 1970s. She graduated from a 
leading university in Moscow in linguistics, then did a PhD in linguistics there. She then decided to 
change her career and did a Masters’s course in economics and management at a top UK university 
in the mid-2000s. She then got a job in a leading consulting firm in London, where she lived and 
worked for 2.5 years. After that she decided to move permanently to Moscow. She works in the 
same consulting firm in Moscow and lives in her own flat in the city. 

 

 Nikolay T. Nikolay was born in Kirov (now Vyatka) in the USSR in the early 1980s. He 
moved to Moscow to do his studies at Moscow Conservatory. He then started a PhD in the Moscow 
Conservatory. During his PhD studies in Russia he received a one-year research scholarship to 
Washington, DC, and after that he won a scholarship to do a PhD in music studies at a top UK 
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university. He started his course in mid-2000s and finished it in the early 2010s. Although Nikolay 
looked for academic positions in the USA, he was offered a teaching and research position in St 
Petersburg, where he moved. He is now married, has a son, and lives and works in St Petersburg.  

 

 Sveta Y. Sveta was born in Petrozavodsk, USSR, in the mid-1980s. She graduated from a 
university in her home city in pedagogics and languages. She then worked for several years in her 
home city. She received a scholarship to do a Master’s in social policy at a top UK university in the 
late 2000s. Afterwards she returned to Russia (Moscow), where she now lives and works for an 
international NGO, her job involving travel to the UK and to other parts of the world. 

 

 Mikhail J. Mikhail was born in Leningrad, USSR, in the mid-1970s. He graduated in 
engineering in the late 1990s and worked as a translator for several engineering firms for fifteen 
years, having temporary placements of up to a year in various countries around the world, including 
India and China. He received a scholarship to study Engineering at a British university in the late 
2000s. He then returned to St Petersburg and continued working as a translator. He lives in St 
Petersburg. 

 

 Fatima F. Fatima was born in Chechen Republic, USSR, in the late 1970s. Fatima 
graduated from a university there but left the city for Ingushetia in the mid-1990s because of the 
war in the early 1990s. She came to Moscow to do a PhD in geography in the mid-2000s and then 
spent some time at a top UK university on a temporary research trip in 2007. She returned to 
Ingushetia after receiving her PhD in the late 2000s, and she lives and works there. 

 

 Oleg H. Oleg was born in Leningrad, USSR, in the mid-1980s. He graduated from a 
university in St  Petersburg in the early 2000s. During his studies the opportunity of a temporary 
work contract in computer sciences in the UK came about. He spent a year working in Britain in the 
early 2000s, and after his return continued his course. He has never worked or lived in Britain or 
any other country. He lives and works in St Petersburg.  

 

 Maxim F. Maxim was born in Leningrad, USSR, in the early 1980s. He graduated from a 
leading  university in St Petersburg in law in the early 2000s. He started a PhD in law in St 
Petersburg, but then received a scholarship to do a Master’s in law at a top UK university in the 
mid-2000s. He then returned to Russia (Moscow) and started working in a consulting firm, then 
changing to a position in a prestigious publishing house specializing in legal publications. He works 
and lives in Moscow with his wife.  

 



336 
 

 Natan R. Natan was born in Moscow, USSR, in the early 1980s. He graduated from a 
leading university in Moscow in geography in the early 2000s and received a scholarship to do a 
Master’s and then a PhD in geography at a top UK university, while also finishing a PhD in 
geography at his home city. He returned to Moscow afterwards to work in a prestigious position in 
the financial sector, while also publishing as an academic. He lives and works in Moscow.  

 

 Philipp I. Philipp was born in Gorky (Nizhny Novgorod), USSR, in the early 1980s. He 
graduated from a university in his home town in law in the early 2000s. He then received a 
scholarship to do a Master’s degree at in law at a top UK university in the early 2000s. He then 
returned to Russia (Moscow) and has worked in several international law firms. He lives and works 
in Moscow.  

 

 Anton G. Anton was born in Tomsk, USSR, in the early 1980s. He graduated from a 
university in his home city in International Politics. He got a scholarship to do a PhD in Politics at a 
top UK university in mid-2000s. After finishing his PhD he returned to Tomsk in the late 2000s and 
has been living and working there.  

 

 Sergey T. Sergey was born in Lipetsk, USSR, in the early 1980s. He graduated from a 
university in Voronezh in Linguistics and Translation Studies. He started a PhD there, but then 
received a scholarship to do a PhD in Linguistics and Translation at a top UK university in the late 
2000s. After graduation he returned to Russia (Lipetsk), finished his PhD there and started to work 
as an academic in his alma mater. He is now married and lives and works in Lipetsk. 

