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Migrating for Conflict 

A Case Study of Foreign Fighters in Eastern Ukraine 

 

 

Joelle Oneissi 

 

Abstract 

This thesis explores the motivations of foreign fighters involved in the Eastern Ukraine 

conflict between 2014 and 2021. After examining the literature on foreign fighters and 

recruitment strategies in general as well as literature specific to the Donbass conflict and 

its foreign fighter involvement, the study analyzes interviews and articles quoting 42 

foreign fighters who had traveled to Donbass in order to support the pro-separatist or pro-

Ukrainian forces, using the migration theory of push-pull model and the constructivist 

theory on collective identity. In doing this, the study aims to direct the focus in academic 

research on foreign fighting away from stereotypical Islamist Jihadists while also placing 

foreign fighting under a migration studies lens. The exploratory study is able to identify 

influential push and pull factors in addition to concluding that some factors are not as 

relevant. Most importantly, the study presents six collective identities which mobilize 

individuals from abroad to join the conflict, describing how these identities are formed 

and how they change with the individuals’ experiences as foreign fighters.  

Key words: Ukraine, Russia, Foreign Fighters, Collective Identity, Migration, 

Transnationalism, Conflict. 
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Chapter One 

Introduction and Topic 

Individuals have long migrated to partake in conflicts foreign to the territories they 

belong to. Whether mercenaries, deployed soldiers of national armies, or combatants 

joining insurgencies, this phenomenon has been a constant, which drew the attention of 

scholars for a number of reasons. Researchers have been interested in the motivations 

which push these individuals to risk their lives in a conflict that might not pose an 

immediate or apparent threat to their home countries, their performance and integration 

into the host forces, recruitment strategies, as well as the consequences or risks of their 

return to their home countries. However, following the invasion of Afghanistan, the 9/11 

terrorist attack, and the more recent conflict in Syria, much attention has been given to 

Islamist fighters immigrating from the Middle East to join radical groups; as a result, the 

term foreign fighter has been conflated with these Islamic or terrorist fighters (Fainberg, 

2017).  

This fixation neglects the remaining array of fighters who have traveled to participate 

in these same conflicts, or many others around the world. One such conflict is the war in 

Eastern Ukraine, which began in 2014 in Donbass shortly after the Russian annexation of 

Crimea. This research will explore the issue of foreign fighters who participated in this 

particular conflict, examining the means of recruitment and mobilization of these fighters 

along with their background and country of origin, in order to identify the reasons behind 

their immigration to Donbass. Referring to work written on foreign fighters in general and 
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the Eastern Ukraine conflict in specific, as well as open-source interviews with foreign 

fighters, this thesis aims to establish the set of social, political, and economic factors 

influencing individual decisions to become foreign fighters. While focusing on one case 

study—that of the conflict in eastern Ukraine—will not definitively identify the factors 

that lead to individuals becoming foreign fighters, this thesis will summarize the literature, 

identify gaps, and propose key factors for further study after reflecting on the eastern 

Ukrainian case. 

This research problematizes existing understandings and definitions of foreign fighters 

and explores an area mostly neglected in migration studies. In an era where proxy conflict 

and foreign intervention are increasingly prevalent, where movement across borders has 

become easier, and where interaction between different parts of the world has been 

facilitated by technology, migration to participate in foreign conflict will only continue to 

rise. Therefore, a reliance on a migration lens allows for a new understanding of these 

fighters, who are indeed moving across borders albeit for a completely different goal than 

the typical migrant, while still drawing on other disciplines to paint a clearer picture of 

the phenomena. Furthermore, a study of the Eastern Ukraine conflict complicates from 

the assumed connection between Islamic radicalization and foreign fighting. In addition, 

with the eruption of the war between Russia and Ukraine in 2022, and the subsequent 

surge in incoming foreign fighters to Ukraine, this research provides a better 

understanding of the reasoning of individuals who chose to migrate to participate in the 

war.  
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Research Question 

As such, the thesis tackles the following question: 

What are the reasons behind individuals’ decision to migrate in order to participate in 

the Eastern Ukraine conflict? 

This question seeks to identify the dynamics behind the decision-making process of 

foreign fighters while placing the phenomenon within the framework of migration. It also 

sets a base for future research into the typology of these fighters and the interplay of these 

factors.  

Research Methodology 

In order to answer the aforementioned question, I will be adopting a mixed methods 

approach of qualitative research. I will first review the literature on the motivations of 

foreign fighters, which touches on themes of radicalization and recruitment to reveal 

previously identified factors pushing individuals to join foreign conflicts. Additionally, I 

review literature specific to the conflict in Donbass in order to map out the conflict, the 

warring parties, and the involvement of foreign fighters within this conflict.  

Moreover, I conduct a deductive qualitative content analysis of online open-source 

interviews with foreign fighters who joined the conflict in Eastern Ukraine between March 

2014 and January 2022; this period spans from the beginning of the conflict in Donbass 

till right before the Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 (Kibiswa, 2019). Due 

to the inaccessibility of the subjects of the study, I have relied on a sample of convenience. 

I was able to collect data on 42 foreign fighters through articles where they were quoted, 

full interviews in writing or video, and even interviews with individuals close to them, in 
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the case of a fighter who is currently on death row, as there was no available information 

directly from him prior to his arrest and the publicizing of his case. The amount of data 

collected differed from one fighter to another. The existence of such information largely 

relied on the visibility of the fighters, and the type of information available depended on 

the angle taken by the interviewer, which has led to some limitations that will be discussed 

in the following sections.  

I analyze mostly direct quotes from these individuals in order to have a clear idea of 

their views, unaltered by journalists. On the other hand, for information relating to their 

activity, information relayed by the journalists was also analyzed. I codified the content 

extracted in accordance with the factors highlighted in the theoretical frameworks and 

literature review, operationalizing each of: psychological deprivation, social deprivation, 

economic deprivation, internal grievances, external grievances, humanitarian support, and 

adventure. With respect to collective identity, which acts as a pull-factor, the sub-

categories common attributes, common experiences, common “other”, and collective 

agency were codified in order to assess which aspect of collective identity was most 

influential in each fighter’s perception of their connection to the collective they felt they 

belonged to. The coding scheme is presented below. 

Table 1: Coding Scheme 

Theories Categories Subcategories Meanings/Operational 

Definitions 

1. Push-Pull 

Model  

1.1. Push 

factors  

1.1.1. 

Psychological 

Deprivation 

Search for meaning or belonging, 

pessimism about the future, sense 

of lack of fulfillment  

  1.1.2. Social Disdain toward social norms in 
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Deprivation  home country, failed integration 

into social groups, criminal record 

  1.1.3. Economic 

Deprivation 

Unemployment, poverty, debts  

  1.1.4. Internal 

Grievances  

Frustration with the political 

status quo in home country, 

political, religious, or cultural 

repression by the state  

 1.2. Pull 

factors  

1.2.1. 

Humanitarian 

support 

Commitment to protect civilian 

victims, doing the right thing  

  1.2.2. External 

Grievances  

Contempt toward a foreign state 

or entity for historic conflict or 

repression 

  1.2.3. 

Adventure  

Seeking a sense of thrill and 

excitement, previous or future 

foreign fighting experience, other 

attempts with foreign fighting 

opportunities 

2. Construct

ivism: 

Collectiv

e Identity 

2.1. 

Collective 

Identity  

2.1.1. Common 

Attributes 

Engagement in political or 

cultural groups, strong support of 

democratic liberalism, 

internationalist leftism, or 

nationalism, common politicized 

ethnic background  

  2.1.2. Common 

experiences  

Experienced aggression at the 

hands of the same entity, 

Historical connections between 

communities  

  2.1.3. Common 

“other” 

Common enemy, i.e., Russia, 

fascists, NATO, communists, 

West, etc. 

  2.1.4. Collective 

agency 

Sense of obligation or duty to 

participate in the conflict, shared 

responsibility to take action, 

common future 
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The categories identified through the content analysis as well as some demographic 

information about the fighters is compiled into an excel spreadsheet in order to better 

analyze the data collected and draw a bigger picture of the emergent patterns1.  

Considerations 

The sample collected from the open-source data is not representative of all foreign 

fighters for a number of reasons. For one, those involved in the conflict as foreign fighters 

might rather keep their trips to warzones unknown, considering the legal repercussions 

they might face in their home countries. Similarly, even some of those who agreed to be 

interviewed might have downplayed their involvement in the conflict and their political 

stances in order to avoid security flagging them upon return. Moreover, retrospective 

storytelling, in the case of fighters interviewed after leaving Eastern Ukraine, has its 

methodological shortcomings since individuals might conceal or even forget some points 

and exaggerate others (Arielli, 2012). Also, if the individual’s convictions and beliefs had 

changed from when they took the decision to migrate, their current account would not 

accurately reflect their thought process back then.  

It is also important to take into consideration the biases prevalent in these interviews, 

considering their sources and the focus of the articles or media pieces, whereby other 

aspects of the individual’s motivations might not be covered. For example, while direct 

political motivations and triggers would be brought up during the interviews, journalistic 

interviews differs from an academic research interviews, and so the interviewer would not 

delve into the fighter’s background and life pre-immigration in order to get a better sense 

 
1
 See the Appendix for spreadsheet. 
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of their decision-making process nor would they necessary rigorously ask the same 

questions (and in the same order) to each foreign fighter they interview, in order to ensure 

greater comparability. In fact, the set of factors I aim to test were developed by myself, 

and I am applying them to interviews not conducted with these factors in mind. 

Nevertheless, the data collected, and the statements of the fighters remain relevant since 

they represent how the fighters choose to present themselves and how they are perceived 

by consumers of the media, which could (and in fact very much did) in itself influence 

interested individuals into taking the decision to migrate to Donbass and join the conflict.  

Finally, considering these limitations, this study is indicative in its findings and is 

meant to set the precedent for future work on this topic in order to build up on the idea of 

foreign fighters as migrants and the importance of assessing the influence of social, 

political, economic, and psychological push and pull factors on their decision to travel to 

foreign conflicts. Future research which involves access to a wider sample as well as direct 

access to fighters, allowing for direct interviews that would touch on all factors to be 

studied, would provide more representative and possibly generalizable findings on this 

case.  

Working Concepts 

Foreign Fighters  

Jeffrey Colgan and Thomas Hegghammer described foreign fighters as (a) not overtly 

state-sponsored; (b) operating in countries which are not their own; (c) using insurgent 

tactics to achieve their ends; (d) mainly aiming to overthrow a single government/occupier 

within a given territory; and (e) principally motivated by ideology rather than material 
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reward (Karska & Karski, 2016). Meanwhile, Malet defines foreign fighters as, “non-

citizens of conflict states who join insurgencies during civil conflicts” (Malet, 2013).  

Both these definitions fail to encompass the scope of foreign fighters which I will be 

studying within the specific context of the East Ukrainian conflict. As such, I will be 

adopting the following definition of a foreign fighter, inspired by the definitions set by 

other scholars: 

A foreign fighter is an individual who has: 

(1) Traveled to an area where a conflict is occurring; 

(2) In order to engage in or support insurgent activity aiming to overthrow a 

government or occupier; 

(3) While not holding the citizenship or kinship ties to the state in which the conflict 

is occurring; and 

(4) Not being motivated by material reward 

This definition excludes Ukrainians living abroad who traveled back to Ukraine in 

order to participate in the conflict, as well as foreigners who were living in Donbass when 

the conflict occurred. I specify the area of Donbass because foreigners who were living in 

other areas would have still taken a migratory decision to participate in the conflict, 

meaning they could have remained in the safe areas of Ukraine or traveled back to their 

home country but rather took the decision to travel to the conflict. Additionally, this 

definition includes individuals who joined the Armed Forces of Ukraine, some of which 

had been irregular units which were later on incorporated into the official armed forces; 

these individuals were also eventually able to become Ukrainian citizens, which would 

have excluded them from the definition of the foreign fighter despite their entry into the 
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conflict as foreign fighters. Furthermore, while these individuals were part of an official 

armed organization, their decision to travel to Eastern Ukraine was done freely rather than 

through top-down deployment.  

Regarding the fourth criterion, while some individuals do get paid, their salaries are 

not high enough to incentivize them to travel for the sake of monetary gain, meaning they 

would not count as mercenaries. Alternatively, some fighters who do receive high wages 

and could be regarded as mercenaries, such as members of Private Military and Security 

Companies (PMSCs), might not be primarily motivated by the material rewards they will 

be receiving and are rather ideologically driven and aligned with the party they are fighting 

for. For these reasons, the classification needs to be on an individual basis, and simplified 

categorizations of fighters as foreign insurgents or mercenaries does not draw an accurate 

picture of the individual fighters’ motivations. Finally, as will be discussed below, there 

is an array of motivations beyond the material-ideological dichotomy, which is why the 

ideological aspect of motivation has not been included in the working definition.  

Collective Identity  

I will be adopting Snow’s (2015) definition of collective identity which is,  

“a sense of ‘one-ness’ or ‘we-ness’ anchored in real or imagined shared attributes 

and experiences among those who comprise the collectivity and in relation or 

contrast to one or more actual or imagined sets of ‘others.’ Embedded within the 

shared sense of ‘we’ is a corresponding sense of ‘collective agency’.” 

The noteworthy factors within this definition are the perceived common attributes and 

experiences, the perceived common others, and the collective agency. The last factor 
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especially hints toward collective action and obligation toward the collective, which is 

exactly the messaging activated in terms of mobilizing foreign fighters.  

Theoretical Framework 

In analyzing this case study, I am relying on two theoretical frameworks in order to 

first identify the factors influencing individuals’ decisions to become fighters, by driving 

them out of their home country or into the conflict in the destination country, and then 

better disentangle one of these prominent factors, collective identity, since accepting it as 

a given without understanding how it is constructed would greatly limit our understanding 

of the fighters’ decision-making process.  

