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In a recent special issue of the Journal of Peace Research, seemingly disparate 
strands of the literature on forced migration were weaved together to provide 
a more comprehensive overview of the successive processes in the journeys 
undertaken by displaced populations.1 Among the key questions explored by 
the contributing authors were the directions of refugee movements, the long-
term response of displaced populations to political events in their countries of 
origin and the drivers of international responses to mass displacements. Such 
overviews of forced migration studies are not uncommon as the field 
proliferates across disciplines. However, a specific subset of key questions 
perpetuates the blind spots, from which forced migration studies have 
suffered, allowing ahistorical, narrowly focused and international law and 
policy-oriented analysis to be paraded as the main contributions of associated 
scholarship. I fear there is a real danger of repeating this kind of mistake if we 
endeavour to ask, ‘why have the responses been so different [by the Global 
North but in particular by the European Union] to Afghan and Ukrainian 
refugee crises?’ I think this is the wrong question, and in the following pages, I 
will briefly attempt to explain the reasons for my outright protestation.   
 First, there has never been an even reception of forced migration 
movements in the Global North. Racialised indexes used to determine the 
‘deservability’ of protection, and refugee rights are not a new debate. This 
kind of critical debate has a history of 20 or so years in the field. Second, and 
equally important, forced migration takes place regionally. It is a multi-stage 
process that relies upon previous paths of mobility and labour market needs 
and receptive or trapping economies. Thus, one cannot even assume, let alone 
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expect, that Afghan refugees escaping the cycle of violence in this last round 
of regime change would stand the same chance as Ukrainians, who have 
already been an integral part of the post-Soviet and European labour markets, 
especially for semi-skilled work since the early 2000s. Third, the geopolitics of 
European expansion already allowed for permeable borders between Ukraine, 
especially Central and Eastern Europe, way before the latest Russian 
intervention. In other words, to talk about Europe opening its borders is 
anachronistic and ill informed.2 Similarly, the destinations for Afghans have 
been Turkey, Iran and Pakistan. These countries traditionally allowed 
displaced Afghan populations to venture in unless the numbers were 
alarmingly high, albeit through temporary arrangements. Afghans never 
travelled across Euro-Asia to get to European countries en masse. Instead, 
they spread across the region since the early days of the successive invasions 
of their homeland. Fourth, Afghanistan is composed of multiple ethnic 
conglomerations and is a de facto federal enterprise. There isn’t a prototypical 
Afghan refugee, and each displaced group tends to choose a destination where 
their identity would be welcome or at least not become subject to an outright 
attack. Compared to currently displaced Ukrainians, who often speak one 
European language in addition to Ukrainian and Russian, and who are 
equivocally Caucasian and of Christian faith, Afghans harbour an alarming 
degree of 'unknowns' in terms of their linguistic, ethnic, cultural and even 
religious identity.  
 Last, Ukraine has a very high percentage of educated and young 
people among the displaced populations. They are prime candidates for job 
placements and resettlement in the European countries in which they arrived. 
This is partially due to the Soviet heritage of free and accessible public 
education in the country. On the other hand, Afghanistan has been a war zone 
for almost half a century, and those who can afford to escape to the Global 
North in terms of their education, networks and means are a handful as 
opposed to millions of rural Afghan people scattered in the region. When 
these five factors are combined, I believe we could start a new conversation 
with more accurate forms of questioning regarding the similarities and 
differences between the Ukrainian and Afghan refugee crises.  
 Furthermore, contrary to existing analyses on forced migration and 
war nexus, in this commentary, I will use the Afghan and Ukrainian cases of 
war-related displacement to argue that conflict alone is not the sole or the 
main factor affecting people's decisions to flee or stay. Apart from its direct 
physical impact, war and significantly prolonged warfare destroy economic 
infrastructure and expose people to various hardships to attain survival, let 
alone mobility. Furthermore, the flight option is often impeded by such 
factors as geographical barriers like rivers and mountain ranges, physical 
infrastructure such as armed borders or military presence and active war, and 
socio-economic conditions under which people are forced to live. In other 
words, escaping violence is never easy and often not even doable. 