 

 Galina J. Galina was born in Moscow, USSR, in the early 1980s. She graduated from a 
leading university in Moscow in economics in the early 2000s. She received a scholarship to do an 
Master’s in social policy at a top UK university in the mid-2000s. After graduation she returned to 
Moscow, where she worked for international and governmental organizations, her work including 
extensive travelling through Europe and the world.  

 

 Oksana Ts. Oksana was born in Leningrad, USSR, in the early 1980s. She graduated from a 
university in St Petersburg in economics in the early 2000s. After temporary jobs in Russia and 
Ukraine, she received an offer of a one-year contract in a British town. After that she returned to 
Russia (St Petersburg) and then accepted a job offer in Moscow, where she has been living and 
working since.  

 

 Arina P. Arina was born in a small village in central Russia in the late 1970s. She moved to 
Moscow for her studies and graduated from a university in Moscow in linguistics. She then worked 
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as an expert in multicultural communication in Russia. She did a Master’s in multicultural 
communication at a British university in the early 2000s. She then returned to Moscow, where she 
now lives and works.  

 

 Tonya N. Tonya was born in Ulan-Ude, Buryat Republic, USSR, in the early 1980s. Her 
family then moved to Moscow, and she graduated from a leading university in Moscow in Oriental 
Languages in the early 2000s. She then worked in an international consulting firm in Moscow. She 
married Vassily B., another research participant, and in the late 2000s moved with him to London, 
where she also did a Master’s in Sustainable Development at a British university. She returned to 
Moscow and now lives there with her husband and three children.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3  Participants who now live in other countries of the world  
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 Irina M. – Irina was born in Rybinsk, USSR, in the early 1980s. She graduated from a 
university in her home town in pedagogics and languages, and worked as a school teacher there 
before winning a scholarship to do a Master’s degree at a British university in the late 2000s. She 
then returned to Russia (Moscow) and worked as a teacher of English for adults for two years. 
Then, in the early 2010s, she moved to Britain with her Malaysian partner (whom she met during 
her Master’s course), who had started a PhD in London. After four years of living and working in 
London, Irina moved to Malaysia with her husband. They now live permanently in Kuala Lumpur, 
Malaysia.  

 

 Kseniya O. Kseniya was born in Moscow, USSR, in the early 1980s. She graduated from a 
leading university in Moscow in journalism in the late 1990s and had worked in Moscow as a 
journalist and a human rights activist. She also received several short research grants in the USA 
and worked as a freelance academic, travelling extensively all over the world through conference 
attendance. In the late 2000s she received a scholarship to do a Master’s degree in human rights law 
at a British university. In the early 2010s, she received a high-ranking appointment in Moscow in 
the sphere of human rights. After several years of living and working in Moscow, Kseniya received 
another job offer from a NGO in Berlin, Germany, where she now lives and works.  

 

 Olga A. Olga was born in Petrozavodsk, USSR, in the early 1980s. She graduated from a 
university in her home town in pedagogics and modern languages and then moved to St Petersburg 
to do a Master’s course in sociology at a leading university in St Petersburg. She then received a 
scholarship to do a Master’s in Multicultural Communication at a British university. She then 
moved to live in Chile with her boyfriend (whom she met in the UK). She now works and lives in 
Chile with her now husband and daughter.  

 

 Boris P. Boris was born in Leningrad, USSR, in the early 1980s. He graduated from a 
leading university in St Petersburg in international politics. After graduation, Boris received a 
scholarship to study economics and politics at in Paris, France. He then worked in London for two 
years. He then received a scholarship for a PhD in International Relations at a top UK university. 
He works and lives in Australia with his wife (whom he met in London), visiting the UK and Russia 
occasionally.  

 

 Svetlana A. Svetlana was born in Leningrad, USSR, in the early 1980s. She graduated from 
a leading university in St Petersburg in modern languages in the late 1990s. She did her Master’s 
and a PhD at a top UK university in the early 2000s and then stayed there for a post-doctoral 
position, and then for a permanent academic position in linguistics through the 2000s and early 
2010s. She then moved with her husband to Germany, where she now works and lives. 
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 Igor L. Igor was born in Moscow, USSR, in the early 1980s. He graduated from a leading 
university in Mocow in the early 2000s. During his studies in Moscow he did a BA degree in 
Politics at a top UK university in the early 2000s and then returned to finish his course in Russia. 
He then returned to the UK to do a Master’s in International Politics at the same university in the 
mid-2000s. He then returned to Moscow in the late 2000s, working and living there. He then was 
forced to emigrate to the USA (where his family had obtained citizenship earlier) for political 
reasons. He now lives with his wife in New York, though he sometimes comes to the UK on 
temporary research assignments.  
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