Migration Theory: Push-Pull Model 

Foreign fighting involves an individual’s voluntary immigration to a conflict area in 

order to participate in said conflict. Within the framework of migration studies, the push-

pull model will be utilized in order to identify 1 Considering the exploratory nature of this 

thesis, the push-pull model is an adequate approach to address all relevant factors 

influencing individuals’ decision to migrate; this model is criticized for not delving into 

the impact and interplay of the factors (Castles et al., 2014, 28), which would not be an 

issue as this is beyond the scope of the study. Moreover, since migration to conflict does 

not involve coercion or constraints similar to labor migration or asylum seeking, rather 

relying more on the free will of the individual, structural factors, which are not addressed 

in the push-pull model and are more so highlighted in historical-structural theories of 

migration studies, are not as relevant in this case.  
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Constructivism: Collective Identity 

At the same time, since this thesis covers a complicated conflict involving often 

radicalized individuals or individuals who have at the very least taken high-risk decision 

under a particular conviction, it is important to break down the constructs that contribute 

to the foreign fighters’ mobilization and decision. Obviously, these constructs are not 

created in vacuum and are rather the product of their interaction with others and the 

identities which have propelled them into the conflict. According to McAdam, Tarrow, 

and Tilly, political agents, “are not neatly bounded, self-propelling entities with fixed 

attributes, but socially embedded and constituted beings who interact incessantly with 

other such beings and undergo modifications of [their] boundaries and attributes as they 

interact” (Pampinella, 2012). This means that individuals interpret their material reality 

subjectively and differently, which could explain the polarized interpretations of the 

Eastern Ukraine conflict as well as the fact that some fighters who hold similar political 

stances ended up being mobilized within opposing sides of the conflict, as will be tackled 

in this study.  

Additionally, Alexander Wendt (1994), one of the forefathers of constructivism, 

analyzed collective identity and action, indicating agents move from self-interest to 

collective interests as a result of identification with the fate of the “other”. This paradigm 

could explain the logic behind the self-endangerment or even self-sacrifice which foreign 

fighting involves, whereby one’s self-interest of survival is trumped by the collective 

interest, which contributes to an aggregate social benefit supported by the individual. This 

could further clarify areas of the decision-making process which the push-pull model 

cannot, painting a clearer picture of what pulls fighters toward the conflict and why it does 
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so. In other words, while collective identity in itself is a pull factor attracting individuals 

to areas of conflict, these identities are formed and present themselves in different ways, 

which must be broken down in order to truly understand this factor’s influence.  

In accordance with the aforementioned theoretical frameworks, the following 

hypotheses emerge: 

H1 Individuals migrate to fight in Eastern Ukraine after they are discouraged from 

remaining in their home country due to economic, social, and psychological deprivation. 

 H2 Individuals leave their home countries to fight in Eastern Ukraine due to internal 

grievances.  

H3 Individuals are pulled toward the conflict in Eastern Ukraine in order to provide 

humanitarian support.  

H4 Individuals are compelled to migrate to Eastern Ukraine due to external grievances 

toward NATO or Russia.  

H5 Individuals are compelled to migrate to Eastern Ukraine to achieve a sense of 

adventure and thrill.  

H6 Foreign fighters’ decision to migrate to Eastern Ukraine is driven by a collective 

identity formed through positive identification with parties involved in the conflict.  

Chapter Outline 

Chapter 1 has introduced the topic of foreign fighters and presented the research 

question which will be focused on the motivations of foreign fighters in Eastern Ukraine, 
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while highlighting the importance of this topic. It also specifies the methodology used, 

which is the content analysis, along with the limitations that arise as a result of the 

inaccessibility of the research subject and the reliance on open-source interviews. 

Afterward, the theoretical frameworks, constructivism and push-pull model, have been 

mapped out, and the hypotheses have been listed.  

Moving into Chapter 2, I will be reviewing the literature surrounding foreign fighters 

and the context of the conflict in Eastern Ukraine. First, I will assess work written on the 

motivations of foreign fighters, drawing on various conflicts throughout history, as well 

as the typologies set out by scholars based on different criteria. Then, I will look into the 

recruitment strategies adopted in order to mobilize individuals into joining far away 

conflicts, identifying the most effective methods according to scholars. The second part 

of the literature review directs attention to the conflict in East Ukraine, starting with a 

background on the events which led up to the conflict and the international tensions which 

have fueled it, taking into account the polarized views and interpretations of who is to 

blame. Next, I cover the debate between the claims that the escalating conflict in Ukraine 

has become a ground for strengthening the right wing and those that a wide array of 

ideologies is represented within this conflict. I go on to delve into the involvement of 

foreign fighters in this specific conflict and their immigration journeys from their home 

countries to Donbass. I also review the motivations identified by scholars as well as the 

categories drawn out for these fighters. Finally, I identify the gap in this body of literature 

and the discrepancies between the work done on foreign fighters and that specific to 

Eastern Ukrainian foreign fighters.  
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In Chapter 3 “Case Study of Eastern Ukrainian fighters”, I present the data collected 

through the content analysis. I then analyze this data according to the categories set, 

discussing the influence of push factors and pull factors, while giving special focus for the 

pull factor, collective identity. The emergent collective identities are described and 

explained in light of the polarized narratives surrounding the Donbass conflict, and I 

additionally explain the shifting of these identities after the fighters arrive in Donbass, 

largely due to their relationships with their comrades, who come from different 

backgrounds. Following this analysis of the data, I raise attention to the “twofold 

insurgency” which characterizes the Donbass conflict, in order to explain the ability of 

both sides to draw in foreign fighters and argue their victimization as a mode of 

mobilization.  

Finally, the conclusion summarizes the findings, while describing some of the arising 

limitations and setting a base for future research considering interesting trends noted 

which are outside the scope of this study.
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Chapter Two 

Literature Review 

In this chapter, I review the existing literature pertaining to foreign fighting and the 

Donbass conflict. I start by going over the reasons why individuals become foreign 

fighters, from the perspective of different scholars, as well as the typologies that have 

emerged through their analysis. I then present the debate around the effectiveness of 

various recruitment strategies used to attract foreign fighters. Moving into the case study 

of the Eastern Ukraine conflict, I go over the context around which the conflict erupted, 

the level of involvement of foreign fighters across the warring parties, as well as what 

other scholars have written on foreign fighters’ motivations in this conflict specifically. 

The chapter ends with an assessment of the gaps present in the literature reviewed, along 

the inconsistencies between conclusions made about foreign fighters in general and 

Eastern Ukrainian foreign fighters in specific. 

Reasons for joining foreign conflict 

In an effort to understand the reasons why individuals join conflicts outside the 

territories of their home countries, scholars have brought up various social, economic, 

psychological, and political motivations which rely on individual as well as structural 

social factors. However, the most salient cause(s) as well as the mechanism of the 

decision-making process have been contested, depending on the approach adopted.  
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Some have found the search for belonging and identity to be the most prevalent 

motivation, especially among non-Muslim Westerners who joined ISIS (Borum & Fein, 

2016; Dawson et. al, 2016). This factor presents itself in various contexts.  

Individuals who have not successfully integrated into their societies find themselves 

resorting to foreign fighting in an effort to belong to a community. According to 

Oberschall’s mass-society theory, marginal individuals who have fewer social ties are 

more likely to join mass movements (Malet, 2013, 21). Similarly, amidst confusion and 

uncertainty regarding who they are and what their role in society is, individuals try to 

create an identity for themselves as fighters or establish meaning to their life by joining 

the conflict under a certain cause (Frenett & Silverman, 2016). Becoming a foreign fighter 

then is a form of escape from their current life which they might find unsatisfactory or 

meaningless. Alternatively, Malet (2013, 21) argues that it is not individuals’ lack of 

engagement in wider society that should be looked at, but rather their integration in 

specific subgroups. Referring to the Social Network Analysis (SNA) which stipulates that 

identity is a product of social interactions and roles are established through the 

expectations set by others, meaning that peoples’ self-identification and decision-making 

is the product of their obligations toward the group rather than an individual process. 

Similarly, Bourdieu highlights society’s role in providing people with justification for 

existing by making the individual feel that they are important to others; individuals seek 

out this feeling to escape indifference, depression, and solitude (Arielli, 2012). 

While some individuals who migrate to conflict zones might not hold strong 

connections to their home country, for example, they are likely to be active members of 

ethnic, religious, or ideological communities. Although alienated from their national 
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identity, these individuals are attached to a different sub-national or even trans-national 

identity which they then reinforce by deciding to engage in conflict (Frenett & Silverman, 

2016). The decision to migrate is either prompted by members of the community which 

the individual is a part of or taken by the individual in light of the obligations set within 

this community, in an effort to strengthen the respective identity. Eventually, foreign 

fighters have fondly noted the sense of comradery and belonging felt while they were in 

combat, revealing the importance of social ties and psychological satisfaction within the 

“foreign fighting” journey (Arielli, 2012; Frenet & Silverman, 2016).  

Ideology can be influential in individuals’ efforts to seek out an identity or meaning, 

seeing as ideology is essentially a set of tools through which we rationalize our 

surroundings (and lives). However, ideology in and of itself is also a driving force for 

people to become foreign fighters irrespective of whether or not they are missing meaning 

and belonging. While some scholars, such as Borum and Fein, do not consider ideology 

to be a substantial factor pushing individuals to become foreign fighters, others cite it as 

one of the main motivations in this regard (Arielli, 2012; Fainberg, 2017). When ideology 

crosses national political borders, such as with Jihadism or anti-fascism, individuals 

become connected to far away conflict; they thus bear the threats or gains at stake and feel 

compelled to join in contributing to the side they are ideologically aligned with. Even in 

cases where individuals hold nationalistic views, their decision to become foreign fighters 

is rooted in the frustration over lack of political change in their home country, and so 

choose to migrate in order to bring about change in countries where that is possible, either 

due to facilitating conditions within the political context of the destination country or 

through the chaos spurred by the violent conflict (MacKenzie & Kauner, 2021). 
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Nevertheless, Frenett and Silverman (2016) explain that self-identification is likely to be 

more influential than ideological convictions, proven by the fact that in many 

circumstances, individuals from different and even opposing ideological standpoints end 

up fighting on the same side and even in the same group, as we will see in the case of the 

Eastern Ukrainian foreign fighters. For example, those who traveled to Syria because they 

opposed President Bashar Al-Assad would not have much of a say in which group they 

ended up in, and so opposition to Al-Assad would trump any other ideology particularities 

they had (Frenett & Silverman, 2016). 

Another interpretation of the sense of obligation toward identity is Nilsson’s (2022) 

explanation of cognitive dissonance. Cognitive dissonance is defined as a psychological 

sense of discomfort prompted by contradicting opinions, beliefs, or knowledge held by an 

individual. Individuals seek consistency in their thoughts and aim to relieve this 

discomfort by either changing their behaviors or their cognition. Within the context of 

radicalization, seen here as the decision to become a foreign fighter, cognitive dissonance 

can arise from individuals’ belief that they are against injustice, want to help people in 

need, or are against a certain political faction or ideology -depending on the identity they 

are attached to- coupled with their knowledge of the conflict through the Media they view 

regarding the progressions of the warring parties and the atrocities committed. Thus, those 

who become foreign fighters relieve their cognitive dissonance by acting in order to make 

their behavior consistent with their cognitions; this action would be participating in the 

conflict as foreign fighters. This leaves the question of what differentiates those 

individuals from the ones who choose to alter their cognitions instead or remain 

discomforted by the cognitive dissonance.  
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Socio-economic marginalization is also viewed as a push factor for foreign fighters, 

although it is subject to debate. Foreign fighters joining insurgent groups are not promised 

monetary reward, and Dawson et. al (2016) argue that there is no clear connection between 

material deprivation in the home country and the decision to join a foreign conflict; 

however, Fainberg (2017) established profiles of different foreign fighters in Syria which 

showed that most of them came from depressed urban areas or small towns although they 

did have different education levels. Moreover, looking at foreign fighters coming from 

beyond the West, economic and social deprivation appear as a more influential factor, 

such as the case for Central Asia where jihad is considered a form of labor migration by 

some experts (Fainberg, 2017). Consequently, although foreign fighters are not promised 

hefty compensation or loot, and fighters, who might have this expectation in resource-rich 

conflict zones, usually return home empty-handed (Malet, 2013, 14), their socioeconomic 

status in their home country might be influencing their decision to become foreign 

fighters, since fighting could be regarded as a better prospect than unemployment and 

poverty, despite its high risks, as well as the fact that their socioeconomic status could be 

affecting their social integration, leading them to a search for belonging and meaning. 

Despite this, foreign fighters are often labeled mercenaries driven by profit (Arielli, 2012). 

Grievances are also likely to push people into joining foreign conflicts. Foreign 

fighters in Croatia wanted to counter Serbian aggression, while foreign fighters had been 

radicalized into traveling to Iraq due to the occupation (Borum & Fein, 2016). These 

frustrations are further fueled by the inaction of their states (Arielli, 2012). It is at this 

point that we notice the challenging of the realist understanding of international affairs, 

which attributes power and decision-making to the state. Standing before the indifference 
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of their governments, these individuals form cross-border ties and provide technical 

assistance where they deem necessary. Additionally, grievance may be directed internally 

at the unchanging status quo of one’s home country or the state’s repression of a specific 

community or freedoms, which trigger a sense of frustration that is projected onto the 

conflict (Fainberg, 2017). 

Finally, a small number of fighters are likely to join for adventure seeking (Borum & 

Fein, 2016). This is the least common motivation but is important to acknowledge, as such 

individuals are not particularly invested in the type of conflict or force they are fighting 

with, and would be willing to fight in several different conflicts to meet this need for thrill. 