Consequently, war or conflict-related forced migration movements cannot be 
discussed in isolation from the issues mentioned above characterising Afghan 
and Ukrainian crises in the larger context of global dispossessions.3 
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The Burden of Post-Soviet History and the Problem of Alterity 
 
In the post-Soviet context, forced migration includes not only refugee flows, 
asylum seekers, internal displacement and development or climate-induced 
displacement but also aggregate cases of de facto statelessness, deportations, 
child soldiers, labour camps and human trafficking. These additional factors 
have increased considerably in volume and political significance since the end 
of the Cold War in the region which was once the Union of Soviet Socialist 
Republics. They have also become an integral part of the East-East and East-
West (in this instance, West refers explicitly to the European Union) 
relationships with regard to issues concerning the reception of dispossessed 
populations.  
 Forced migration gives rise to fears of loss of state control, especially 
in the context of state security. In this context, it is essential to question earlier 
approaches to the forced migration and war nexus, which have been based on 
the principle of relatively autonomous societies as opposed to an 
understanding of war and its excesses as a historical, transnational and 
interdisciplinary undertaking. In other words, we need to attend to forced 
population movements in the post-Soviet landscape beyond the relatively 
narrow specifications of the regulative and strategic effects of displacement 
during the war. The prevailing focus leaves us with an impoverished 
understanding of dispossession and its operation in Afghanistan, Ukraine and 
beyond. Instead, I would propose that these movements be investigated 
through a deeper engagement with the historical development of the specific 
conflicts within the larger regional context and with due attention to the 
politics informing their orchestration and normalisation. This alternative 
approach would accomplish three things. First, it would correct the 
predominantly ahistorical approach to the Afghan and Ukrainian crises, 
revealing the complicated and contested construction of some of the core 
legal and political concepts pertaining to citizenship regimes in the post-Soviet 
domain. Second, the privileging of what I would call ‘autonomous civilian 
suffering’ requires analytical correction regarding the contextual character of 
dispossessions, deportations, expulsions and other de facto displacements. 
Third, it would provide new resources for analysing and understanding 
dispossession as an essential aspect of reordering politics rather than simply as 
collateral damage.  
 In the context of Afghanistan, the national-territorial delimitation of 
Central Asia remains at the heart of a debate about the nature of the post-
Soviet rule. With the dissolution of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold 
War, the political geography of Central Asia has long been a site for 
denouncing Soviet nationality policy as a strategy for repressing national 
aspirations.4 For instance, the national aspirations of Uzbek, Turkmen and 
Tajik societies, among others, were brought to the fore as a counter-discourse 
to Bolshevik claims of clans and tribes trying to posture as nations.5 The 
Soviet regime has also been framed for having suppressed legitimate 
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nationalist aspirations in Afghanistan. Thus, the end of communism came as a 
moment of ‘postcolonial liberation’. This colonial/colonising narrative of 
Soviet nation-making also offers clues about the traditions of dispossession 
and displacement both during the Soviet and post-Soviet eras. 
 The Soviet Union promoted the development of national institutions 
and consciousness, which explicitly rejected the ideology of race. And yet, 
racial politics were present at many levels of Soviet nationalities policies, 
especially between 1937 and 1953. During Stalin’s rule, select populations 
were marked with supposedly ‘immutable traits’,an argument that has been the 
key for the Stalinist purges of specific nationalities. Although Soviet 
population politics oscillated between sociological and biological 
categorisation of population groups, they never sought the physical 
extermination of entire groups, nor did they take an official position against 
multi-ethnicity or interracial marriages. In this context, oddly, the 
radicalisation of state violence in the post-Soviet era was accompanied by the 
endemically unstable national identities defended in terms of borderlands. 
