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Russia will not cease its aggressive foreign policy until the internal 
system of violence and oppression that facilitate it can be broken. Thus, 
EU policymakers and the Russian anti-war community must address 
the question of how to facilitate change inside Russia. The approaches 
of decolonial, queer, feminist, and other initiatives that emphasize 
individual agency and the need for change at the societal level are key. 
Yet, their perspectives are not only entirely muted from public dis-
course in Russia but also remain underrepresented at gatherings of the 
Russian anti-war community in exile.

	– Grassroots initiatives representing marginalized groups within 
Russia are fighting the imperialist and patriarchal practices that 
sustain the current system of power. They are doing so by addressing 
the everyday problems of Russian citizens.

	– Increasing collaboration between the Russian liberal opposition in 
exile and such grassroots anti-war initiatives promises to add depth 
to debates about what Russia is and should be – debates that are 
no longer possible within the country.

	– The funding and cooperation formats of European partners should 
encourage the inclusion of voices that represent different constit-
uencies and networks inside the country that can contribute to a 
multilayered understanding of Russia in times of increasing isolation.
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Since Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, many Rus-
sians who oppose the war, actively work against it, or 
are threatened by the state’s ever-mounting repres-
sion have left the country. They have come to form a 
diverse anti-war community in exile that continues to 
engage in anti-war activism, often building on their 
remaining networks inside Russia. Whether justified 
or not,1 these actors have been described as potential 
“agents of change”2 when a “window of opportunity” 
opens for political transition in Russia. Yet it is cur-
rently unclear whether such a window will ever open 
and, if so, what form it may take. 

Nevertheless, addressing the question of future change 
in Russia and to what extent the anti-war community 
in exile can contribute to it is fundamental – also for 
European partners. As Russia’s external aggression will 
not end unless the system of violence and oppression 
that sustains the current regime is broken, change is 
the necessary precondition for sustainable peace in 
Europe. Therefore, any mid- to long-term approach 
to Russia needs to address the question of how Rus-
sia can change. 

This DGAP Analysis argues that the work of Russian 
activists fighting the structures of violence and op-
pression inside the country can be instrumental for 
debates about change in Russia in three ways: 

•	In exposing the imperialist and patriarchal system of 
violence that sustains not only internal repression but 
also Russian aggression against Ukraine

•	In shedding light on the agency of the individual

•	In formulating new visions for the country

1	 Igor Gretskiy, Not Quite Agents of Change: Russian Anti-War Grassroots Initiatives in Europe (Tallinn: International Centre for Defence and Security, 
October 2025).

2	 Maria Domańska, “Russian Actors in Exile: What Role for Germany and the EU?”, SWP Comment 2023/C 26 (May 2023); Natalia Arno, “‘We Are Agents 
of Change.’ The Speech by FRF’s President Natalia Arno at the European Parliament,” Free Russia Foundation, June 5, 2023, https://www.4freerussia.
org/we-are-agents-of-change-the-speech-by-frfs-president-natalia-arno-at-the-european-parliament/?utm_source=chatgpt.com%22%20\\t%20
%22_new. 

3	 Peter Mironenko, “Russia’s 650,000 Wartime Emigres,” The Bell, July 19, 2024, https://en.thebell.io/russias-650-000-wartime-emigres/; Maria Kiseleva 
and Victoria Safronova, “Why Are People Leaving Russia, Who Are They, and Where Are They Going?,” BBC News, June 4, 2023, https://www.bbc.com/
news/world-europe-65790759; Olga R. Gulina, Emigration from Russia after 24 February 2022: Main Patterns and Developments (Prague Process, 
June 2023); Re:Russia, “Escape from War: New Data Puts the Number of Russians Who Have Left at More Than 800,000 People,” Re:Russia, July 28, 
2023, https://re-russia.net/en/review/347/.

4	 “Russians Have Emigrated in Huge Numbers Since the War in Ukraine,” The Economist, August 23, 2023, https://www.economist.com/
graphic-detail/2023/08/23/russians-have-emigrated-in-huge-numbers-since-the-war-in-ukraine. 

5	 Dmitry Gudkov, Vladislav Inozemtsev, and Dmitry Nekrasov, The New Russian Diaspora: Europe’s Challenge and Opportunity, Russie.Eurasie.Reports, 
no. 47 (Paris: Institut français des relations internationales, June 2024). 

6	 Emil Kamalov, Veronika Kostenko, Ivetta Sergeeva, and Margarita Zavadskaya, “Russia’s 2022 Anti-War Exodus: The Attitudes and Expectations of 
Russian Migrants,” PONARS Eurasia Policy Memo, No. 790 (September 6, 2022).

7	 Oula Kadhum, “Moral migration and transnationalism: Russian anti-war resistance after the full-scale invasion of Ukraine,” Comparative Migration 
Studies 13, Art. 65 (2025).

8	 Margarita Zavadskaya and Mikhail Turchenko, “When transnational activism fails: pathways to political disengagement among Russian wartime 
migrants,” Post-Soviet Affairs 42, Nr. 3 (2026): 323–343; Kadhum, “Moral migration and transnationalism.”

9	 Stefan Ingvarsson and Maria Domańska, “Russia in Exile: Support for Russian Political Migrants as an Instrument to Increase European Security,” 
SCEEUS Report, Nr. 16 (2023), Stockholm Centre for Eastern European Studies (SCEEUS).