It is also argued that adventurism is a prerequisite for all foreign fighters no matter their 

main motivations since they are going out of their way to engage in high-risk behavior 

(Arielli, 2012). Even though these constitute a small portion of all foreign fighters, these 

“war tourists” are gaining scholars’ attention due to their re-appearance in conflicts 

throughout the world and evolving into career fighters utilized by factions in need of 

experienced fighters (Mowat, 2022). 

In terms of the backgrounds of the fighters, they have been found to be mostly young 

men who generally do not have prior military or combatant experience, except in the case 

of Chechen and Middle Eastern fighters who had some experience from conflicts in their 

regions (Fainberg, 2017). Moreover, some face problems with the law, rendering the 

prospect of leaving their home country more appealing as an escape from their legal 

troubles or the setbacks caused by their criminal record (Beslin & Ignjatijevic, 2017).  
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These various motivations and characteristics vary in influence among the individual 

fighters, which allows for their categorization, a feat several scholars have attempted 

through different approaches, as depicted below.  

Profiles of Foreign Fighters 

Scholars have sought to divide foreign insurgent fighters into categories according to 

diverse criteria. Malet (2013, 45-45) relied on an interplay between the type of conflict 

(ethnic-based or non-ethnic-based) and the connection the fighter had to that ethnicity or 

lack thereof, identifying the following four types of foreign fighters: (1) Diasporans, who 

join nationalist rebels to preserve nationalist goals in ethnic conflicts; (2) liberationists, 

who do not share an ethnic identity with the factions they fight alongside but rather join 

the ethnic conflict to defend anti-colonial rebels to preserve perceived shared ideological 

goals; (3) encroachers, who join secessionist rebels in their adjacent state to expand 

political control to neighboring territories through a non-ethnic conflict; and (4) true 

believers, who join the non-ethnic conflict alongside ideological rebels to preserve 

institutions representing a common identity. While this typology successfully categorized 

conflicts throughout history which had involved foreign fighters, it did not 

comprehensively reveal the motivations of the individual fighters for their participation in 

the respective conflicts.  

On the other hand, John Venhaus (2010) resorted to a more psychological 

categorization according to the need which the foreign fighters sought to fulfill. Revenge 

seekers are looking to let out frustration and anger toward a group or entity they consider 

to be responsible, status seekers want to receive validation and recognition from others 
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and so take part in extreme or heroic activity of foreign fighting, identity seekers become 

foreign fighters in order to feel as though they belong to something meaningful, and thrill 

seekers are looking for excitement and adventure.  

Finally, Corneau-Tremblay (2022) identifies two profiles of foreign fighters, through 

his study of Western fighters in Iraq and Syria, and they are Militaro-Escapists and 

Politico-Utopists. The former are veterans who joined the fight against ISIS and usually 

have formed a connection to the Middle East through prior overseas deployment. Their 

decision involves an urge to fulfill psychological needs or a sense of military social 

obligation. On the other hand, the latter are ideologically driven far-left militants who saw 

their participation in the conflict as political; their decision to join the conflict is a 

culmination of years of intensifying political activism from low-risk activity to high-risk 

militancy, until the use of violence abroad was justified within their ideological 

framework. This shift is the result of the social networks they would be incorporated in, 

where certain role models and figures of authority legitimize the use of force and influence 

their mobilization. Furthermore, their involvement in the conflict involved their 

questioning of their purpose, revealing the psychosocial dimensions of their decision-

making. Although Corneau-Tremblay’s typology is limited, the analysis offered of the 

social, political, and psychological dynamic surrounding fighters’ mobilization gives great 

insight into these individuals’ backgrounds and thought processes.  
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Recruitment Strategies 

Recruitment involves the images, messages, and ideas used to appeal to prospective 

foreign fighters, as well as the methods through which they seek out or are selected by 

recruiters and through which they migrate to the conflict area.  

As Moskalenko (2019) and Malet (2013) contend, individuals are radicalized and 

mobilized into fighting in a conflict when they are faced with an existential threat. Thus, 

recruiters rely on presenting this existential threat, despite the distance that separates the 

individual in their home country from the area of the conflict. To justify this, the threat 

can be presented as imminently reaching one’s home country, as with the rhetoric behind 

fighting terrorists in Iraq before they get to the USA (Malet, 2013), as a global threat 

which affects everyone everywhere and should consequently be fought wherever possible, 

as with communist internationalism and the globalized fight against imperialism (Malet, 

2020), or as a threat specific to the group which the individual identifies with, such as ISIS 

foreign fighters’ view of the conflict in Syria as an attack on Sunni Muslims. For this 

reason, messages and images meant to evoke anger, frustration, and apprehension are used 

to mobilize individuals into taking action with respect to the conflict in question, i.e., 

footage of violence and destruction or depiction of the injustices suffered by a vulnerable 

group, which the individual might either sympathize or identify with, at the hands of a 

stronger tyrannical counterpart. According to Malet (2013, 27), the approaches to 

successfully mobilizing individuals to join a foreign conflict through message framing is 

either generalizing the conflict by identifying a core idea that extends beyond the specific 

context of the conflict, or by “frame bridging”, which is linking unconnected but 
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ideologically aligned frames regarding a specific issue, thus widening the scope of the 

conflict; this permits shifting the attention of those mobilized from one conflict to another 

where relevant and a formation of a network of mobilized groups in agreement on a set of 

issues or values.  

A necessary motif in recruitment messaging is the valorization of self-sacrifice, a vital 

aspect for increasing the appeal of high-risk (and seemingly) low-reward behavior such 

as foreign fighting (Malet, 2013). In line with this, group interest is prioritized over 

individual interest. The foreign fighter’s sacrifice of their safety - and possibly their life - 

is presented as necessary for the sake of the preservation or victory of the group or the 

protection of the civilians subject to injustice, whom the individuals seek to protect.  

Social media has been used as a medium through which this propaganda is spread, and 

individuals are recruited. While some accounts are openly set up for this purpose, others 

adopt a humanitarian and peaceful image while covertly recruiting fighters (Yesiltas & 

Kardas, 2017). Despite the importance of social media in the spread of information and 

ease of communication across borders, real-life social networks are still the most salient 

mode of recruitment. In Borum and Fein’s study of foreign fighters in Syria, they found 

that one third joined through a member of Al Qaeda or a veteran fighter, 42% joined 

through a friend or relative, and only six fighters had been recruited online (Borum & 

Fein, 2016). The idea of the obligation to the group which is used in the recruitment 

messages is in fact intensified by and connected to the context through which the 

individual is recruited, as it is most often reliant on social networks and the social 

institutions that the individual is involved in.  
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In Schumacher’s (2021) study of United States foreign fighters for the International 

Brigades in the Spanish Civil War, he noted that the Communist party of the United States 

and Communist International, an international organization founded in 1919 which 

advocated world communism, supported the International Brigades in recruiting foreign 

fighters using its local and global networks. They tapped into trade unions and immigrant 

networks in urban centers that identified motivated individuals willing to travel to 

participate in the conflict and aided them in preparing their documents and travel plans to 

Spain. Individuals involved in these institutions would already have a strong ideological 

and moral commitment to the causes advocated by the International Brigade and would 

only need logistical support, provided by the networks that are involved in, in order to 

realize their duty of fighting for left wing political values. They would be further 

encouraged by other willing individuals in these networks who would help them sign up 

at their local offices. This trend persisted in more recent instances of foreign fighter 

recruitment despite the advancement of communication technology. Reynolds and Hafez 

(2017) found that social networks, through interpersonal ties, were the strongest drivers 

for Germans to become foreign fighters in Syria, trumping social integration deficit and 

social media radicalization. Most of the foreign fighters studied had personal connections 

with other foreign fighters, recruiters, supporters, and Salafist activists or belonged to 

Islamic organizations and movements. In fact, one third of the sample had traveled to the 

combat area in a group. However, Reynolds and Hafez do not go into the inner dynamics 

of these collective mobilizations or the mechanics of organizational recruitment.  

Malet (2013, 6), however, provided this insight, describing the recruitment process in 

radical mosques and other social settings in Morocco. Individuals would express 
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frustration regarding fueling matters such as the occupation of Palestine and Iraq, 

transnational issues that still appeal to their Muslim identity. “Watchers” would push the 

sense of duty to intervene, identifying possible prospects who reacted to these 

conversations. They would then subject these individuals to security background checks 

and psychological assessments in order to check for their willingness to sacrifice their 

lives for such causes. Individuals who pass these tests would be assigned to “handlers” 

who would smuggle them across borders. These environments set norms of duty and 

legitimize Jihad within a receptive community (Nilsson, 2019). Malet (20013, 6) noted 

that this strategy was not unique to Muslim radicals and could be found in Communist 

and zionist recruitment spaces as well.  

Foreign fighters themselves also become inspiration for individuals still in their home 

countries, which is used by the factions they fight with in their propaganda, to the point 

where the level of involvement and number of foreign fighters in a conflict is at times 

overestimated. Individuals can be inspired reading about these fighters online, or the 

foreign fighters themselves can be assigned to reach out to like-minded compatriots back 

home in order to convince them to travel to join the conflict as well. In this sense, the 

immigration of the initial foreign fighters establishes cumulative causation, facilitating the 

path for other foreigners to travel to the area of conflict as well. Moreover, in a general 

sense, the persistence of foreign fighting is the product of modeling the success stories 

and symbols of foreign fighters in past conflicts. The propaganda surrounding the “foreign 

fighter” in itself is effective material for recruitment, although scholars have argued that 

the symbolism of this position is often a stark contrast with the reality of the role foreign 

fighters actually played in comparison to the local fighters (Arielli, 2020).  
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The Eastern Ukraine Conflict 

Mobilizing Rhetorics - Maidan, Donbass, and Beyond 

One cannot understand the conflict in Donbass without not only referring to the 2013 

Maidan protests, but also reflecting on Ukraine’s politics vis-à-vis  the USSR, the Russian 

Federation (hereafter referred to as Russia), and the West. More importantly, it is vital to 

assess the narratives which have emerged surrounding the situation in Ukraine with the 

start of the Maidan protests all through the Donbass conflict, at the international and 

intranational level; these narratives have shaped public opinion as well as the convictions 

of foreign fighters in Donbass.  

International level 

Russia reacting defensively  

With the end of the Cold War, the European Union - and the United States - sought to 

expand western and liberal ideals into the ex-communist states through NATO, 

representing Wider Europe. On the other hand, Russia championed Gorbachev’s Greater 

Europe “from Lisbon to Vladivostok”, one that included many states that must cooperate 

with one another within a decentralized power structure, without necessarily holding a 

common ideological face. The West, since the Cold War period, had been against this 

approach, opting for the former. As a result, Russia attempted to restore its collapsing 

influence through neo-revisionist power, adopting Eurasian integration instead and 

asserting its power over its surrounding states as NATO continued to expand in its 

direction (Mearsheimer, 2014).With the looming threat of loss of influence in Ukraine, 
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Russia sought to annex Crimea, justifying it using the principle of jus cogens, considering 

that Russia was preemptively protecting the Russians of Crimea from attacks and that 

Crimea was initially Russian territory (Sakwa, 2014). Moreover, based on the referendum 

conducted in Crimea, whereby the majority of residents were found to be in support of 

joining Russia, Russia was able to defend the annexation as an act of self-determination 

by Crimeans (Chappell & Ritchie, 2014). The same narrative was adopted in its support 

for separatists in Donbass. 

Russia the aggressor  

While Russia was content with this legitimization of its annexation, criticisms and 

condemnation arose, considering the annexation and referendum illegitimate, with 

questions being raised about the Russian soldiers or “little green men” who appeared in 

Crimea and clashed with the Ukrainian Armed Forces (Legieć, 2017). In addition, the 

annexation in itself violated not only the sovereignty of the modern Ukrainian state, but 

also binding international documents such as the Helsinki Final Act of 1975, the 1994 

Budapest Memorandum, and Russia’s own agreement with Kyiv on the lease of the 

Russian Navy base in Crimea (Rotaru, 2019). Furthermore, Russia’s recollection of 

Crimea’s history ignored the fate of the Crimean Tatars who had been deported from 

Crimea under the USSR, faced Russian persecution, and had boycotted the referendum 

due to their opposition of Russia (Vishchyk & Moiseieva, 2022). 

Beyond this, Russia’s interference in Ukraine—be it in Crimea or Donbass, and its 

relations with the Ukrainian state up until the Maidan movement—bolstered its position 

as a hegemonic aggressor maintaining control over the countries surrounding it or 
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destabilizing states that attempted to escape its grip. A more extreme view of this 

perspective is that Putin views Ukraine and Ukrainians to be only a part of the Russian 

empire, and so they lack sovereignty or agency in deciding their fate (Kovalov, 2014). As 

such, once Ukrainians deviated from the established “brotherly” relations with Russia, the 

Russian state was quick to discredit popular demands, support separatists, and directly 

interfere where necessary. 

In the Donbass conflict, Russia’s bad faith influence could not be denied, be it through 

material support to separatist forces or the deployment of off-duty soldiers to the conflict 

zone, and it played a central role in the eruption and escalation of the conflict in Donbass.  