Both Afghanistan and Ukraine constitute prime examples. Similar conflicts in 
Moldova, Georgia and Azerbaijan in the former Soviet Union have not been 
resolved, except these resulted in expulsions rather than exodus. Self-declared 
separatist states emerged amidst the post-Soviet states, such as the 
Pridnestrovian Moldovan Republic (PMR) inside Moldovan borders, the 
Republic of South Ossetia and the Republic of Abkhazia within Georgian 
borders, and the Nagorno-Karabakh Republic of Azerbaijan; all of them 
weaving together sustain the current status quo of non-resolution of ethno-
religious differences. The key difference between these instances of multiple 
fragmentations within post-Soviet borders and the Ukrainian and Afghan 
cases is that in the latter two instances, there has been direct military 
involvement and ensuing war and outright conflict leading to mass 
displacement.  
 The mass exodus from Ukraine in the context of the Russian invasion 
is fuelled by historical insecurities already resulting in multiple waves of 
migration.6 Since the Russian invasion of Ukraine on February 24, 2022, 
nearly 5 million Ukrainian civilians have become refugees, primarily women 
and children, as men aged 18–60 are not permitted to leave the country.7 As 
the war continues, cities, hospitals and vital health infrastructure have been 
destroyed. The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, WHO, 
UNICEF, United Nations Population Fund and local governments are all 
engaged and working on the ground to ensure humanitarian aid and a steady 
flow of supplies. The prediction is that if the war continues, 90 per cent of the 
Ukrainian population could face poverty and extreme economic vulnerability, 
leaving deep social and economic scars for generations to come.8 Combined 
with forced internal and external displacements by the Russian annexation of 
Crimea and conflicts in eastern provinces, the current Ukrainian conflict led 
to a steep rise in skilled and student migration as part of the asylum journeys. 
As Ukraine secured visa-free travel to the EU, the future of mass 
displacements in the region will be shaped by the vagaries of the geopolitical 
game between the EU and Russia, the new US administration and other 
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players such as China and Turkey. What is almost inevitable, regardless of the 
particular outcomes of the ongoing war, is that a shift of young, skilled, and 
semi-skilled Ukrainians into surrounding labour markets will continue and 
eventually they will be absorbed into the regional economies of the core and 
semi-periphery of the European Union. 
 On the other hand, if we look at the Afghan refugee crisis, 
Afghanistan-related internal displacement and refugee movements pose a 
challenge not just in the country but throughout the entire Near East and 
Central Asia region.9 Policies by regional and international actors toward 
Afghan refugees assumed a definite alarmist tenor in fear of the development 
of refugee warrior communities. Combined with geostrategic and economic 
interests, future refugee admissions or minimal assistance appears to be 
dismal. The European and North American reaction to Afghan refugees 
following the Taliban’s violent takeover in May 2021 have been 
overwhelmingly selective, apprehensive and reticent, with statements of 
humanitarianism and solidarity made only in terms of saving ‘select lives’ in 
remarkably small numbers. This reaction contrasts with the reception of 
Ukrainian displaced populations, at least on the surface, despite significant 
similarities between these two displaced populations as they both escape from 
war and violence.10 At this point, I will again argue that these two waves of 
mass dispossession are not at all similar in several respects. Furthermore, the 
rejection and regional containment of Afghan refugees has very little to do 
with a ‘unique symbolic threat’ of them posing a challenge to the religion, 
values, belief systems, ideology or worldview of receiving societies. If so, that 
preamble applies to millions of displaced peoples in the Global South.  
 
Post-Coloniality, Dispossession and Post-Soviet Landscapes 
 
Since the end of the Cold War and the fall of the Berlin War, migration flows 
within the post-Soviet regional borders have received considerably less 
attention than their counterparts in Asia, Latin America and Africa, despite 
being significantly large in scale and at least consequential for the economics 
and politics of the whole of Euro-Asia. Likewise, debates about restrictive 
migration policies, eroding asylum rights and fortifications along the 
borderlands of Europe, Australia and North America have often omitted even 
summary mentions of dynamics of forced migration, exile, exodus and 
deportations within Euro-Asia. This is a direct result of the historical gaze of 
forced migration studies. The question is whether the Afghan and Ukrainian 
crises would change how a global map of dispossessions is constructed. The 
politics of mapping enables not only the faculty of graphic literacy, but also 
leads to an awareness of the power dynamics embedded in regional realities. 