10	 Zavadskaya and Turchenko, “When transnational activism fails” (see note 8). 

Consequently, decolonial, feminist, queer, and other 
initiatives that address violence and oppression at the 
societal level can significantly enrich debates about 
change in Russia. Yet, these marginalized perspectives 
are not only muted entirely from public discourse in 
the country, but they also remain underrepresented at 
gatherings of the anti-war community in exile. Listen-
ing to these voices is especially worthwhile, however, 
as they can contribute to a pluralist debate about what 
Russia is and should be – a debate that is no longer 
possible inside the country.

THE ANTI-WAR 
COMMUNITY IN EXILE

Following Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 
February 2022, hundreds of thousands of Russians 
left the country.3 Most chose neighboring post-Soviet 
countries, Turkey, or Serbia for their emigration.4 
Others went to the European Union – so many, in 
fact, that they outnumbered previous waves of Rus-
sian emigration to Europe.5

A large share of early emigrees were young, educated, 
and liberal-minded,6 among them journalists, activists, 
defenders of human rights, and others who oppose the 
war and regime of President Vladimir Putin.7 Unable 
to continue their activities inside the country amid 
mounting repression, some of them engaged in polit-
ical activism against the war and regime from exile.8 
Early analyses estimated that, among those who left, 
10,000 to 15,000 were politically active emigrees and 
their families.9 Due to continuing disengagement, this 
number is likely to be smaller today.10 Nevertheless, 
a highly diverse anti-war community has formed in 

https://www.4freerussia.org/we-are-agents-of-change-the-speech-by-frfs-president-natalia-arno-at-the-european-parliament/?utm_source=chatgpt.com%22%20\\t%20%22_new
https://www.4freerussia.org/we-are-agents-of-change-the-speech-by-frfs-president-natalia-arno-at-the-european-parliament/?utm_source=chatgpt.com%22%20\\t%20%22_new
https://www.4freerussia.org/we-are-agents-of-change-the-speech-by-frfs-president-natalia-arno-at-the-european-parliament/?utm_source=chatgpt.com%22%20\\t%20%22_new
https://en.thebell.io/russias-650-000-wartime-emigres/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-65790759
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-65790759
https://re-russia.net/en/review/347/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.economist.com/graphic-detail/2023/08/23/russians-have-emigrated-in-huge-numbers-since-the-war-in-ukraine
https://www.economist.com/graphic-detail/2023/08/23/russians-have-emigrated-in-huge-numbers-since-the-war-in-ukraine
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Europe since 2022.11 It includes independent media; 
anti-war, human rights, and educational initiatives; 
political and civil society networks; artists; and sup-
port structures for Russian emigrees or those seek-
ing to leave.

The Liberal Opposition
Prominent focal points of the Russian anti-war com-
munity have emerged around key figures who are 
rooted in Russia’s liberal opposition, which was largely 
forced into exile. Among them is Mikhail Khodorkovsky, 
an oligarch who amassed considerable wealth in the 
1990s as head of the Yukos oil company. In 2003, he was 
arrested and, in 2005, convicted of various economic 
crimes and sentenced to jail. Due to Khodorkovsky’s 
open political engagement, his trial was widely re-
garded as politically motivated. After being pardoned 
in 2013, he left Russia and became a prominent crit-
ic of Vladimir Putin from exile. Shortly after Russia’s 
full-scale invasion of Ukraine, he was instrumental in 
establishing the Russian Anti-War Committee. Unit-
ing prominent exiled figures, the Committee seeks 
to articulate a firm anti-war stance among Russian 
and Western audiences.12 The Committee’s regular 
conferences feature a broader range of exiled Rus-
sian anti-war initiatives. Khodorkovsky, who has built 
the most extensive ties to Western political institu-
tions within the exiled community, also supported 
the establishment of a wider ecosystem of initiatives 
targeting Russian emigrees and strongly advocates for 
their interests. A prominent example is the Ark (Kov-
cheg), a transnational support network of hubs for 
Russians who have left or want to leave the country. 13

Another focal point within the Russian anti-war com-
munity in exile is the Anti-Corruption Foundation 
(FBK) founded in 2011 by opposition leader Alexey 
Navalny. In 2021, when Russian authorities designated 
FBK as “extremist,” it established its headquarters in 

11	 Mikhail Turchenko and Margarita Zavadskaya, “Mapping the Opposition in Exile,” Russian Analytical Digest, No. 317 (September 11, 2024): 6–9.

12	 Vasily Krestyaninov, “Est’ legenda, chto platformu sobiral ya. Uvy, eto ne tak, a ya by khotel” [There’s a rumor that I built 
the platform myself. Well, that’s not true, and I’d like to], Meduza, May 22, 2026, https://meduza.io/feature/2026/05/22/
est-legenda-chto-platformu-sobiral-ya-uvy-eto-ne-tak-a-ya-by-hotel.

13	 Turchenko and Zavadskaya, “Mapping the Opposition in Exile,” 7 (see note 11); Margarita Zavadskaya and Mikhail Turchenko, “The Russian Opposition in 
the Eyes of Russians in Russia and Abroad: Mikhail Khodorkovsky,” Riddle Russia, February 3, 2025, https://ridl.io/the-russian-opposition-in-the-eyes-
of-russians-in-russia-and-abroad-mikhail-khodorkovsky/; Kovcheg (“The Ark”), “About Us,” https://kovcheg.live/en/about-us/ (accessed September 13, 
2026).