Intranational level  

Fascist Ukraine  

Between the Russian Civil War and the establishment of the USSR, Ukraine had a 

brief and failed period of independence. This failure at state-building persisted through its 

independence following the collapse of the USSR as a result of the clash between two 

models of statehood in the country: monism, a nation-state for ethnic Ukrainians; and 

pluralism, which is built on a civic identity and duty toward the development of Ukraine, 

a diverse country made up of Russians, Poles, Jews, Chechens, etc. (Sakwa, 2014). The 

monistic model took on tacit undertones with the continued failure of the democratic and 

liberal model, propped up by the memory of right-wing and anti-communist groups during 

the USSR and growing antagonism toward Russia. This would later on be projected onto 

the Russian and pro-Russian communities in Ukraine. With the escalation of protests into 
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violent confrontations between the police and protesters, the Orange Revolution 

transformed into a bloody conflict. Radical right-wing groups were able to leverage 

monist ideas of Ukrainian nationhood in this environment. Yanukovych’s impeachment 

in February 2014 brought in a unity government in which supporters of pluralism were 

under-represented; rather, it was socially conservative, ultra-nationalist, and economically 

liberal. Some went as far as to label the Maidan movement as a coup undermining public 

order led by the right-wing groups and neofascists (Kovalov, 2014). 

The conflict in Eastern Ukraine began with the Novorossiya Rebellion where 

thousands from Donetsk demonstrated in the center, demanding the protection of their 

language and rights, as a result of the Ukrainian government’s attempt to cancel Russian 

as the second language, as well as attacks by right wing groups, similar to the burning of 

the Labor Union in Odessa, and efforts to ban Russian book and papers. 

The majority of the residents of Donbass had been against joining the EU and in 

support of joining the Customs Union with Russia, Belarus, and Kazakhstan while the 

Maidan movement was not as popular (Risch, 2022). Eastern Ukraine was further 

alienated from the movement and the rest of Ukraine with the prevalence of anti-Russian 

sentiment, whether political, cultural, or linguistic. For the residents of Donbass, this split 

in the country was the West’s doing and with the increase of nationalist attacks in the 

country, they felt the need to protect themselves (Risch, 2022). Furthermore, with 

Ukraine’s suspension of pensions and welfare to the inhabitants of areas held by 

separatists in December 2014 and its obstruction of humanitarian convoys headed into the 
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territories, the residents of Donbass grew more and more resentful of the government in 

Kyiv (Šmid & Šmidova, 2021). 

Sovereign Ukraine  

Post-Soviet states, such as Ukraine, were stuck between the opposing and mutually 

exclusive models of European and Eurasian integration, with Ukraine’s popular trend 

toward the former proven by the Maidan movement. The protests began with a focus on 

the issue of European integration, and Yanukovych’s refusal to sign on the EU-Ukraine 

association agreement was viewed by many of the people of Ukraine as a betrayal 

(“Ukraine Protests After Yanukovych EU Deal Rejection,” 2013). The  protests soon 

moved on to Yanukovych’s corruption and repression as well. 

Lebedev (2015) views the Maidan protests as Ukrainians’ attempt to exit the existent 

political scene through mobilizing around a set of common civil and political goals. The 

Maidan movement had sought to break away from the shadow of Russia and the memory 

of the USSR, imagining a pro-Western Ukraine. While nationalism was adopted reactively 

to the historical oppression of Ukrainian identity, scholars argue that the influence of 

fascism and neo-Nazism were over exaggerated, especially by Russia in order to 

undermine the Maidan movement, but also by a cautious Western Europe (Lebedev, 2015; 

Legieć, 2019). The Ukrainians who supported the Maidan movement found the future of 

Ukraine connected to Europe and its ideals of human rights and democracy (Risch, 2022). 

However, the ideas championed by Maidan protestors were met with apprehension in the 

East, which regarded Ukraine’s Soviet past fondly. The clash between these perspectives, 

which was not sufficiently acknowledged by Kyiv, ultimately led to the escalation of 



32 

 

conflict. Ukrainian’s outreach toward the West and NATO, rather than their passive 

reception of this expansion, is then considered to be acts of self-defense or self-

preservation in the face of decades of oppressive external Russian influence. 

Playground for the Right Wing or Ideological Traverse? 

With far-right movements in Ukraine being brought to the spotlight following the 

Euromaidan protests and a lack of prompt containment by authorities, these movements 

became more powerful within the Ukrainian political landscape (McKenzie & Kaunert, 

2021). Although right wing political parties have declined in electoral popularity, right 

wing symbols and militant activity have been on the rise since 2014. Volunteer combat 

units which had been established in the wake of Euromaidan, such as the Azov Battalion 

and the Right Sector, were overtly right-wing and were eventually absorbed into the 

political and security system, by being integrated into the Ukrainian Armed Forces and 

transforming into political parties, respectively. Moreover, historical right-wing figures, 

such as Stepan Bandera, who had been declared a national hero in 2010, gained more 

popularity. While Bandera is hailed for defending Ukraine and fighting for its 

independence, he also collaborated with the Nazis and led forces that carried out atrocities 

against Jewish and Polish people (Filtenborg, 2021). Ukrainian patriotism consequently 

became increasingly conflated with principles of ethnonationalism, anti-communism, and 

“Russophobia”, as a byproduct of the integration of these right-wing groups, symbols, and 

ideas into Ukrainian political discourse as well as the Russian propaganda which focused 

on this issue (Rabotyazhev, 2020; Legieć, 2017).  
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The right-wing movement in Ukraine prompts more concern considering its 

connections to similar organizations in Europe and the US (McKenzie & Kaunert, 2021). 

Ukraine has offered a permissible environment for music festivals, mixed martial arts 

events, and political conferences which acted as networking opportunities for the Western 

far-right (McKenzie & Kaunert, 2021). Even on the side of the separatists, scholars have 

noted the role of nationalist Russian and Slavic groups, which rely on Tsarist, Russian 

Orthodox, or Pagan symbolism (Šmid & Šmidova, 2021; Seldin, 2019). While neither side 

had purposefully or directly mobilized right wing extremism within the conflict, right 

wing movements and their supporters were able to latch onto and even reframe the causes 

championed by both, be it a Ukraine free of communism, Russian influence, and 

liberalism or an autonomous Donbass standing up against Western imperialism and its 

culture. However, while the risk of right-wing extremism is understudied, the right-wing 

space in Ukraine is still given more attention than that in Russia (Rekawek, 2020), creating 

an image of the Eastern Ukraine conflict as one between Ukrainian fascists alongside their 

Western allies and pro-Russian anti-imperialist leftists—which is a skewed understanding 

of reality.  

In reality, the individuals and groups participating in the conflict or supporting each 

of the warring parties fall on the entire range of the political spectrum, to the point where 

individuals belonging to the same organizations may as well be shooting at each other 

(Rekawek, 2020). This also means that individuals who hold completely opposing 

ideological beliefs end up fighting on the same side, creating what Legiec has coined an 

ideological traverse, where “everyone can fight for what they wish, and against whom 

they choose” (Legieć, 2017). This not only reveals the ideological shallowness of some 
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individuals, whose convictions are trumped by mere coincidence of allocation to a specific 

party (McKenzie & Kaunert, 2021), but also indicates that the Eastern Ukrainian conflict 

has been utilized by all sorts of political movements, not only the (Ukrainian) far right, in 

order to further their causes or act out on their values in accordance with their 

interpretation of the conflict. As a result, the comparisons being made of Ukraine being to 

right wingers what Syria was to Jihadists does not ring completely true, with individuals 

fighting against or with what they personally deem to be valid irrespective of a grander 

ideology.  

Additionally, Rekawek (2020) supports this claim regarding the lack of ideological 

intellectualism among purportedly right-wing fighters in Eastern Ukraine, indicating that 

some fighters use neo-Nazi symbols and language as a shock tactic while lacking the 

associated historical knowledge or solely in order to anger their adversaries, specifically 

in the case of pro-Ukrainian fighters. Although this might be the case, or at least this might 

be the fighters’ perception of their actions and choices at the time of their interview, these 

claims cannot be taken at face value, and one must question why specifically right-wing 

symbolism and rhetoric have been adopted, even if seemingly shallowly or unthinkingly. 

Foreign Fighter Involvement  

The Soufan Center estimated in 2017 that 17,000 foreign fighters had joined the 

conflict in Eastern Ukraine, with the largest influx occurring in 2015 as the conflict 

intensified (Mareš, 2017). However, the majority of those, about 15,000, were Russian, 

while the rest were mostly Europeans. While one third of those joined pro-Ukrainian 

groups, the rest supported the separatists. However, these figures are only rough 
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a. Ukraine 

Following the military clashes surrounding the annexation of Crimea, and in light of 

decades of corruption, the Ukrainian army was unprepared and unequipped to face the 

organized separatists in Eastern Ukraine (Legieć, 2017). Some units of the army had also 

surrendered or switched to the separatists’ side. As a result, Ukrainian civil committees 

were established to support the national army, and Ukrainians began forming volunteer 

battalions to complement the functions of the Ukrainian army, in accordance with the 

Presidential Order of March 2014 (Legieć, 2017). With the launch of the anti-terrorist 

operation (ATO) on 15 April 2014 to combat the separatist forces in Donbass (Klein, 

2015), emerging volunteer battalions were ready to assist Ukraine’s regular security 

forces. Among these units are the Georgian National Legion (GNL), Kastus Kalinovsky 

Battalion, Right Sector, Azov Battalion, Norman Brigade, and Dzhokhar Dudayev 

Battalion. More than half of these Battalions were eventually incorporated into the 

Ukrainian International Legion (“How Foreign Far-Right Volunteers Are Arriving to 

Fight in Ukraine,” 2022). Foreign fighters were able to join the Armed Forces of Ukraine 

following the 2016 Presidential Decree which invited people from Europe and all over the 

world to defend Ukraine.  

The GNL was formed by mostly Georgian volunteers but evolved to include fighters 

from various countries, including Germany, USA, UK, Moldova, Azerbaijan, Greece, and 

others (Vardy, 2018). Since the Legion has been incorporated into the Ukrainian Armed 

Forces, the government pays its volunteers 600 euros monthly, while members of other 

volunteer units had reported receiving 200$ monthly (Scimia, 2015). 
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While the GNL boasts of its diversity and has repeatedly made an effort to disprove 

allegations of fascist alignment, other volunteer units have more direct associations with 

right-wing views and symbols. Among them is the Kastus Kalinovsky Battalion, named 

after a leader of the Polish, Lithuanian, and Belarussian national revival under the Russian 

Empire. It was formed by Belarussian members of the neo-Nazi organization, White 

Legion, as well as Belarussians who left for Ukraine after the 2020 protests in their country 

(“How Foreign Far-Right Volunteers Are Arriving to Fight in Ukraine,” 2022). 

Additionally, the Azov Battalion, which was incorporated into the Ukrainian National 

Guard, attracted foreign fighters, especially among the right-wing groups; it is famously 

known for its use of the Nazi Wolfsangel.  

Like the Georgians, mobilized Chechens also took initiative and set up a volunteer 

units with the beginning of the conflict in 2014, the Dzhokhar Dudayev Battalion, named 

after the first President of the Chechen Republic of Ichkeria, and the Sheikh Mansur 

Battalion, named after the Islamic Leader and military commander who fought Russian 

expansion into the Caucasus in the 18th century (Vatchagaev, 2015). The names of the 

Battalions themselves serve as representation of the volunteers’ sentiments toward Russia 

and the conflict.  

b. Separatists 

Contrasting with the Ukrainian army’s unpreparedness were the separatist’s organized 

units, supported by Russia and inspired by its Special Forces and Military Intelligence 

(Legieć, 2017). Furthermore, interviews with locals in Donbass revealed that many of the 

members of Narodnoe Opolchenie Donbassa (NOD), volunteer armed units that were 

formed in March 2014 after clashes with Ukrainian forces erupted and protestors began 
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to seize government buildings and resources, were in fact Russians (Šmid & Šmidova, 

2021). This had been realized as early as May 2014. While Russian authorities and those 

in Eastern Ukraine have acknowledged the presence of Russian personnel in Donbass, 

they have insisted that those are volunteers who have traveled to support the residents of 

Donbass out of a sense of ideological and moral duty. In contrast, in most of the cases, 

they are military servicemen on leave from the Russian armed forces; although most do 

approve of their state’s actions and support the separatists in Eastern Ukraine. It is difficult 

to discern their travel to Donbass out of free will and conviction from commanded or 

coerced deployment and incentivization to participate in the conflict while on leave 

through career-related benefits (Šmid & Šmidova, 2021). Nevertheless, not all Russians 

fighting in Donbass on the separatists’ side were soldiers “on leave”, as some were civilian 

volunteers who did take the decision to travel to Donbass out of complete free will through 

other groups and volunteer units. 

The volunteer units established were meant to “defend the inhabitants of Donbass from 

Kyiv’s fascists”, encouraging all those who held the same beliefs as the separatists to join, 

be it from inside or outside Ukraine (Legieć, 2017). 

Similar to “off-duty” Russian soldiers, Kadyrovtsy, soldiers from Chechnya who fall 

under the troops of the Russian Ministry of Interior but are regarded as a quasi-state armed 

force directly under the command Chechen leader Ramzan Kadyrov, were present in 

Eastern Ukraine; unlike the Russian troops, they are open about their involvement in the 

conflict.  

Beyond the Russian Federation, Smid and Smidova (2021) reveal that Serbian 

volunteers were notably present in the Jovan Šević and Novi Srpski Husarski Puk 
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Battalions, whose names evoke historical notions of SlavoSerbia and 1753-1764 New 

Serbia during which Serbian frontier guards defended the Russian empire border. Serbian 

volunteers can also be found in the Serbian French section of the Prizrak Brigade and the 

North Wind Battalion.  

Foreigners from other nationalities could be found in the International Brigades, 

including the Vostok Battalion. Fighters have reported either not getting paid at all or 

receiving 200 euros from the self-declared republics (Scimia, 2015; Zivanovic, 2018). 

Some do not even fight on the frontline and rather help with communication and 

propaganda or provide humanitarian assistance to local civilian populations. Experienced 

fighters are usually assigned to be instructors and train inexperienced recruits (Šmid & 

Šmidova, 2021). Fighters arriving to join the separatist side were not as accepted by the 

hosting entities as those coming in to join the Ukrainian side, as noted by some fighters 

who were turned away or left shortly after their arrival out of frustration over not being 

included in direct action (Rekawek, 2020). 