Maps are not simple and formal projections of mathematical calculations. For 
instance, the North-on-top convention of world maps orients and provides 
directionality to how we understand the world. Forced migration studies lack 
virtues of cartographic agility and continue to paint the post-Soviet East as a 
vast expanse of unknowns. Mapping exercises in the field lead to the 
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inadequate specification of the scope of exploration of changes in the 
character of dispossessions and displacement at a global scale.11 
 As we know all too well in the Middle East and East Asia context, 
colonially defined borders have long-lasting effects on contemporary 
population movements. Yet, disciplinary fragmentation has obscured the 
similarities between these regions and the post-Soviet East. In both instances, 
despite being closely related to the populations in countries of asylum in the 
immediate vicinity—through shared culture, identity and language—displaced 
populations are categorically classified as non-citizens, aliens and others.12 I 
would argue this racialising logic produced within social relations and further 
calcified by the after effects of the empire is not unique to histories of 
European colonialism.13 Encounters of black and brown migrants with white 
immigration bureaucracies that regulate and monitor their absorption and 
circulation in the Global North are not the only story to be told.14 State 
institutions and migration policies in the post-Soviet spaces of dispossession 
are anything but free from discrimination, racialisation and systemic exclusion. 
That is an essential part of the westward movement of displaced Ukranians 
and primarily Southern movement of displaced Afghans. As Tayyab Mahmud 
contended in the 1990s, living as a migrant “is to live with desires and 
anxieties of the state and the nation. It is also to live with the heritage and 
genealogies of empire and imperialism”.15 The colonial modes of managing 
and disciplining non-citizens are best achieved through creating hierarchical 
categories of mobility.16 Even the temporary periods of ‘open door policies’ 
toward refugees, exiles and migrants, as we are currently witnessing in the case 
of Ukrainians, are marked by a continuing preoccupation with categories of 
race, ethnicity, religious identity and other calculations about politics of 
belonging. The notable surge in popular and, at times, government-led anti-
refugee rhetoric across EU member states, particularly amongst the Central 
and Eastern European republics, has readily adopted a racialised and colonial 
language positioning refugees, asylum seekers and other migrants as those 
who should be held responsible for degradation and overstretching of local 
infrastructure, social services and public resources, fostering political 
instability. This is regardless of histories of differentiation between more or 
less desirable migrant bodies such as Ukrainians versus Syrians or Afghans.  
 Returning to mapping practices, just as power is captured in and 
communicated through maps to assert command and control of territory and 
socio-spatial relations, mapping practices can also be conducive to resisting 
and contesting the exercise of power over space. What I call the mapping 
praxis must seek to destabilise maps and produce alternative maps that allow 
for new forms of collaborative and counter-mapping. If so, mapping forced 
migration geographies in a way that marks post-Soviet immigration regimes 
from Ukraine to Afghanistan in stark contrast with continental demarcations 
readily employed in discussing these two cases. Furthermore, post-Soviet 
migration regimes, producing millions of displaced populations on account of 
differential determination of human worth, treat populations on the move as 
potentially profitable subjects of regional economies. In other words, most of 
the displaced people in the post-Soviet East are neither destined for the 
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Global North, nor do they head for the Global South. Coping with bodies 
that arrive as irregular, illegitimate or crisis-ridden, this most recent 
proliferation of displaced populations in the post-Soviet context is, in fact, 
part of a much longer history of differential migration governance in the 
region. The current period may seem distinct as population movements are no 
longer geographically restricted through the central Soviet state’s delineations 
of internal borders, territories, or corridors of deportations and resettlements. 
This new ordering of civilian populations in Ukraine and Afghanistan also has 
the unique character of the subjects of dispossession being denied their right 
to have multiple identities. The administrative bifurcation of both Ukrainian 
and Afghan states led to the authorisation or denial of mobilities as colonial 
biopolitics dictated which non-white bodies could move at the behest of 
global capital. Post-Soviet state authorities had a similar desire concerning 
who should go and who should stay or eventually return.  