14	 Federal Foreign Office, “Joint Statement by Germany, France, The Netherlands, Sweden and the United Kingdom on the Death of Alexei Navalny,” 
February 14, 2026, https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/en/newsroom/news/2756262-2756262.

15	 Milov served as deputy minister of energy of the Russian Federation from May to October 2022.

16	 Lilia Yapparova, “Nothing Good Will Come of This. Three Years into the Full-Scale War, Russia’s Exiled Opposition Is in Crisis – Leaving Anti-War 
Russians Feeling Disillusioned and Unrepresented,” Meduza, February 12, 2025, https://meduza.io/en/feature/2025/02/12/nothing-good-will-
come-of-this; Free Russia Foundation, “FRF Impact in 2023: Finding Resilience through Crisis,” 2023, https://www.4freerussia.org/press-center/
frf-impact-in-2023-finding-resilience-through-crisis/.

17	 Vitaly Shevchenko, “Fined for Yellow and Blue Shoes: How Russian Laws Smother Dissent,” BBC, July 21, 2024, https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/
cw4yv7nv8xlo.

18	 Kirill Shamiev and Ksenia Luchenko, Life in Exile: A New Approach to Russian Democrats in Europe, ECFR Policy Brief, No. 528 (March 14, 2024).

Lithuania. After Navalny was killed14 in a penal colony 
in Western Siberia in 2024, his wife, Yulia Navalnaya, 
took over leadership of the organization. Today, FBK 
continues to engage in anti-corruption investigations 
of Putin’s circles. Its political activism is not focused 
primarily on Russians in exile but directed mainly at 
audiences inside the country. FBK regularly hosts the 
Yulia Navalnaya Forum, inviting Russian oppositional 
figures and experts to discuss policies for “the beauti-
ful Russia of the future,” a vision for the country after 
Putin’s regime.

Free Russia Foundation, based in the United States, 
is another actor that unites prominent opposition fig-
ures like Natalia Arno, Vladimir Kara-Murza, and Rus-
sia’s former deputy energy minister Vladimir Milov.15 
It publishes its own analyses and has become an im-
portant intermediary for the distribution of grants.16 
It also provides support to the anti-war community, 
for example through its Reforum Spaces, which are 
networking and co-working hubs in various European 
countries. Given that any dissent is suppressed in 
today’s Russia,17 these formats and organizations are 
among the few platforms that remain for political 
debate and dispute on Russian politics.

The Russian liberal elite largely dominates political 
debates in exile. This liberal elite’s politization was 
significantly shaped by eschatological interpretations 
of what occurred in Russia during the 1990s and early 
2000s – seeing those events through an end-of-his-
tory lens.18 Many of its representatives started their 
political careers during Russia’s early post-indepen-
dent rapprochement with the West. This was a time 
that, despite severe economic, social and political 
hardships, nurtured hopes for liberalization and a 
democratic future. While Putin drifted off into the 
abyss of chauvinism and autocracy, many of his po-
litical opponents held onto the idea of turning Russia 

https://meduza.io/feature/2026/05/22/est-legenda-chto-platformu-sobiral-ya-uvy-eto-ne-tak-a-ya-by-hotel?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://meduza.io/feature/2026/05/22/est-legenda-chto-platformu-sobiral-ya-uvy-eto-ne-tak-a-ya-by-hotel?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://ridl.io/the-russian-opposition-in-the-eyes-of-russians-in-russia-and-abroad-mikhail-khodorkovsky/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://ridl.io/the-russian-opposition-in-the-eyes-of-russians-in-russia-and-abroad-mikhail-khodorkovsky/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://kovcheg.live/en/about-us/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/en/newsroom/news/2756262-2756262?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://meduza.io/en/feature/2025/02/12/nothing-good-will-come-of-this?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://meduza.io/en/feature/2025/02/12/nothing-good-will-come-of-this?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.4freerussia.org/press-center/frf-impact-in-2023-finding-resilience-through-crisis/
https://www.4freerussia.org/press-center/frf-impact-in-2023-finding-resilience-through-crisis/
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cw4yv7nv8xlo?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cw4yv7nv8xlo?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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into “a normal country.”19 Andrei Kozyrev, who served 
as Russia’s first foreign minister from 1990 to 1996, 
insisted in 1992 that his country “will not cease to be 
a great power. But it will be a normal great power.”20

Some of these – often well-known – representatives of 
the liberal elite, like Mikhail Khodorkovsky and Garry 
Kasparov, already left the country in the early 2010s. 
Others continued to be politically active in Russia 
before their opposition to the regime forced them 
into exile. These include Vladimir Milov (2021) as well 
as Gennady Gudkov (2019) and his son Dmitry (2021). 
Vladimir Kara-Murza and Ilya Yashin had remained in 
Russia when they were sentenced to long prison terms 
over their public denouncements of the war. Freed in 
a high-profile prisoner swap in 2024,21 both now con-
tinue their vocal criticism of the regime from exile.