Migration Journeys  

Individuals’ migratory journey usually begin with their recruitment into the conflict. 

They could be recruited through individuals linked to the conflict or social groups and 

organizations. Italian volunteers who fought with the separatists reported being recruited 

by a former far right football hooligans, revealing the transnational connections between 

politically radical groups (Rekawek, 2021). Many foreign fighters, specifically western 

ones, know each other even before they meet in the battlefield and are recruited through 

the social networks of the political movements they belong to (McKenzie & Kaunert, 

2021; Rekawek, 2020); on both sides, fighters would contact comrades back home in order 
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to convince them to join the conflict. Political movements would also actively look for 

recruits who were willing to engage in combat and held similar political views, such as 

the Russian communist group Essence of Time which championed international-leftist 

ideology in support of the new republics of DNR and LNR (Rekawek, 2020). Moreover, 

seemingly humanitarian organizations, such as the Kosovo Front Organization, have been 

accused of recruiting foreign fighters and facilitating their travel to Donbass (Metodieva, 

2019).  

 Social media has proven to be a vital mode through which individuals are inspired by 

foreign fighters in Donbass and recruited into the volunteer units. While foreign fighters 

might not provide much of a logistical advantage, they are extremely influential when it 

comes to propaganda, be it in validating the cause as one which transcends political 

borders or in playing the role of benevolent heroes. Frenchman Gaston Besson, an Azov 

Battalion volunteer, would recruit other foreigners since he claimed to receive hundreds 

of emails from interested individuals, usually from the EU (Jackson, 2014). Pages for 

volunteer units would also post propaganda videos and content onto social media 

describing the structure of the units and calling on individuals to join (Zivanovic, 2018). 

There would also be social media posts with instructions on how to join the units and how 

to get to Donbass (Rekawek, 2020).  

Individuals interested in joining the volunteer units which were incorporated into the 

Ukrainian armed forces usually first had to apply in Kyiv, where they underwent a medical 

and psychological evaluation as well as a criminal background check (Peterson et al., 

2021). While Ukrainian defense officials claim to reject applicants associated with far-

right extremist groups, this is at odds with the reality of several openly right-wing 
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combatants fighting in these units. Applicants traveled to Kyiv on their own expense, 

either independently or with the guidance of the individuals or groups they had reached 

out to. Some individuals arrived in Ukraine by illegally crossing the Western border on 

foot (Rekawek, 2020). Applicants then waited for a letter of invitation from the Battalion 

Commander of the unit they had chosen to apply to, after which they underwent three 

months of basic military training. Joining the Ukrainian Armed Forces grants the fighters 

temporary residency, and some eventually received Ukrainian citizenship, especially after 

the Ukrainian parliament issued a law facilitating the process of foreigners serving in the 

army receiving citizenship (Jackson, 2014; Peterson, 2021). 

For individuals interested in joining the conflict on the side of the separatists, the 

migration process was not as smooth, considering the risks associated with reaching 

Donbass without being caught by Ukrainian authorities. Lone individuals as well as 

groups who have organized this trip together would go on this journey (Sautreuil, 2014). 

Some took the dangerous path of traveling to Ukraine directly, while others traveled to 

Moscow, then to Rostov near the Ukrainian border, which is considered a base for the 

separatists. Then, they usually went by bus into the new republics or go to another border 

where they were assigned to a unit then illegally moved across the border (Rekawek, 

2020). Even this route also had its risks, with fighters reporting that they had to run 

through an open field for over a kilometer in order to get to their destination without being 

caught (Zivanovic, 2018). Moreover, some individuals reported being turned away by 

Russian authorities upon their arrival to Moscow, which forced them to reach Donbass 

though Ukraine (Sautreuil). Many of those fighting with the separatists had received 

financial support for their travels through organizations and right-wing groups, such as 
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the pro-Russian ultra-nationalist movement Continental Unity, which paid for fighters’ 

flights to Moscow and supported their cross-border travels.  

Fighters’ initial contact with recruiters, application to join combat units, transit across 

different locations awaiting settlement in their destination country, and escape across 

territories through pre-established routes draws parallels with the journeys of regular and 

irregular migrants.  

Motivations and Typologies of Foreign Fighters 

The reasons driving individuals to travel to Eastern Ukraine and participate in the 

conflict are as complex as the conflict itself. Much focus has been given to the political 

dimensions of their motivations, with a special focus on right wing ideology as a driving 

factor for mobilization, which, as explained above, does not paint the full picture of these 

individuals’ decision-making process nor their political identities. In addition, some 

fighters, specifically those from the former Yugoslav, are labeled as mercenaries due to 

the fact that they receive remuneration for their activities (Šmid & Šmidova, 2021), but, 

in reality, their personal and political motivations carry far more importance than the 

remuneration they receive, which is not hefty enough to even form an appealing incentive. 

Šmid and Šmidova’s reasoning that these foreign fighters have no connection to the region 

and are thereby motivated by financial gain fails to consider cross-border political 

identities which are constructed through shared history, ideals, and grievances. Russian 

media also considers foreign volunteers fighting alongside the Ukrainian government to 

be mercenaries, but this accusation is simply meant to undermine the non-financial 

motivations of these fighters that reflect the transnational popularity and legitimacy of the 

Ukrainian defense.  
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Despite the polarity of the conflict, fighters on opposing sides seem to converge in 

terms of some of the ideals which drove them to participate in the conflict. Many fighters 

hold sentiments of “anti-Americanism, anti-liberalism, extreme nationalism, fascination 

with authoritarianism, and rejection of European integration” (Rekawek, 2015). In fact, 

the conflict was an opportunity to leave the West behind, which they could no longer live 

in because of how at odds it was with their values, in order to battle in Ukraine the 

manifestation of the values that they opposed (Rekawek, 2020). Both Ukraine and 

LNR/DNR’s fronts are perceived as legitimate venues through which they could act out 

on and express these sentiments, as the Ukrainian side offered dreams of a nationalist 

revolution while Donbass offered the aspiration of revolting against the political order. 

However, where there is divergence in motivations, the contrast is an extreme one, 

and a lot of the times, it depends on the fighter’s home country and its history with each 

of Ukraine/West and Russia; this is not to say, though, that fighters from the same country 

were not fighting on opposing sides (Legieć, 2019).  

For example, the very same Serbian foreign fighters who are accused of being 

mercenaries have declared that they joined the conflict on the side of the separatists in 

order to support their Russian brothers, defend the Russian Orthodox civilization whom 

the residents of Donbass constitute, and fight against NATO. On the other hand, pro-

Ukraine Croatian fighters supported Ukrainians in their fight against a common enemy, 

drawing connections between present-day Russia and the Serbs during the war in the 

Balkans (Rekawek, 2015); furthermore, nationalist Croatians were able to “settle the 

score” through this conflict, knowing the role of Serbian fighters among the separatist 

forces. Nationals of other states which have historically fought against Russia or fallen 
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victim to its influence, such as Albania, Georgia, Belarus, Sweden, and Finland, joined 

the separatists’ side in order to contribute to the defeat of this perceived common enemy. 

More recently, a Dutch fighter had cited the Dutch victims of the MH-17 disaster, which 

Russia has been accused of being responsible for, as one of the reasons why he ended up 

joining the conflict alongside the Ukrainians (Legieć, 2017).  

Beyond this, fighters see this conflict as a clash between ideals, viewing themselves a 

defender of either side, although the clashing ideals in question vary greatly according to 

one’s worldview. Some of those on the Ukrainian side view the conflict as the last line of 

defense for Europe, and its ideals of freedom and democracy, from Russia, and largely 

Putin’s repression (Rekawek, 2015). Conversely, there are individuals fighting on this 

same side, evidently holding right wing views, who believe that Russia must be fought 

and controlled due to its multi-racialism and cultural diversity or its Bolshevik 

expansionism (Legieć, 2017).  

On the side of the separatists, some consider themselves to be saving Ukraine from 

becoming a colony for the West as a result of its involvement with the EU and NATO; 

they have come to Donbass in order to fight fascism and American imperialism which has 

played out through this proxy conflict orchestrated by the USA (Rekawek, 2015). Some 

fighters speak only of humanitarian concerns, wishing to protect the residents of Donbass 

who are being targeted by Ukrainian forces.  

Rekawek (2020) does touch on the topic of the lives of the fighters before their 

immigration, which could have influenced their decision to leave; he describes them as 

restless and adventure-seeking or pessimistic about their future in the West due to the 

political, economic, and social status quo. He also presents other reasons which could 
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drive individuals to participate in the Eastern Ukraine conflict, such as the thrill of 

engaging in combat, desire to prove oneself, expanding one’s combat portfolio to begin a 

career in PMSCs, and even peer pressure.  

There seems to be an agreement among scholars over the presence of “war tourists” 

among the foreign fighters in Eastern Ukraine (Rekawek, 2020; Šmid & Šmidova, 2021). 

Those are not strongly motivated by ideology, humanitarian empathy, or grievances, but 

rather view the conflict as an opportunity to experience some thrill under fire or improve 

their combat experience in a free-for-all zone. Consequently, they are likely to move on 

to other conflicts once the thrill wears out.  

Legieć (2017) attempted to organize the factors which drive individuals to become 

foreign fighters in Donbass, by providing a set of criteria which touch on multiple areas. 

He presents the personality factors as the individual attitudes toward the warring parties 

or the conflict, the ideological factor as the values utilized in order to justify individuals’ 

motivation to fight, and the historical factor as the historical memories which link and 

establish solidarity between the national of a country and one of the warring parties. 

Moreover, political factors are linked to contemporary political relations or clashes which 

are projected into the conflict, while national or ethnic factors describe the appeal of 

transnational identities. Finally, the religious factor represents the antagonism or 

comradery that can be mobilized through religious differences or connections, 

respectively. While this does provide an account of the various factors which could 

influence one’s decision to join the conflict, it is still too focused on the political 

dimension, as even seemingly apolitical factors such as the historical, religious, and 

individual factors, politicization and one’s own political stances play a major role.  
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Two prominent typologies emerge from scholars’ analyses of foreign fighters’ 

motivations. Mursakite (2020) established four archetypes through his interviews with 49 

returning foreign fighters from the Eastern Ukraine conflict. The first is veterans with 

historical grievances meaning individuals with previous combatant experience who were 

affected by historical conflicts at the hands of Russia or Ukraine (or the West and NATO 

whom Ukraine has been regarded as a front for) who regarded the conflict in Eastern 

Ukraine as an opportunity to achieve justice or avenge the aforementioned conflict. The 

second archetype is ‘disillusioned ideologues’ representing individuals who decided to 

take action corresponding to their ideological beliefs, whether left wing or right wing, 

amidst frustration over the status quo in their home country. Thirdly, the armed opposition 

are those who care more about the struggle within their own home country and see the 

conflict as a means through which to express this opposition, for example anti-Putin 

Russians who are fighting alongside the Ukrainian state. Finally, the battle chasers, who 

are present in all conflicts, are those who are seeking out adventure and thrill; some have 

prior military experience and have rotated around several conflicts while others are 

inexperienced civilians seeking a taste of combat.  

On the other hand, Rekawek’s (2020) categorization of foreign fighters in Eastern 

Ukraine focused more on their visibility rather than the complex set of motivations driving 

their decisions. He provided three groups of fighter: (1) resetters who traveled to Ukraine 

to start a new life for themselves in an area they felt is more accepting of their beliefs and 

ideals, that area being either Ukraine or LNR/DNR; (2) the ghosts who take part in cyclical 

migration to and from the frontline in order to raise funds or rest in their home country, 

and these fighters are not as vocal about their participation in the conflict in order to 
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continue their back and forth travels; and (3) the adventurers who are far more open about 

their participation as well as their intent to partake in future conflicts, as their ultimate 

goal is seeking out adventure rather than ideological satisfaction.  

Gaps in the Literature 

Comparing the literature found on the motivations of foreign fighters and their 

recruitment with that specific to Eastern Ukrainian foreign fighters, similarities as well as 

inconsistencies are apparent. In both bodies of literature, scholars have set out a 

comprehensive overview of foreign fighters’ motivations, going over similar themes of 

identity, grievances, and thrill-seeking. However, scholars speaking about foreign fighters 

in Eastern Ukraine have not given as much attention to the fighters’ situation prior to their 

travel to Donbass. For the scholars covering foreign fighters in other conflicts, especially 

those who joined Islamist groups, more attention is given to their social, psychological, 

and economic status, in order to see “what went wrong”. Literature on Eastern Ukrainian 

foreign fighters is lacking in this regard, which leaves us in the dark about how these 

fighters fared before their travels to Donbass. For example, factors regarded as highly 

influential to foreign fighter mobilization, namely group obligation and search for 

belonging, were not present in the research done on Eastern Ukrainian fighters, possibly 

due to the preoccupation with ideology.  

While scholars have argued that the role of social media is not as influential as 

expected in recruiting foreign fighter, those who tackled the case of Eastern Ukraine have 

found that it was an effective tool in linking individuals with foreign fighters as well as 

groups that helped mobilize them and get them to the conflict area, in addition to exposing 
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these individuals to news about the conflict and stories of foreign fighters on the frontline, 

whom they regarded as heroes and modeled their actions after.  