 While Afghan refugees and displaced people seeking asylum are 
monitored, excluded, selectively admitted and securitised as racialised subjects, 
migration regimes affecting displaced Ukrainians also combine ethno-
territorial notions of citizenship, national security concerns and colonial 
dispositions of race, territory and graduated mobility. Contemporary refugee 
regimes emerged from overlapping legacies of colonial laws and global 
regulatory frameworks in the form of international, regional and national 
legislations closely managing the belonging, bodies and (im)mobilities of 
peoples on the move. While the regional and ultimately international 
authorities sought to control Afghan migrations through a mixture of forceful 
containment, incentivisation and deterrence, Ukrainian refugees and asylum 
seekers posed a different kind of challenge for governmental regulations: how 
to calculate the benefits of receiving the young, resourceful and educated 
masses of a post-Soviet society according to the principle of maximum return. 
 
Asylum After Empire? Afghan Exodus in Context 
 
The final and complete withdrawal of Soviet combatant forces from 
Afghanistan in February 1989 was followed by direct and intensive 
involvement by superpowers in the Afghan conflict for another three decades. 
The events that unfolded in the aftermath of the military stalemate of the past 
year have been a clear indication that the Afghan polity is likely to continue to 
be under the shadow of severe forms of political instability. Afghanistan 
currently suffers from crises of national identity, political legitimacy and an 
unresolved tally of war crimes simultaneously. With the gradual weakening of 
the Afghan state, which is a direct consequence of years of occupation-related 
warfare, managing the current crisis has proven extremely difficult. The bonds 
of belonging and togetherness that transcends the feeling of membership in a 
class, clan, religious sect, region or locality have been close to non-existence 
due to a discrepancy between the reach of the state and the sense of political 
community. As segments of the Afghan society show greater allegiance to 
subnational groupings, the multi-ethnic nature of contemporary Afghanistan 
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combined with class and ideological divisions within the polity proves to be 
the breathing grounds for mass displacement.  
 Before the outbreak of revolutionary violence in 1978, the population 
of Afghanistan was estimated at around 17 million. It included the major 
ethnic groups of the Pashtuns, the Tajiks, the Uzbeks, the Turkmans, the 
Hazaras, the Baluchs and the Nooristanis in addition to numerous smaller 
communities. The Pashtuns historically accounted for 50-55 per cent majority 
of the population. Among the minorities, the Tajiks are the most numerous, at 
about 30 per cent of the population.17 Afghanistan emerged as a Pashtun state 
in the mid-eighteenth century, with other ethnic groups primarily incorporated 
into the state through conquests. The Pashtun character of the state was 
altered with the Durand Treaty, signed between Afghanistan and British India 
in 1893, dividing the Pashtun population of Afghanistan into two. The Sunni 
non-Pashtun minorities are organised in the Jamaati-Islami, which has close ties 
with Pakistan and Arab states in the Middle East. The Shiite minorities, on the 
other hand, are organised into Iran-based groups with access to foreign 
military and financial support. As a result, the centralisation of authority in 
Afghanistan has been conventionally counterbalanced by disintegrating 
tendencies.  
 During the Soviet War in Afghanistan (1979–1989), Afghan 
statehood gradually dissolved with no international law enforcement and 
quickly turned into a space of both random and organised violence under the 
shadow of the brutality of the atrocities committed by both sides. With the 
involvement of regional powers of Pakistan, Iran, and Saudi Arabia, as well as 
the Soviet regime followed by the United States and the NATO forces, the 
problems of the Afghan polity were not limited to rebuilding state institutions 
and establishing a sense of political community in the country, but included 
the pushing back of various occupying forces. Currently, the UNHCR 
identifies the Afghan refugee crisis as the fourth largest in the world. More 
than 6 million Afghans were forcibly displaced from their homes by the end 
of 2021. The 3.5 million displaced within Afghanistan are still on the move, 
while 2.6 million are hosted as refugees in the region.18The majority of the 
refugees from Afghanistan live in Pakistan and Iran, which continue to host 
more than 1.3 million and 780,000 registered Afghan refugees, respectively. 