Although the liberal opposition in exile forms a distinct 
and prominent group among the anti-war community, 
none of its representatives has taken the role of an 
unequivocal political leader. Further, support among 
the exiled community remains fragmented.22 However 
– irrespective of their different approaches, opinions, 
and audiences inside and outside Russia – the members 

19  	 Yulia Navalnaya, “What the Russian Opposition Wants,” POLITICO, November 17, 2025, https://www.politico.eu/article/
russia-yulia-navalnaya-european-values-human-rights-alexei-putin/.

20  	 Andrei Kozyrev, “Russia: A Chance for Survival,” Foreign Affairs, March 1, 1992, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/russia-fsu/1992-03-01/
russia-chance-survival.

21	 Alexander Baunov, “What the Prisoner Exchange Means for the Russian Regime—and Opposition,” Carnegie Politika, August 6, 2024, https://
carnegieendowment.org/russia-eurasia/politika/2024/08/prisoner-swap-yashin-karamurza. 

22	 Mikhail Turchenko and Margarita Zavadskaya, “Russian Wartime Migrants: Matching Political Demand with Supply,” Russian Analytical Digest, No. 316 
(September 10, 2024): 2–5.

23	 Platform for Civic, Anti-War and Humanitarian Initiatives, “Platforma,” https://platforma.international/ (accessed September 13, 2026).

24	 Andrei Tsygankov, “Crafting the State-Civilization: Vladimir Putin’s Turn to Distinct Values,” Problems of Post-Communism 63, No. 3 (2016): 146–158.

of the liberal elite agree on their opposition to the 
Russian regime and commit their work to its demise.

Grassroots Initiatives
In addition to these prominent figures of the liberal 
opposition, the Russian anti-war community in exile 
consists of many grassroots initiatives run by activists 
who left the country following Russia’s full-scale inva-
sion of Ukraine. These activists often link their oppo-
sition to the war to their fight against the oppressive 
structures of the regime inside the country.

Feminist initiatives like the Feminist Anti-War Resis-
tance take up the fight against domestic violence and 
the restriction of reproductive rights. LGBTQ+ groups 
like EQUAL PostOst advocate their cause outside the 
country and evacuate those inside of it who are at the 
highest risk. Decolonial groups like Asians of Russia 
highlight the diversity of the Russian Federation and 
point to the ongoing centuries-long exploitation of 
the periphery by the center. In 2022, dozens of such 
groups formed the Platform of Civic, Anti-War, and 
Humanitarian Initiatives (Platforma) to coordinate 
their collaboration. It is currently comprised of 80 
organizations that operate across 25 countries – and 
partly from inside Russia – in the areas of human rights, 
education, culture, and research as well as on deco-
lonial, humanitarian, feminist, and LGBTQ+ issues.23

Many of these activists represent the “other Russia” 
beyond the elites in the big cities. Their horizontal net-
works often reach far into the regions of the Russian 
Federation, and many of them speak for the margin-
alized voices that are muted from the national dis-
course through near-total repression. Many – but not 
all – of those activists are younger Russians who can 
barely remember a time before Putin. Their political 
consciousness has been shaped by increasing repres-
sion and shrinking freedoms, symptoms of the illiberal 
turn taken by Putin that is often associated with the 
start of his third presidential term in 2012.24 At the 
same time, globalization and digitalization have ex-
posed this generation to more Western culture and 
languages, potentially making it more amenable to 
looking beyond Russia’s borders.

The diversity of 
this anti-war 

community is a 
reminder of the 

ethnic, cultural, and 
sociopolitical diver-

sity in Russia

https://carnegieendowment.org/russia-eurasia/politika/2024/08/prisoner-swap-yashin-karamurza?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://carnegieendowment.org/russia-eurasia/politika/2024/08/prisoner-swap-yashin-karamurza?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://platforma.international/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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THE SUBVERSIVE POTENTIAL 
OF THE OPPRESSED

Why should perspectives that are largely marginal-
ized within Russia matter for debates about its future? 
The potential of decolonial, queer, feminist, and other 
grassroots activists lies in their shared emphasis on 
the need for societal transformation within Russia as 
a precondition for sustainable peace and, in the long 
run, for a democratic future of the country. 

The Russian anti-war community widely shares the 
view that Russia’s external aggression is inextrica-
bly linked to internal repression. Russia’s aggres-
sion against Ukraine is facilitated by a domestic 
system of violence that sanctions any dissent and 
non-conformity.25 Through its years of dismantling 
independent civil society, repressing independent 
thought, and atomizing the population at large, the 
regime has essentially eradicated resistance to its 
policies. External and internal violence are two sides 
of the same coin – both driven forward by Putin’s re-
gime and mutually reinforcing. 

The imperial character of Russia’s assault against 
Ukraine has not only revived traumas of subjugation 
among Russia’s other neighbors.26 Imperial practices 
have also shaped relations between the center and 
periphery inside the country, including the exploita-
tion of its regions and the suppression of the identi-
ties and languages of ethnic minorities and indigenous 
peoples. Furthermore, the curtailment of political free-
doms in Russia has targeted and further marginalized 
other vulnerable groups, including journalists, human 
rights activists, and queer people. Women have become 
practically absent in politics, their rights continuously 
restricted in the name of “traditional values.”27 Through 
its nationalistic and chauvinistic28 propaganda, the 
regime has nurtured imperialist and patriarchal prac-
tices for many years. These practices not only laid the 

25	 Ingvarsson and Domańska, “Russia in Exile” (see note 9).

26	 Barbara von Ow-Freytag, “Perspectives: ‘We Have Common Traumas, but No Common Memory,’” Eurasianet, August 16, 2023, https://eurasianet.org/
perspectives-we-have-common-traumas-but-no-common-memory.