Moreover, literature on Eastern Ukrainian fighters did not establish a strong 

connection between the global clash of ideas and geopolitical interests on one hand and 

the motivations or worldviews of the foreign fighters on the other; it could be that this was 

taken for granted, but it is important to show how the foreign fighters’ perceived 

connections to the conflict or warring parties is the product of their exposure to the clash 

between Russia and the West and possibly the impact of this clash on their lives. While 

Rekawek (2015) titled his book chapter “Neither “NATO’s Foreign Legion” Nor the 

“Donbass International Brigades””, one cannot ignore the fact that the fighters on each 

side have been influenced, knowingly or unknowingly, with each of NATO and Russia’s 

narrative of the Eastern Ukraine conflict. Thus, while those fighting on the pro-Ukrainian 

side might not necessarily even support NATO, their views on the conflict have been 

constructed through news, ideas, and values propagated by NATO and its member states. 

On the other hand, those fighting on the pro-separatist side have also internalized Russia’s 

rhetoric.  

In addition, there seems to be a gap in the analysis of foreign fighters’ identities or 

convictions. On the one hand, ideology as well as antagonism to specific sides of the 

conflict have been presented as strong driving forces for foreign fighters, albeit ideological 

convictions might not hold that strong. Despite this, two issues emerge in the explanation 

provided by scholars. The first is that their placement on either side occurs by chance; 

although this might be the case for thrill-seekers or individuals holding abstract right-wing 

convictions which are not grounded in this specific conflict, it cannot be applied to fighters 
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who have taken a clear stand with respect to the conflict. For example, for a Georgian who 

was impacted by the 2008 war, his placement on either the pro-Ukrainian or pro-separatist 

side matters a great deal, and he is intentional in his selection. The second issue is the fact 

that foreign fighters end up fighting alongside individuals who hold completely opposing 

ideologies. Scholars have not adequately explained how the shift from strong ideological 

convictions to this tolerance of diversity emerges, or even the contradictions which persist; 

for example, how is it that a leftist fighting in a pro-Ukrainian unit could claim to oppose 

and fight nationalists when his comrades are neo-Nazis? The opposite can ring true as 

well. While scholars brush this off as ideological shallowness or confusion, these views 

are the way fighters justify their participation in the conflict, even after they are involved 

in an “ideologically colorful” combatant group; the lack of ideological intellectualism 

does not necessarily weaken these views and convictions in the fighters’ perception. So 

then how do fighters reconcile these contradictions? This area requires more research–a 

need to delve into the psychology of these fighters. For me, such a study will attempt to 

explain this shift through the construction and malleability of collective identity.  

Finally, foreign fighting has been looked at through the paradigms of security, radical 

mobilization, and social networks, among others, but it has not been regarded as an 

immigration issue, despite the described migration journeys. Therefore, my study will be 

bringing this topic under the light of migration studies.  

Conclusion 

The literature on foreign fighter’s motivations reveals the large influence of 

psychological needs such as the search for purpose, meaning, and belonging in mobilizing 
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individuals into joining foreign conflicts. While some argue that this lack of fulfillment 

stems from disconnectedness from one’s society, others contend that individuals are 

driven to establish or solidify identities they hold as a result of integration and engagement 

within a social sub-group, meaning they are in fact socially active. In this sense, identity 

is seen as a stronger motivation than ideology. Additionally, frustrations within one’s 

country or toward an externa force could compel them to become foreign fighters, while 

the role of economic status remains a matter of contention among scholars. The debate 

persists into recruitment strategies, where the framing of existential threat and self-defense 

are largely used in the messaging, though there is no consensus on the contribution of each 

of the modes of delivery, be it social networks through individuals or organizations or 

social media. 

When it comes to the Donbass conflict, it is evident that this conflict was ripe grounds 

for foreign intervention be it governmental or individual, seeing as it is the manifestation 

of the global clash between European integration and Eurasian integration, one that has 

persisted between the West and Russia since the end of the Cold War. Despite the salient 

narrative that the conflict, especially on the Ukrainian side, was flooded with right-

wingers and fascists, the literature reveals that fighters’ ideologies diverge from the ultra-

left to the ultra-right and that right-wingers are present on the separatist side as well. 

Foreign fighters in Donbass are scattered in many volunteer units, some formed by 

volunteers themselves, though their level of contribution to actual combat is at times 

exaggerated, as they are mostly relied on for propaganda, communication, and training. 

Russian pro-separatist fighters, however, are the exception to this description of foreign 

fighters, as it has been found that they are mostly not volunteer foreign fighters but rather 
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deployed soldiers on leave, as part of Russia’s intervention in the conflict. The analysis of 

motivations is mainly political, focusing on right-wing sentiments and needs to defend a 

victimized population or adopted ideals, in addition to the presence of thrill-seekers. 

Consequently, the depicted reasoning of foreign fighters in the context of the Donbass 

conflict is limited, requiring research into wider sets of factors. 
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Chapter Three 

Case Study of Eastern Ukraine Foreign Fighters 

This chapter hones in on the analysis of foreign fighters in the Eastern Ukraine conflict 

through the selected data. Building up off the knowledge established through the literature 

reviewed on foreign fighting and the Eastern Ukraine conflict, the case study delves into 

the identification of the push and pull factors involved in individuals’ decision to migrate 

to Donbass in order to fight in the conflict as well as the assessment of the role of collective 

identity as a pull factor.  

The Eastern Ukrainian conflict is an insightful case too look into with respect to 

foreign fighting due to the diversity of fighters with respect to their countries of origin and 

motivation, as well as their migration journeys which were described in Chapter 2; this 

allows for noteworthy contributions to the understanding of foreign fighters’ decision-

making process without being solely focused on radicalization. Moreover, some 

individuals’ travel to multiple foreign conflict reveals a pattern of cyclical migration 

which is not only relevant to the field of migration but also allows scholars to better 

understand fighters present in other conflicts.  

Collected Sample Results 

In this section, I present the information collected regarding 42 foreign fighters who 

were quoted and interviewed in the articles analyzed. I start by covering demographic 

information about the fighters, such as their gender, age, and country of origin. I then 
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highlight the involvement of foreign fighters with previous combat experience, before 

delving into the codified categories, starting with the push factors, which are 

psychological deprivation, social deprivation, economic deprivation, and internal 

grievances. Afterwards, I cover the pull factors, which are humanitarian support, external 

grievances, and adventure-seeking. I leave the most important pull factor, collective 

identity, for last.  

Two of the 42 fighters are women, with one having migrated to Eastern Ukraine along 

with her husband and their son, in order to support the pro-separatist groups. The ages at 

the time of immigration range from 19 to 55, although the ages of the fighters were 

mentioned in only 31 (around 73.81%) of the cases; this sets the average known age of 

the sample at around 31.  

The origins of the foreign fighters are as follows: 4 from the USA, 4 from the 

Netherlands, 4 from Serbia, 3 from Georgia, 3 from France, 3 from Spain, 2 from 

Australia, 2 from Chechnya, 2 from Italy, 2 from Sweden, 2 from the United Kingdom, 2 

from Belarus, 1 from Albania, 1 from New Zealand, 1 from Armenia, 1 from Croatia, 1 

from Austria, 1 from Morocco, 1 from Slovakia, 1 from Russia, and finally, 1 from the 

South Ossetia, a breakaway state considered to be occupied Georgian territories since the 

2008 war. It is noteworthy that one of the Frenchmen is of Serbian descent, the Austrian 

fighter is also half Tunisian, the fighter from New Zealand is an Indian national who 

resided in New Zealand prior to his travel to Eastern Ukraine, and one of the fighters from 

Spain is Colombian. Among those 42 fighters, 24 fought alongside the Ukrainian forces 

while 18 sided with the separatists. They were either part of the official armies of Ukraine/ 

the new republics or members of volunteer units. 
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In terms of previous military experience, 15 of the foreign fighters were known to 

have served in the army of their own country, one had served as a NATO soldier, and two 

had only volunteered in another foreign conflict prior to their travel to Eastern Ukraine. 

Interestingly, half of the pro-Ukrainian fighters have a military background, as opposed 

to one third among the pro-separatist fighters.  

With respect to the factor pushing individuals to leave their home countries, only six 

fighters exhibited psychological deprivation, all of whom belong to the pro-Ukrainian 

side. Alternatively, ten individuals from both sides experienced social deprivation, 

although one individual, who fought alongside the Ukrainians, showed successful social 

integration. Moreover, more inconsistencies emerged within the factor of economic 

deprivation, where two individuals expressed suffering from economic hardships while 

six individuals were described as having stable or successful jobs and careers before their 

immigration to Eastern Ukraine. Internal grievances were expressed more or less equally 

on both sides, with 5 pro-separatist fighters and 4 pro-Ukraine fighters being displeased 

with the political status quo in their home country. 

As for the factors driving individuals toward the conflict in Ukraine, twelve foreign 

fighters spoke of the humanitarian need to help innocent people and do what is right. Only 

one of the separatists was driven by external grievances, as opposed to the six pro-

Ukrainian foreign fighters who recalled unforgotten offenses committed by Russia. While 

only one of the pro-separatist fighters spoke of the thrill and excitement surrounding 

violence and being on the frontlines, six individuals who fought alongside Ukrainian 

forces seemed to be motivated by a sense of adventure. In fact, three fighters mentioned 

considering fighting in Syria at any point, with two aiming to fight with the YPG and one 
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wanting to fight with pro-Assad forces. Additionally, two fighters tried to travel to South 

Sudan, but were stopped by authorities; one of them is among those who considered 

traveling to Syria, and the other ended up traveling to Venezuela to fight. Two had actually 

traveled to Syria before joining the Donbass conflict, while two traveled there after their 

stint in Donbass; all of them had fought with the YPG against ISIS.  

Finally, with respect to collective identity, which was the most salient factor, common 

attributes were the most recurrent, followed by the common “other”, then collective 

agency, with common experiences being the least prevalent among these notions of 

collective identity. Nevertheless, there were five cases where none of the aspects of 

collective identity were exhibited, four of which were among the pro-Ukrainian forces.  

The Question of Russian fighters 

Even though Russians make up the vast majority of foreign fighters, I have only 

included one Russian fighter in my analysis. This decision was prompted by my 

understanding of the role of Russian foreign fighters in the Eastern Ukraine conflict. 

Firstly, as mentioned in the section “foreign fighter involvement”, the agency of most 

Russian fighters is contested considering their status as soldiers. Furthermore, considering 

the Russian identity deeply held and defended by the residents of Donbass, the 

“foreignness” of these Russian fighters also becomes a gray area. Russians had taken up 

positions of authority in the DNR and LNR and were regarded as one people. The political 

borders separating Russia from Donbass have been challenged to the point where 

Russians’ participation in the conflict is not viewed as a transnationalist venture.  

“Peter”, one of the Russians included in this study, was included because the 

motivations he expressed did not touch on nationalistic duty, rather he described himself 
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as an anarchist who had hoped to fight pro-American fascists. Eventually, when got bored, 

Peter left, which indicates that his decision to travel to Eastern Ukraine (and leave) was 

done freely.  

Using Malet’s (2013) categorization of foreign fighters, while Russians who fought in 

Donbass for a pro-Russian Novorossiya are encroachers, Peter was a true believer.  

Additionally, I have not counted the Chechen fighters as Russians even though 

technically Chechnya is part of the Russian Federation, due to the history of conflict 

between the two. Chechens do not identify themselves as Russians either, so I have placed 

them in their own category.  

Push Factors: Ambiguous connection  

Looking at the information we have on foreign fighters with respect to the push factors 

considered, the most influential factor is social deprivation, which was experienced by 

around a quarter of the fighters. Social deprivation entails a level of dissatisfaction from 

the prevalent culture or norms of the society one lives in as well as pessimism about their 

future within that society. Margarita Zeidler, a German, who had moved to Ukraine prior 

to the conflict after converting to Russian Orthodox Christianity and joined the separatist 

forces when the conflict in Donbass began, described her discontent with Western society: 

“Juvenile justice, euthanasia, same-sex marriages, gay parades, and the 

general structure of society. I, as an Orthodox person (I converted to 

Orthodoxy back in Germany), realized that this does not contribute to the 

salvation of the soul. Many from Russia or Ukraine move to Europe 

because they are looking for material well-being there. But in a spiritual 

sense, it is extremely scarce.” (Ovchinnikov, 2014) 

Margarita was indignant of the prevalent norms in the West and could not see herself 

living a satisfactory life there, in light of her newly found spiritual convictions. 
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Meanwhile, Ukraine, through its links to Russia, presented itself as a sanctuary of Russian 

Orthodoxy. On the other hand, Severin, a Swedish pro-Ukraine fighter, felt dissatisfaction 

in the West for different reasons. He condemned the immigration trends into the region 

and the subsequent multiculturalism, as well as the liberal capitalist system which was 

“ruining the modern world” (McLaughlin, 20114). 

Social deprivation also takes the form of having a criminal record or facing legal 

troubles in one’s country of origin, as this is likely to alienate the individual from their 

community in addition to the fact that in the cases considered, it reflected a general 

disregard for the law. Furthermore, some individuals were facing legal issues because of 

previous foreign fighting experience, which meant they could no longer safely return to 

their home country to live a normal life; this would then also estrange them from civil life 

in their home country and compel them to leave and look for a suitable life elsewhere, 

with continued foreign fighting being one of the most logical options.  

Moving on to internal grievance, this corresponds to dissatisfaction or criticism of the 

political policies or actions of one’s state. While there were four pro-Ukrainian fighters 

who expressed dissatisfaction, this dissatisfaction was prompted by Russia, whether 

directly or indirectly, in all four cases, as two of the fighters are Chechens2 who oppose 

the Russian state and the remaining two are Belarussians who oppose Lukashenko due to 

his close ties with Russia and the erasure of Belarussian identity. Both Belarussian fighters 

used the white-red-white flag as opposed to the national flag, as the former is a symbol of 

the Belarussian opposition and was popularized during the 2020 post-elections 

 
2
 While I had placed the Chechens in the separate category based on self-identification, the sub-category 

“internal grievances” is centered around state policies. Since Chechnya is part of Russia, it falls within the 

state’s jurisdiction, and so the grievances cannot be regarded as external.  
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demonstrations. This means that there were no recorded cases of Western fighters who 

traveled to Ukraine and fought alongside the Ukrainian forces due to their dissatisfaction 

with the internal politics of their country, which hints toward the fact that there could be 

a negative correlation between their views toward their home state’s policies being a 

motivation for joining the conflict on the one hand and their support of Ukraine and 

hostility toward Russia on the other. 