The numbers are expected to be much higher, with clandestine and non-status 
Afghans residing in these two countries alone. Thus, the question of why 
Europe does not open its doors to Afghan refugees but does so for the 
Ukrainians is already answered. Afghan refugees, many of whom belong to 
ethnic minorities disowned by their state and primarily of rural background, 
move on foot and follow the pathways of previous migrations of their ethno-
religious kin. In many instances, there are third-generation children born to 
Afghan refugee families. Recurrent natural disasters, including droughts and 
earthquakes, deepening poverty and lack of public services, including access to 
basic education, continue to create multiple forms of dispossession both 
within and at the country’s borders. I would go as far as to suggest that 
Afghanistan is the new Africa for the global regime of displacement.  
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 If so, who does the Global North accept as refugees from 
Afghanistan? Many resettled in the United States are Afghan nationals who 
served as translators or interpreters during the US mission in Afghanistan. 
Due to their employment with the US government, these Afghans faced 
serious threats to their safety following the Taliban takeover of Kabul in 2021. 
They have thus been brought to the US and resettled with their families. 
However, of the many millions on the move, their numbers are in mere 
thousands. As far as the EU is concerned, back in December 2021, the group 
of 15 EU member states agreed to resettle 40,000 Afghans, with Germany 
accepting the bulk of new arrivals as usual.19 In addition, at least 85,000 
Afghans have fled their homeland to countries near the EU, including Turkey. 
Belgium, in this regard, is notable, who promised ‘places’ for 425 Afghans in 
total.  
 The historiography on the subject of the movement of metropolitan 
people to the colonial lands and colonised peoples moving within the empire 
and eventually to the metropole during and after the empire is rich.20 In the 
meantime, many people migrated outside the formal imperial space both 
before and after forms of subjugation and occupation. Formation of these 
semi-autonomous spaces of migration, autonomous from the metropole and 
broader than the political space marked by imperial borders is essential for 
understanding the Afghan exodus. The Soviets and the American empire 
created spaces that became quasi-sanctuaries for sub-groups of the Afghan 
population and marked their existence and survival as their own state 
disintegrated. In each instance, however, the destination has never been 
Europe.  
 
‘Gone with the Wind,’ or, How Fast Does a Crisis Disappear from 
Public Conscience? 
 
The forced displacement of millions in the wake of the 2003 US coalition 
invasion of Iraq was recorded as the largest in the Middle East since the 1948 
Palestinian displacement at the inception of the State of Israel, until, of 
course, the emergence of the Syrian refugee crisis. It has had dire effects on 
Iraq and the region at large, with millions of displaced people resulting from 
and contributing to continual sectarian violence within Iraq. Iraq’s neighbours 
Syria and Jordan hosted the vast majority of these refugees, followed by 
Turkey, Egypt and Lebanon. However, the fate of Iraqi refugees was soon 
forgotten with the onset of the Syrian refugee crisis and the discussion on the 
consequences of the forced displacement of millions of Syrians in the Middle 
East, Europe and beyond. It is only a matter of time before the Afghan crisis 
is normalised merely as a regional excess and the Ukrainian crisis is absorbed 
as part of the EU expansion policies.  
 This commentary has thus far been concerned with global politics of 
displacement and dispossession with specific reference to Afghan and 
Ukrainian refugee crises in the post-Soviet context. I argued that during 
prolonged neo-imperial conflicts, the meaning and boundaries of belonging 
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have become increasingly fluid. The post-Soviet geographies of nationhood 
have already been marked by multiple mass population movements before the 
latest crises in Ukraine. I also posited that in terms of critical methodologies, 
thinking about the world in a simplified binary of the Global North and the 
Global South creates a vacuum about the distinct characteristics of the 
migratory experiences of post-Soviet societies. Furthermore, applying the 
postcolonial lens to the imperial re-positioning of post-Soviet Russia and neo-
imperialist expansions of the USA requires epistemic innovations rather than 
presumptions about the homogeneity of postcolonial states of existence, 
resistance and survival. As I tried to showcase here, regional power relations 
challenge the almost exclusive focus of forced migration and refugee research 
on the Global South versus the North dynamic or even the South-South 
migration paradigm.  