27	 Sabine Fischer, “‘Feminist Foreign Policy Is a Vital Response to the Chauvinist Aggression of Russia,’” IPS Journal, October 30, 2023, https://www.ips-
journal.eu/interviews/feminist-foreign-policy-is-a-vital-response-to-the-chauvinist-aggression-of-russia-7087/.

28	 Ibid. 

29	 E.g., KOMI DAILY, “Ekoproblemy v Komi i puti ikh resheniya” [Environmental Problems in Komi and Ways to Solve Them], February 16, 2024, https://
komidaily.com/2024/02/16/ecoproblems/. 

30	 E.g., Dvizhenie soznatel’nykh otkazchikov (DSO) [The Movement of Conscientious Objectors], “Stoparmy,” https://stoparmy.org/ (accessed September 
13, 2026).

31	 E.g., Nasiliyu.net, “Nasiliyu.net,” https://nasiliu.net/ (closed in 2026 – accessed September 13, 2026).

32	 E.g., Ekaterina Mishchuk, “Zhdal sosedei, okazalos’ – povestka. Rasskazyvayut rodstvennitsy mobilizovannykh i vyzvannykh v voenkomaty v Buryatii i 
Yakutii” [He asked his neighbors, and it turned out to be a rumor. Relatives of those mobilized and summoned to military registration offices in Buryatia 
and Yakutia tell their stories], Current Time, September 22, 2022, https://www.currenttime.tv/a/rasskazyvayut-rodstvennitsy-mobilizovannyh-i-
vyzvannyh-voenkomaty-v-buryatii-i-yakutii/32046865.html; see also Sonya Savina and Katya Bonch-Osmolovskaya, “Kakie regiony otdali bol’she 
vsego muzhchin na voynu” [Which regions sent the most men to war], Vazhnye istorii, October 5, 2022, https://istories.media/stories/2022/10/05/
kakie-regioni-otdali-bolshe-vsego-muzhchin-na-voinu/.

groundwork for Russia’s aggression against Ukraine 
but also excluded a majority of the Russian population 
from the country’s political life.

Decolonial, feminist, queer, and other anti-war initia-
tives fighting for those oppressed inside the country 
shed light on the societal dimension of this violence – 
that over the course of many years of repression and 
propaganda has become systemic. They raise ques-
tions of societal transformation, imperial legacies, and 
the ideological foundations of the war. They share the 
opposition to the Putin regime, but they object to the 
assumption that getting rid of it will be enough.

Regime Change is Not Enough
Pointing out and fighting the imperialist and patriar-
chal practices and discourses that sustain the current 
system of power in Russia is not an easy approach. 
It means asking uncomfortable questions related 
to societal responsibility, calling upon everyone to 
reflect their role in the ongoing aggression – both 
against Ukraine and inside the country. Yet, focusing 
on societal transformation is also empowering because 
it centers individual agency, which the Russian regime 
works hard to suppress. Doing so looks at people as 
subjects instead of mere victims.

To expose the power structures sustaining this vio-
lence, activists focus on hardships in everyday life. 
They address ecological problems in Russia’s regions 
that are related to resource extraction,29 assist in the 
evasion of military drafts,30 or create support networks 
for victims of domestic violence.31 They call out the 
disproportionally high share of soldiers from regions 
with ethnic minorities and indigenous peoples32 or 
offer legal advice, linking topics like (the lack of) free-
dom and lawlessness to violence and the war.

The diversity of this anti-war community is a reminder 
of the ethnic, cultural, and sociopolitical diversity in 

https://eurasianet.org/perspectives-we-have-common-traumas-but-no-common-memory?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://eurasianet.org/perspectives-we-have-common-traumas-but-no-common-memory?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.ips-journal.eu/interviews/feminist-foreign-policy-is-a-vital-response-to-the-chauvinist-aggression-of-russia-7087/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.ips-journal.eu/interviews/feminist-foreign-policy-is-a-vital-response-to-the-chauvinist-aggression-of-russia-7087/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://komidaily.com/2024/02/16/ecoproblems/
https://komidaily.com/2024/02/16/ecoproblems/
https://stoparmy.org/
https://nasiliu.net/
https://www.currenttime.tv/a/rasskazyvayut-rodstvennitsy-mobilizovannyh-i-vyzvannyh-voenkomaty-v-buryatii-i-yakutii/32046865.html?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.currenttime.tv/a/rasskazyvayut-rodstvennitsy-mobilizovannyh-i-vyzvannyh-voenkomaty-v-buryatii-i-yakutii/32046865.html?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://istories.media/stories/2022/10/05/kakie-regioni-otdali-bolshe-vsego-muzhchin-na-voinu/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://istories.media/stories/2022/10/05/kakie-regioni-otdali-bolshe-vsego-muzhchin-na-voinu/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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Russia33 – and the many perspectives that are muted 
inside the country. Their subversive potential does 
not lie in the popularity of their agendas among the 
Russian population. Public opinion polls largely mirror 
the regime’s antiliberal34 policies and propaganda.35 
Yet, shedding light on exactly this societal dimension 
can contribute to the long-term goal of breaking the 
domestic cycle of violence without which Russia’s 
aggression against Ukraine cannot be explained. To 
that end, it is instructive to listen to the marginalized 
voices that have experience in fighting the constraining 
structures of oppression. Some of the issues they raise 
– like domestic violence or center-periphery relations 
– could also mobilize broader strata of society in the 
long term. Most importantly, their subversive potential 
lies in sharing experiences that would otherwise not 
be heard. By doing so, they show that there are vari-
ous other perspectives, revealing the contingency of 
today’s Russia and allowing for an open discussion of 
what the country actually is and should be.