This assumption can be further bolstered by the beliefs of the pro-separatist fighters, 

as almost a third of those who fought alongside pro-separatists (and de facto Russian 

forces) felt that the political arena of their home country did not represent them, with some 

labeling their governments as fascist, accusing them of funding atrocities abroad, or 

criticizing the loss of sovereignty in their countries due to supranational entities, namely 

EU and NATO, as well as the USA. Their hostility toward these political powers translated 

into support for those whom their governments opposed, in this case Russia and its 

separatist allies. In other words, while the stances of the Western pro-Ukrainian fighters 

were somewhat aligned with those of their home countries with respect to the Donbass 

conflict, the stances of Western pro-separatist foreign fighters3 clashed with those of their 

home country on this issue, which generated these internal grievances.  

With regards to psychological deprivation, this factor could only be found among a 

third of the pro-Ukrainian fighters. This could be attributed to the fact that interviews with 

pro-separatist fighters did not touch as much upon the fighters’ personal lives. Walter 

Klopp, a Dutchman who joined Pravy Sektor when he was 23 years old, expressed feeling 

boredom and lack of perspective before his decision to migrate to Ukraine. In fact, 

 
3
 The foreign fighters who expressed internal grievances are from France, USA, and Netherlands.  
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Walter’s case is an interesting one that clearly reflects the need to prove oneself. Walter, 

who had been in juvenile detention and lived in a supervised residence due to behavioral 

problems, relied on theft and internet scamming4, and had incurred debts5, saw the news 

of the MH17 disaster which took the life of 193 Dutch citizens, and decided that avenging 

these victims by fighting in Donbass against those responsible would help prove that he 

can contribute to his country. Walter sought to be of use to the society he was part of and 

to command respect, as up to that point in his life, he had felt useless; this draws us back 

to Bourdieau’s explanation that people rely on justification for their existence from the 

society around them (Arielli, 2012).  

Beyond simple recognition or utility, some fighters sought heroism, while others 

simply wanted to belong to a community, a need that was fulfilled by the sense of 

comradery fostered amongst the fighters. It seems that there are psychological motivations 

that push people out of their country and into the battlefield, but this area requires more 

research into the psychological wellbeing of the fighters prior to their immigration and the 

improvements they experienced on the psychological level, despite being in a war zone, 

after they became foreign fighters.  

Finally, economic deprivation seems to be the least influential factor among the push 

factors studied, not just due to the fact that it was only present in two of the cases, but 

more so due to the fact that six fighters were actually well off economically before they 

migrated to Ukraine. This corroborates Dawson et. al’s (2016) tentative conclusion that 

material push factors’ importance in foreign fighters’ decision-making process is over 

 
4
 This had fallen under social deprivation. 

5
 This had fallen under economic deprivation.  
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exaggerated in the literature. Financial issues may have tipped the fighters toward the 

decision seeing as they had nothing to lose by leaving, but fighters who had stable jobs 

and a steady comfortable income similarly had no problem abandoning everything and 

joining the conflict.  

Pull Factors: Humanity, Revenge, and Thrill 

With respect to pull factors, we will start by looking at the drive to provide 

humanitarian support, which is an apolitical urge to help the innocent, although the 

individuals’ classification of who is innocent and who is not in itself stems from their 

politics. Fighters also described the decision to migrate to Donbass as “doing the right 

thing” (Vardy, 2018) in helping and defending either the people of Donbass or the people 

of the rest of Ukraine. This drive would in some cases be ignited by the news about crimes 

against civilians, building up frustration and empathy within the fighters who could not 

sit by and watch, such as the sniping of civilians on Maidan Square, as reported by 

Swedish Azov fighter Mikael Skillt, or the fire in the Odessa Trade Union which killed 

42 people, as expressed by Armenian pro-separatist fighter Artur Gasparyan (Bisloslavo, 

2014; “Interview: I Was A Separatist Fighter In Ukraine,” 2014).  

Moreover, for external grievances, the same analysis used for explaining the 

difference between the recurrence of internal grievances among the pro-separatists as 

opposed to its rarity among the pro-Ukrainian can be used to understand why there were 

six fighters experiencing external grievances on the pro-Ukrainian side as opposed to one 

pro-separatist fighter. Once again, Russia emerged as the primary target of these 
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grievances, with the Serbian pro-separatist fighter indicating that he had a score to settle 

with NATO with regards to the 1999 bombings in Kosovo (DFR Lab, 2016).  

As for the pro-Ukraine foreign fighters, they all hold contemptuous views toward 

Russia and Putin; the majority are from states falling within Russia’s sphere of influence, 

Georgia, Belarus, Slovakia, and Belarus, with the remaining fighter being a Dutchman 

seeking revenge over the MH17 disaster. They were driven to Ukraine because they were 

able to project their grievances with Russia onto this conflict, viewing it as an opportunity 

to meet Russia on the battlefield and weaken it in any way possible. Seeing as the Donbass 

conflict has been framed as a proxy war between Russia and USA/NATO, fighters might 

join out of hatred for either side without necessarily supporting the factions they are 

fighting for in Ukraine.  

Adventure seeking has also been noted among a significant number of fighters, almost 

20%, though it is difficult to discern whether adventure was one of the initial motivations 

the individuals held prior to their travels or if it became part of the reason for their 

continued involvement in the conflict after they got a taste of the thrill. The line is clearer 

when it comes to fighters who have been involved or interested in multiple foreign 

conflicts. For example, George, from the United States, said that he had flipped a coin 

between going to Ukraine and going to Syria. This nonchalance or acceptance of multiple 

foreign causes does not necessarily mean that George held no political views regarding 

these conflicts that also motivated him to join, but it still shows that he was looking for an 

opportunity to “try out” foreign conflict. In fact, George tried to fight for a warlord in 

South Sudan after he left Ukraine but was detained and deported. Nevertheless, he has 
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indicated that despite the stable (but boring, in his words) life that he is leading right now, 

he would not mind dropping everything to be on the battlefield again (Meger, 2019).  

There seems to be a considerable connection between the pull factors discussed above, 

and the external grievances specifically very appropriately reflect the differences between 

the narratives or motivations of pro-separatist fighters and pro-Ukrainian fighters. 

An Abundance of Identities: War of the Narratives 

The most prevalent factor which was apparent among all but three of the fighters is 

that of collective identity. Fighters held similar attributes which crossed political borders, 

were driven by common experiences or histories tying their countries and communities 

with the active parties in Donbass, identified with these parties because they both stood 

against a common “other” and enemy, be it Russia, fascists, or the West, and finally felt 

that they were responsible for or affected by the conflict in Donbass and its outcome. The 

polarization and complexity of this conflict consequently led to the emergence of different 

collective identities along these areas. This comes down to who these fighters found as a 

threat, what they believed they were defending, and who they saw as victims of the 

conflict. Interestingly, while some identities were found exclusively among each of the 

pro-separatist and pro-Ukrainian fighters, some identities were prevalent among both, 

meaning individuals holding the same collective identity were fighting against each other. 

I will be describing each of these identities, how they emerged, and how they presented 

themselves within this conflict.  

It is important to note that some fighters who have been placed under one collective 

identity also prescribed to the values of other identities tackled in this study, but the 
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identity they have been placed under played a bigger role in their decision to join the 

Donbass conflict. For example, Yan Melnikau, the anti-Lukashenko Belarussian fighter, 

described himself as an anti-fascist. However, his anti-fascist views were not the driving 

force behind his involvement in the conflict, as he focused more on Russia’s aggression 

in Ukraine and influence in Belarus; Yan is likely not to have joined the conflict had it not 

involved Russia. Additionally, Swedish fighter Severin described himself as a nationalist 

socialist, rejecting the label “neo-Nazi”, but when asked about his motivation behind 

joining the conflict, he spoke of freedom of European people, referring to Ukrainians. 

Identities Exclusive to pro-Ukrainian fighters 

Western Democrats 

The smallest portion among the foreign fighters recalled joining the Donbass conflict 

in order to defend Western democracy which they considered to be threatened by Russian 

expansion and interference in Ukrainians’ fight for freedom. They view Western 

democracy as tied to the sovereignty and freedom of Ukraine, and so they must contribute 

to the Ukrainian government’s victory against Russian aggression; Emanuel Bazanji, from 

Albania, described Ukraine as, “the last frontier for democracy” (Peterson, 2021).  

These views are coupled with beliefs of Russia as regressive and barbarian, 

threatening values of democracy and liberty through its West-ward expansion into a 

country that had accepted Western progressiveness and expressed its outreach toward 

Western Europe during the Maidan protests. As a result, Ukraine is regarded as a European 

country with democratic ideals, allowing for the creation of this pro-democratic collective 

identity which foreign fighters acted on.  
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Post-Soviet victims of Russia  

As its name shows, these fighters are mobilized by a collective sense of subjugation 

by Russia along with their common history as previous members of the USSR or nationals 

of countries within its sphere of influence. They include Chechens, Georgians, 

Belarussians, and Slovakians. For these fighters, the conflict in Ukraine is not an 

individual incident, but rather a continuation of a decades long conflict of people who 

sought their independence first from the USSR and then from Russia, only to be met with 

violence and repression. Belarussian Yan Melnikau illustrates this sentiment perfectly in 

this statement, “Ukraine is very close to my country, and Ukrainians are like our brothers. 

Our nations are similar, and we both understand what Russia is – an aggressor who seeks 

to renew the imperial model of the USSR” (Legieć, 2017). 

As a result, the fighters do not see the struggle of the Ukrainian people as separate 

from their own. While this could be compared to external grievances, such identification 

is not entirely the same; in drawing upon their common identity, the common Russian 

“other”, common attributes, or collective agency in combating Russian expansion, these 

fighters are not necessarily motivated by the need to settle the score with Russia 

exclusively over the conflicts and issues that exist within their own home countries. In 

other words, the subject of their mobilization is solidarity and unity with Ukrainians in 

their struggle against the Russian enemy, rather than personal vengeance.  

The Georgian National Legion was established based on this collective identity, where 

Georgians, many of whom had fought in the 2008 war, felt that they had a duty to support 

Ukraine, whose army was unprepared with the beginning of the conflict, as they 

understood the threat Russia poses. They considered themselves one with Ukrainians in 
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terms of their victimhood with respect to the Russian “big brother”, and so the freedom of 

Georgia and the freedom of Ukraine became united. This unity could be said to have been 

reinforced by the Ukrainian side through the government’s regularization of the GNL.  

Identities exclusive to pro-separatist fighters 

Slavic Russian Orthodox 

Some of those who fought alongside the pro-separatist forces expressed Slavic 

nationalistic views of Russian brotherhood, as well as the need to defend Russian 

Orthodox Christians. According to them this was a NATO-led attack on a community they 

were a part of and thus felt the need to protect. Dimitri from Serbia, who had also pointed 

out that they had experienced the same destruction as the residents of Donbass, indicated 

that they “came to help our orthodox brothers in their righteous fight, against fascists, 

NATO, Americans, imperialism” (Volunteer Soldiers Fighting in Ukraine, 2015). 

In contrast with those who view themselves as victims of Russia, these fighters 

consider that they had been defended by Russia when their home countries, mainly Serbia, 

were involved in conflict, and so they wanted to repay their dues to this force which they 

believe protects Slavic and Russian Orthodox identity. These views are definitely coupled 

with nationalist tendencies that imagine a greater Slavic nation, meaning that a war on 

Russia or Russians in Ukraine, is a war on these individuals as well. 

Communists 

There are those who identified with the Donbass conflict due to the communist views 

they held, with some seeing Russia through its Soviet pasts and others not. For instance, 
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Artur Gasparyan, an Armenian communist, stated that he did not consider Russia to be a 

foreign country because of his Soviet mentality; as his grandfathers had fought for the 

Soviet Union, he would fight for Russia (“Interview: I Was a Separatist Fighter in 

Ukraine,” 2014). As a communist, Artur’s Soviet identity bridged his connection to the 

conflict. On the other hand, other communists traveled to Ukraine because it was the right 

thing to do ideologically, devoid of direct historical associations. Russell Bentley, a Texan 

veteran who identified as a communist, had traveled to Ukraine because he wanted fight 

against Nazis.  

Communist fighters saw American Imperialism and the Ukrainian fascism which it 

had propped up to be the bigger threat in the Donbass conflict. These individuals had been 

active in leftist political movements back home, and as the International Brigade of the 

USSR, the pro-separatist volunteer units were an opportunity to once again defeat Nazism 

in Europe, a global threat which creates a global responsibility. 

Cross-faction Identities 

Anti-fascists/Anti-imperialists  

While communists do hold anti-fascist and anti-imperialist views, not all those who 

hold the aforementioned views are communists; some only label themselves as left wing 

or anarchists, while even being anti-communist. Such individuals, unlike communists, are 

present among both pro-separatist and pro-Ukrainian units.  

One of the prominent foreign fighters holding this collective identity is Aiden Aslin, 

a British member of the Ukrainian Navy, had traveled to Donbass in order to fight Russian 

imperialism; the accusations placed by communists onto USA were diverted onto Russia, 
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which is viewed as a hegemonic power enforcing its will onto surrounding states. 