 While little attention has been paid to displacements in Central Asia, 
exclusive policies bordering on systemic racism towards Central Asian 
Migrants in Russia, conflicts in Tajikistan, refugee movements in Kazakhstan, 
Afghan arrivals in Uzbekistan, Iran and Pakistan, internally displaced peoples 
in Ukraine since 2014, the recent arrival of Belarusian and Russian dissidents 
in Ukraine and Poland, refugees and displaced peoples who became de facto 
stateless as a result of wars in Chechnya, Georgia and Moldova, and 
displacement due to the 2021 war between Azerbaijan and Armenia are 
among the long list of dispossession that marks the post-Soviet geographies. 
Indeed, the Russian invasion of Ukraine revealed how little is known about 
these waves of displacement and dispossession. Even before the Russian 
invasion of Ukraine, the Eastern Ukrainian region of Donbas had been the 
epicentre of political and military conflict between Ukrainian armed forces 
and Russian-backed separatist forces since the spring of 2014. This 
confrontation alone has resulted in the forced displacement of 1.7million 
people.21 As the proclamation of two new states—Donetsk and Luhansk 
'People's Republics'—de facto changed Ukraine’s borders, the IDPs from 
Donbas had to navigate between constituting themselves as rightful and 
deserving citizens of Ukraine while also balancing their Donbas origins.  
 In response to mass displacement, justice is not about its 
dispensation. It is about the form justice would take, be it retributive, 
restorative, commutative, substantive, etc. The rhetoric surrounding 
resettlement programmes is an example in this regard. Resettlement of 
Ukrainian or Afghan refugees is never enough, and it is not a solution in and 
of itself. The myriad decisions it involves are an expansion of 
micromanagement practices to ever-higher scales of displacement, with 
pronounced disregard for the roots of the current economic, political and 
social turbulence across post-Soviet landscapes.  

Furthermore, in forced migration studies, with few exceptions, the 
defining logic of contemporary capitalism is far from being challenged. On 
the contrary, they are being intensified and entrenched in the language of 
governance and regulation of migratory flows. The attitude of the Global 
North towards mass forms of displacement and dispossession in several 
countries in the post-Soviet space, including Tajikistan, Ukraine and Georgia, 
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shows clear elements of endorsement and apathy concerning the reanimation 
of imperial designs in the region. As the former Soviet Union disintegrated 
into 15 or more countries, most post-Soviet societies suffered from social, 
economic and financial crises. This alone created ripe conditions for fluid 
borders in that unique space, which is easily overlooked in the study of the 
Ukrainian refugee flows. Just as there were regional pathways established for 
communities to escape violence during the multiple stages of the Afghan 
conflict, so were pathways established for Ukrainians to become temporary 
workers, contractual labourers and semi-skilled cyclical migrants since the 
early 1990s in Eastern and Central Europe, as well as in the Russian 
Federation which succeeded the USSR after its collapse.  
 Overall, the Russian military interventions in Georgia (2008), Ukraine 
(2014 and since February 2021) and Syria (2011 and more directly since 2015), 
as well as its involvement in Chechnya and Tajikistan and its continued 
support for separatism, regime change and authoritarianism in the post-Soviet 
landscape have been treated in a simplistic and analytically unproductive 
fashion, if attention has been paid at all. On the other hand, experiences of 
forced migration following the interventions by the American and NATO 
forces, the primary example being Afghanistan, in the post-Soviet space, have 
been regarded as geopolitical and security-related collateral damage. Either 
way, they have only been attended to from the Eurocentric lens of refugee law 
and migration governance.22 As an alternative, this commentary is written in 
part as a preamble to this special issue of the Refugee Watch to facilitate and 
expand collaboration and innovative thinking by bringing together critical 
approaches to Afghan and Ukrainian refugee crises under the aegis of 
postcolonial conditionalities of forced migration studies and with specific 
reference to post-Soviet geographies of displacement. Part of the present 
historical task is to reveal and trace the textured histories of imperial and neo-
imperial legacies in the post-Soviet spaces of identity, belonging and survival. 
It is high time that we begin to envisage a ‘global postcolonial’ condition and 
systematically expand our understanding of postcolonial spaces of migration 
and dispossession.23 
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