UNDERREPRESENTATION 
IS A LIMITING FACTOR

The subversive potential of the “other” Russia has also 
been recognized by the Russian regime, which sought 
to suppress it early on. The legal and societal margin-
alization of minorities and increasing nationalism that 
accompanied Russia’s evolution toward authoritari-
anism rallied Russians behind an identity the regime 
defines in opposition to the West. Queer, feminist, 
decolonial, and other dissident voices of the “other” 
Russia constitute a danger to the regime because they 
challenge the image of Russia it portrays.

33	 Domańska, “Russian Actors in Exile”, p.7 (see note 2).

34	 Levada Center, “Gender Roles,” April 12, 2019, https://www.levada.ru/en/2019/04/12/gender-roles/; Levada Center, “Attitudes towards 
Homosexuality, the Rights of LGBT People and Propaganda of Homosexuality: October 2024,” December 2, 2024, https://www.levada.ru/
en/2024/12/02/attitudes-towards-homosexuality-the-rights-of-lgbt-people-and-propaganda-of-homosexuality-october-2024/. 

35	 On the difficulty to interpret public opinion polls in authoritarian contexts see, e.g., Denis Volkov, “On the Question of the Surveys in Russia,” Levada 
Center, April 30, 2025, https://www.levada.ru/en/2025/04/30/on-the-question-of-the-surveys-in-russia/.

36	 Human Rights Watch, “Russia: Supreme Court Bans ‘LGBT Movement’ as ‘Extremist,’” November 30, 2023, https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/11/30/
russia-supreme-court-bans-lgbt-movement-extremist. The famous “gay propaganda” law was adopted in 2013 (and aggravated in 2022); an 
explicit ban on same-sex marriages was added in the Russian constitution in 2020, and many LGBTQ+ organizations were designated foreign 
agents, see: Graeme Reid, “Russia, Homophobia and the Battle for ‘Traditional Values,’” Human Rights Watch, May 17, 2023, https://www.hrw.org/
news/2023/05/17/russia-homophobia-and-battle-traditional-values.

37	 The Moscow Times, “Moscow Labels Dozens of Indigenous Groups, Free Russia Foundation as ‘Extremist,’” July 26, 2024, https://www.themoscowtimes.
com/2024/07/26/moscow-labels-dozens-of-indigenous-groups-free-russia-foundation-as-extremist-a85833. 

38	 OVD-Info, “Feministskoe antivoennoe soprotivlenie priznali nezhelatel’noy organizatsiey” [Feminist anti-war resistance 
group designated as an undesirable organization], April 27, 2024, https://ovd.info/express-news/2024/04/27/
feministskoe-antivoennoe-soprotivlenie-priznali-nezhelatelnoy-organizaciey.

39	 Platform for Civic, Anti-War and Humanitarian Initiatives, “The Platform Has Been Added to the List of ‘Undesirable Organizations,’” July 27, 2026, 
https://platforma.international/news/the-platform-has-been-added-to-the-list-of-undesirable-organizations.

40	 Zavadskaya and Turchenko, “When transnational activism fails” (see note 8); Kamalov, Nugumanova, and Sergeeva, “On the Move”, 44; The Moscow 
Times, “Putin Signs Law to Seize Property of Exiled Dissidents Before Trial,” June 11, 2026, https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2026/06/11/
putin-signs-law-to-seize-property-of-exiled-dissidents-before-trial-a92975.

41	 Kirill Shamiev, “Freeze and Thaw: USAID Withdrawal and the Future of Russia’s Pro-European Civil Society,” European Council on Foreign Relations, 
February 14, 2025.

In 2023, the Supreme Court of the Russian Federa-
tion issued a ruling that designated a non-existent 
“international LGBT movement” as an extremist orga-
nization, factually banning any advocacy and threat-
ening anyone even vaguely associated with LGBTQ+ 
issues with criminal prosecution.36 Then, in 2024, that 
court designated as extremist an equally non-existent 
“Anti-Russian Separatist Movement” allegedly consist-
ing of 55 seemingly unrelated regional organizations, 
including Asians of Russia or Free Buryatia Founda-
tion. Factually, the ruling criminalizes any decolonial 
and ethnic anti-war initiatives.37 In the same year, 
the Feminist Anti-War Resistance was designated 
an “undesirable organization.”38 This July, Platforma 
became “undesirable” as well.39

This criminalization also challenges anti-war initia-
tives in exile by isolating activists from their networks 
inside Russia and increasing transnational repression. 
Activists must fear prosecution of family members 
back in Russia, the loss of assets, and the impossibility 
of returning.40 The practical difficulties of relocation 
– and, in particular, the lack of funding exacerbated 
after the United States stopped its support through 
USAID41 – adds to the pressure.