Moreover, Gaston Besson, an ultra-left-wing fighter from France, had expressed disdain 

toward NATO, the EU, and the “next USSR” as Russian expansionism alike. Anarchists’ 

focus is on solidarity with civilians, the Ukrainian working class, irrespective of the 

dynamic of the global political order. Conversely, Ilse, a Dutch woman who provided 

operational support to the pro-separatist forces, dreamed of a new system to be built, 

following the Donbass conflict, where the best of both capitalism and communism can 

still be implemented. Ilse was more critical of Western fascism and the contribution of 

Western states in conflicts and misery all over the world. Unlike communists, who had 

clearer decisions regarding the faction they should side with, anarchists and anti-fascists 

were more of a wild card, where their analysis of imperialism could be applied to both 

sides.  

Nevertheless, in both cases, these views established common attributes between these 

individuals and local fighters and created a sense of duty toward the local civilians who 

needed to be protected from American/Russian imperialism.  

Right-wing fanatics 

This identity was the most prevalent one among fighters, as nine of the fighters showed 

that their right-wing views were the main motivation behind their decision to participate 

in the Donbass conflict. Most, like communists, were very active in right wing movements 

in their home countries. It is almost paradoxical for nationalists, whose political views are 

centered around their home countries, would be willing to make the sacrifice to risk their 

lives fighting for another country. Nonetheless, nationalists could have viewed 

Ukrainians, the residents of Donbass, and Russia as falling within a group they identified 
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with and sought to defend, such as white people, Europeans, conservatives, etc., or the 

nationalism of Ukrainians could’ve resonated with them.  

For instance, Frenchman Victor Lenta viewed Russia as the “final bulwark” against 

liberal globalization which has ruined national values, and so Victor joined Russia in this 

conflict in order to support Russia in its fight against the EU, NATO, and USA, who were 

common enemies for both Russia and himself (Jackson, 2014). Furthermore, Victor 

identified with Russia’s conservatism and antagonism toward these entities, and so felt 

that a threat to Russia is a threat to his values. Meanwhile, Mikael Skillt, a well-known 

Swedish Azov Battalion volunteer, proudly expressed white supremacist views, declaring 

that he wants to see the survival of white people (Newman,2014). He could not stand by 

and watch white Ukrainians getting killed, as he viewed this as a threat to the continuation 

of the white race, and so this was a driving factor behind his joining the conflict; however, 

the residents of Donbass under shelling were also white, and so Mikael’s decision to join 

one side of the conflict over the other is likely to have been simply a product of the news 

he was watching which triggered his need to act on the side of the Ukrainians.  

Despite the specificities of nationalism, fighters were still able to develop this 

collective identity among right wingers from different backgrounds because they each 

held the same type of values toward their own communities. Italian Azov Battalion 

volunteer, Francesco F., who supported the ultra-right wing party National Vanguard back 

home, reported feeling at home on the side of the Ukrainian nationalists; his comrades 

would pay homage to him by singing a hymn honoring Mussolini (Biloslavo, 2014). The 

conflict opened up an environment for these nationalists to act out on their beliefs and 
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explanations arise, based on the constructivist idea that collective identities are malleable 

and change as a result of interactions and contexts. 

Firstly, upon joining a specific side, irrespective of the randomness of this selection or 

the possibility of them joining the opposing party under different circumstances 

considering the views that they hold, individuals are mobilized against the party they are 

fighting against. For pro-separatist foreign fighters, Ukrainian forces are viewed as the 

main threat, not only to the residents of Donbass but also to the fighters themselves, who 

are being shot at by these forces. The same applies to pro-Ukrainian fighters, who view 

Russia as the main threat, even though that was not necessarily the case when they first 

arrived.  

One separatist fighter remarked: “There’s no time to see who is good and who is bad, 

they shoot at me, and I shoot back” (Meet the Texan Fighting for the DPR, 2015). There 

is no time to contest the nuances of ideology and morality in a battlefield, and it does not 

matter if an individual is a leftist comrade when he is shooting at you nor that the person 

covering you from fire is an ultra-nationalist. The fighters’ main goal then is the victory 

of the faction they are fighting for, and so fighters who fight alongside them are their allies 

irrespective of their opposing views. The collective identity then shifts to the general “pro-

Ukrainian fighters” and “pro-separatist fighters” where all differences between these 

individual fighters pale in comparison to the need to defeat the common enemy.  

Secondly, much of this acceptance can be attributed to the sense of comradery built 

among the fighters. Taking part in life-threatening combat together and forming social 

connections after having uprooted their lives in their home countries to arrive at a 

battlefield, these fighters find solace and brotherhood within their units. According to 
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Mikael Skillt, his unit barely discusses politics and while some are national socialists who 

wear swastikas, he noted one liberal in their unit as well (Newman, 2014). Thus, their 

political convictions falter before the day-to-today interactions and life-threatening events 

experienced with individuals they would have otherwise considered enemies. These 

friendships are even marketed as part of recruitment strategies, playing on individuals’ 

need to belong (Biloslavo, 2014).  

In this sense, the fascists who are members of the fighter’s same unit are not regarded 

in the same way or with the same sense of contempt and threat as the fascists on the 

opposing side, because of the proximity between said fighter and the former. This might 

explain why members of Azov Battalion and the Georgian National Legion adamantly 

denied accusations of presence of neo-Nazi elements within the units. Beyond the need to 

dispel such accusations, this could stem from the fighters’ conviction that the nationalist 

sentiments prevalent in these units are not as extreme or dangerous as assumed, after 

having interacted with these individuals.  

This comradery could more easily be obtained for the veterans among these foreign 

fighters, who could connect with other veterans, no matter their background, over this 

common experience and the ideals shared by those who had served in the army. As a 

result, the collective veteran identity is brought to the forefront in order to facilitate the 

emergence of comradery among foreign fighters within this new context.   
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Chapter Four 

Conclusion 

Overview 

This thesis contributes to the scholarly discussion on foreign fighters by using a case 

study, which may also add to the understanding of the ongoing war in Ukraine, and away 

from the focus on Islamic Jihadists as the typical foreign fighter. While its findings are 

not representative of the foreign fighter in Eastern Ukraine never mind foreign fighters in 

general, it opens the space for further work on some areas that have been neglected in 

previous literature on this topic. In an effort to tackle the topic of foreign fighters with an 

interdisciplinary approach involving migration studies, the thesis begins by relying on the 

migratory push-pull framework and constructivist theory on collective identity in order to 

draw out the factors influencing individuals’ decision to join the Donbass conflict. After 

reviewing the literature on foreign fighters and the Donbass conflict, where I assess the 

existent analyses on foreign fighter motivation and mobilization as well as scrutinize the 

internal and foreign dynamics of the conflict, I adopt a qualitative content analysis, 

collecting and coding information on 42 foreign fighters in Eastern Ukraine. This has 

allowed me to assess the prevalence of each of the identified push and pull factors.  

Despite the limited accessibility of information, I find that material push factors are 

not correlated with the drive to migrate, while social deprivation, psychological 

deprivation, and internal grievances may play a role. In terms of attraction toward the 

conflict, individuals could be driven by a need to help out affected civilians for 
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humanitarian purposes, an intention to retaliate against a foreign power for previous 

injustices, or simply an urge to experience the thrill of combat. However, collective 

identity remains the most prevalent factor driving individuals toward the conflict through 

transnational constructed identities. Among the six identified constructed identities, two 

are exclusive to pro-separatist fighters and another two are exclusive to pro-Ukrainian 

fighters, while the remaining two exist among both factions. The contradictory diversity 

of these identities within the same factions can be explained by notions of unity against a 

greater common enemy and these growing sense of brotherhood in the midst of high-risk 

behavior. Moreover, the foreign fighters studied in this thesis have broken the stereotype 

of the foreign fighter as a young inexperienced radical (read: Islamists); almost half of 

these fighters had previous military experience, their average age was over 30 at the time 

of immigration, and as indicated above, they represent an array of views. Finally, it is clear 

that these fighters are not mercenaries, as each of the warring parties claim about the other, 

and are rather driven by complex social, political, and psychological factors free of 

economic interests.  

Looking Ahead 

Considering the exploratory nature of this thesis, I have identified some key 

components without being able to delve deeper into them or other relevant factors. There 

are many issues which are worth looking into in future research which would ideally rely 

on interviews with the fighters themselves, where researchers may give more focus to the 

fighters’ lives within their home countries and their motivations beyond direct and 
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political triggers. I will conclude by presenting some of these interesting observations 

which are beyond the scope of this research.  

Power Dynamics: Two-fold Insurgency  

Malet (2013) explained insurgent groups’ appeal to foreign fighters as an attempt to 

balance the playing field between themselves and the incumbent forces which possessed 

state resources and were consequently at an advantage. However, in the case of the 

Donbass conflict, both the separatist and the Ukrainian government were calling for 

foreign recruits to support them in the conflict. It seems that both the separatists in 

LNR/DNR and the Ukrainian government can be viewed as “insurgents”. This can be 

understood by a dual analysis of both the national Ukrainian system and the international 

system of Russian hegemony over its surrounding states.  

Starting with the more direct classification, pro-separatists fall into the typical 

definition of insurgents, as these were armed rebels fighting against authority, seeking 

autonomy over territories otherwise controlled by the government - irrespective of 

Russian interference in this matter. Consequently, naturally, as the supposedly weaker 

faction of this conflict, the pro-separatist groups sought external support through foreign 

fighter recruitment.  

However, looking at the power dynamics between Russia and other post-Soviet states, 

it can be argued that Ukraine was, in turn, rebelling against Russian hegemony. While in 

possession of state resources, these had been depleted and mismanaged under the control 

of the pro-Russian regime, and so, just like armed guerilla groups, the Ukrainian called 

out for help at an international level, in the face of a much stronger adversary playing out 

through local pro-separatist groups armed and supported by Russia.  
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These conditions allowed for an interesting case where both the government and rebels 

actively recruited foreigners. 

Corneau-Tremblay’s Militaro-Escapists in Eastern Ukraine  

Considering the fact that around 40% of the studied foreign fighters had previous 

military experience, it would be interesting to look into their socialization into the military 

milieux and their constructed warrior dream used to escape their post-military civilian 

lives, as described in Corneau-Tremblay’s analysis of Militaro-Escapist foreign fighters 

(Corneau-Tremblay, 2022).  

Since veterans have been integrated into a brutal institution with a set of ideals and 

experiences which legitimize violence and the use of force, these perceptions remain with 

them even after the conclusion of their service. As a result, when they look at a conflict 

abroad such as the Eastern Ukraine conflict, while civilians’ reaction would be to help by 

donating or raising awareness, their reaction would be to provide support within the 

context of military action. This is why the studied fighters who had military experience 

felt a heightened sense of obligation to help in the only way they knew how and in ways 

others might not be as capable of. Moreover, themes of heroism were also identified in 

the statements of the fighters, which reflects a dream to return to the battlefield and prove 

oneself as a fighter. This framework could be used to specifically study foreign fighters 

in Eastern Ukraine who are veterans in their home countries.  

Importance of Social Networks  

Adopting the push-pull model came at the cost of adequately addressing the role of 

social networks in influencing fighters’ readiness to join the conflict. Many fighters had 
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been invited by other fighters already in Donbass, had traveled along with friends with 

whom they shared political views, or ended up traveling to other foreign conflicts with 

fighters they met in Donbass. These evolving transnational social networks of not only 

right wingers but also leftists and even thrill-seekers are worth tracking and mapping out. 

Particularly, the pipeline from Eastern Ukrainian foreign fighters to YPG foreign fighters 

in Syria. What existent social networks make the YPG a realistic destination for foreign 

fighters on the move? Why do these fighters choose to fight alongside the YPG 

specifically, and what comparisons can be drawn between pro-separatist and pro-

Ukrainian units? 

These social networks have established secure migration routes in and out of conflicts 

all over the world, facilitating the creation of “career fighters” who use conflicts as an 

opportunity to train and improve their combat experience and expand their foreign fighting 

portfolio. It would be interesting to study these fighters specifically as they have their own 

specificities, differing from one-time fighters or fighters motivated to join a specific 

conflict; they could be motivated by material gain, thrill-seeking, or even internationalist 

ideology, but they have chosen a lifestyle of cyclical migration to and from conflicts. 

Beyond this, just as scholars have analyzed the formation of the migration routes of 

irregular migrants, parallels could be drawn to the migration journeys of these fighters, 

with their spotters, recruiters, and smugglers. In this sense, analyzing the phenomenon of 

foreign fighters in Donbass or elsewhere with a focus on social networks would provide 

further insight into the understanding of foreign fighters as migrants and would immerse 

the study of these fighters in the discipline of migration studies through a new angle not 

quite revealed in this thesis.  
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Concluding Remarks 

There is still much to learn about foreign fighters in Eastern Ukraine and elsewhere 

beyond their motivations. Viewing these fighters as migrants, we may look into the way 

they interact with and integrate into the host society, especially since some fighters choose 

to remain in the area of conflict after the end of combat. Furthermore, from a security 

perspective, it is important to assess the risks these fighters create for their host country 

as well as their home country should they decide to return there. In addition, the question 

of accountability under national and international law also arises.  

Foreign fighters have always taken part in conflicts on every corner of this Earth, and 

they will continue to do so especially as political ideas expand beyond national political 

borders and as proxy conflicts create enemies and allies of people in different nations. 

Looking at the civil conflicts of the last 50 years, such as Syria, Yemen, Donbass, and 

Lebanon, can they even be regarded as conflicts exclusive to the territories they occurred 

in, considering the levels of foreign intervention? Have modern national conflicts become 

international ones whereby international interests simply play out through local tensions, 

involving not only the warring parties but foreign governments and peoples as well? If so, 

and as we head toward a more globalized world, at what point does the term foreign 

become contested? At what point does the transnational fighter become the norm? 
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