However, the initiatives of young activists within the 
Russian anti-war community are not only short on 
money. In comparison to the well-connected figures 
of the liberal opposition, they also lack human capital 
in the form of political or donor networks to Western 
institutions, as well as the necessary experience and 
language to navigate them. Among exiled liberal op-
position figures, the causes of marginalized groups are 
often not deemed a priority or are met with outright 

https://www.levada.ru/en/2019/04/12/gender-roles/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.levada.ru/en/2024/12/02/attitudes-towards-homosexuality-the-rights-of-lgbt-people-and-propaganda-of-homosexuality-october-2024/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.levada.ru/en/2024/12/02/attitudes-towards-homosexuality-the-rights-of-lgbt-people-and-propaganda-of-homosexuality-october-2024/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.levada.ru/en/2025/04/30/on-the-question-of-the-surveys-in-russia/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/11/30/russia-supreme-court-bans-lgbt-movement-extremist?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/11/30/russia-supreme-court-bans-lgbt-movement-extremist?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/05/17/russia-homophobia-and-battle-traditional-values?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/05/17/russia-homophobia-and-battle-traditional-values?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2024/07/26/moscow-labels-dozens-of-indigenous-groups-free-russia-foundation-as-extremist-a85833?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2024/07/26/moscow-labels-dozens-of-indigenous-groups-free-russia-foundation-as-extremist-a85833?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://ovd.info/express-news/2024/04/27/feministskoe-antivoennoe-soprotivlenie-priznali-nezhelatelnoy-organizaciey
https://ovd.info/express-news/2024/04/27/feministskoe-antivoennoe-soprotivlenie-priznali-nezhelatelnoy-organizaciey
https://platforma.international/news/the-platform-has-been-added-to-the-list-of-undesirable-organizations?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2026/06/11/putin-signs-law-to-seize-property-of-exiled-dissidents-before-trial-a92975?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2026/06/11/putin-signs-law-to-seize-property-of-exiled-dissidents-before-trial-a92975?utm_source=chatgpt.com


7No. 19 | September 2026

POLICY BRIEF The “Other” Russia: The Role of the Anti-War Community in Exile

skepticism.42 Many of these initiatives are organized 
horizontally without central leaders, which is another 
reason why voices from decolonial, feminist, queer, or 
other grassroots movements remain underrepresented 
in the debates of the Russian anti-war community in 
exile. This dynamic has been apparent for years. In 
2023, during the first Brussels Dialogue, a conference 
jointly organized by members of the European Parlia-
ment and the Russian anti-war community, women at-
tending the plenary session literally stood up to protest 
the lack of diversity on the panels.43 The underrepre-
sentation of younger – including regional, feminist, 
or queer – activists is still being lamented today44 as 
limiting the discussions on the future of Russia.

There are signs, however, that this is slowly changing. A 
promising example is the significant role of ethnic mi-
norities and indigenous peoples in the Platform for Dia-
logue with Russian Democratic Forces at the Council of 
Europe’s Parliamentary Assembly (PACE). This platform 
was established earlier this year to strengthen coopera-
tion with Russian human rights defenders, democratic 

42	 Gulnara Shuraleeva, “Navalnaya’s Decolonization Critique Proves That Russia’s Liberal Opposition Hasn’t Been Listening 
to Indigenous Voices,” The Moscow Times, September 6, 2024, https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2024/09/06/
navalnayas-decolonization-critique-proves-that-russias-liberal-opposition-hasnt-been-listening-to-indigenous-voices-a86280.

43	 Elizaveta Fokht, “My budem rabotat’ s Rossiey. No drugoy Rossiey. O chem rossiyskaya oppozitsiya govorila s evropeytsami na konferentsii v Bryussele” 
[“We will work with Russia. But a different Russia.” What the Russian opposition discussed with Europeans at the conference in Brussels], BBC News 
Russian, June 12, 2023, https://www.bbc.com/russian/features-65877931.

44	 Lilia Yapparova, “Vy nas dazhe ne predstavlyaete” [You can’t even imagine us], Meduza, February 12, 2025, https://meduza.io/feature/2025/02/12/
vy-nas-dazhe-ne-predstavlyaete.

45	 Ukrinform, “PACE’s ‘Russian Democrats’ Platform Draws Strong Reservations from Ukraine – Honcharenko,” October 3, 2025, https://www.ukrinform.
net/rubric-polytics/4043170-paces-russian-democrats-platform-draws-strong-reservations-from-ukraine-honcharenko.html.

46	 Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe (PACE), “Russian Democratic Forces,” Resolution 2621 (2025), adopted October 1, 2025.

47	 Anti-War Committee, “K Kruglomu stolu Antivoennogo komiteta prisoyedinilsya European Queer Alliance of PostOst Community (EQUAL PostOst)” [The 
European Queer Alliance of PostOst Community (EQUAL PostOst) has joined the roundtable of the Anti-War Committee], December 25, 2024, https://
antiwarcommittee.info/k-kruglomu-stolu-antivoennogo-komiteta-prisoedinilsya-european-queer-alliance-of-postost-community-equal-postost/.

48	 The Moscow Times, “‘Peaceful Russia’: Anti-War Exiles Found Their First Political Party,” June 16, 2026, https://www.themoscowtimes.
com/2026/06/16/peaceful-russia-anti-war-exiles-found-their-first-political-party-a93014; Inna Bondarenko, “Will It Be Different This Time?,” Novaya 
Gazeta Europe, June 22, 2026, https://novayagazeta.eu/en/articles/2026/06/22/will-it-be-different-this-time-en.  

49	 Platform for Civic, Anti-War and Humanitarian Initiatives, “People First: The Congress of Russian Anti-War Initiatives Was Held in Brussels,” April 30, 
2025, https://platforma.international/news/people-first-the-congress-of-russian-anti-war-initiatives-was-held-in-brussels.

forces, free media, and independent civil society after 
Russia had been expelled from the Council of Europe in 
reaction to its full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022. At 
the initiative of Ukraine45 and building on the assumption 
that “genuine democracy in Russia is impossible with-
out decolonization,”46 one third of the Platform’s 15 seats 
have been assigned to indigenous peoples and national 
minorities of the Russian Federation. Other examples of 
the increasing visibility of marginalized perspectives are 
the inclusion of diverse voices at events of the Anti-War 
Committee47 and in the framework of Peaceful Russia, 
a political party that was recently founded by anti-war 
politicians and activists in exile on the initiative of Ilya 
Yashin.48 The annual Congress of Anti-War Initiatives, 
supported by the European Union and German Federal 
Foreign Office, is another platform for discussing Rus-
sia’s external and internal aggression from a wide range 
of perspectives.49

RECOMMENDATIONS

Russia’s external aggression will remain a threat to 
European security unless the system of violence facili-
tating it is broken. To induce such change, the work of 
Russian anti-war activists who actively fight this sys-
tem can be instrumental in disclosing the imperialist 
and patriarchal structures that sustain it. Their focus 
on societal transformation and individual agency chal-
lenges the suppressive structures that sanction dissent 
and difference. Moreover, they bring a diverse set of 
perspectives to the table, many of which are among 
the most suppressed in Russian society today. These 
perspectives open and expand discussions about what 
Russia is and should be.

Combining these diverse perspectives with the out-
reach and networks of established liberal opposition 
figures and their inclusion in established discussion 

It is in the interest 
of European coun-
tries to maintain 
a broad circle of 

Russian democratic 
partners

https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2024/09/06/navalnayas-decolonization-critique-proves-that-russias-liberal-opposition-hasnt-been-listening-to-indigenous-voices-a86280?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2024/09/06/navalnayas-decolonization-critique-proves-that-russias-liberal-opposition-hasnt-been-listening-to-indigenous-voices-a86280?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.bbc.com/russian/features-65877931?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://meduza.io/feature/2025/02/12/vy-nas-dazhe-ne-predstavlyaete?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://meduza.io/feature/2025/02/12/vy-nas-dazhe-ne-predstavlyaete?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.ukrinform.net/rubric-polytics/4043170-paces-russian-democrats-platform-draws-strong-reservations-from-ukraine-honcharenko.html?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.ukrinform.net/rubric-polytics/4043170-paces-russian-democrats-platform-draws-strong-reservations-from-ukraine-honcharenko.html?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://antiwarcommittee.info/k-kruglomu-stolu-antivoennogo-komiteta-prisoedinilsya-european-queer-alliance-of-postost-community-equal-postost/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://antiwarcommittee.info/k-kruglomu-stolu-antivoennogo-komiteta-prisoedinilsya-european-queer-alliance-of-postost-community-equal-postost/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2026/06/16/peaceful-russia-anti-war-exiles-found-their-first-political-party-a93014?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2026/06/16/peaceful-russia-anti-war-exiles-found-their-first-political-party-a93014?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://novayagazeta.eu/en/articles/2026/06/22/will-it-be-different-this-time-en?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://platforma.international/news/people-first-the-congress-of-russian-anti-war-initiatives-was-held-in-brussels?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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formats promises valuable synergies. They can add 
depth to debates about Russia’s future, particularly on 
unresolved – and sensitive – questions beyond opposi-
tion to the Putin regime, including on imperial legacies 
and center-periphery relations, on freedom and de-
mocracy, and on individual agency and responsibility.

Such long-term societal transformation can only suc-
ceed if it is driven by Russians. However, because 
Russian democratic actors are experiencing severe 
repression, they need support from Western partners. 
Amid the funding crisis, smaller initiatives are the first 
to collapse. Therefore, funding and cooperation for-
mats should be continued to encourage the inclusion of 
voices that represent different constituencies in Russia 
– including women, ethnic minorities, and indigenous 
peoples as well as representatives of the queer com-
munity. It is in the interest of European countries to 
maintain a broad circle of Russian democratic partners 
with different perspectives and networks inside the 
country. Exiled initiatives can serve as intermediaries 
for support and knowledge transfer, contributing to a 
multilayered understanding of Russia at a time when 
the country is increasingly isolated. The minimum goal 
should be to sustain these grassroots initiatives be-
cause they can be instrumental when the time comes 
to rebuild pluralism and democratic debate in Russia.50

50	 Ingvarsson and Domańska, “Russia in Exile” (see note 9).
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