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Introduction: 
A Tender Topic

The Russian invasion of Ukraine, in process 
for nearly 3 years, is a tender topic for the 
Russian public. These days, any kind of love 
for the homeland presumes perfect support 
for the ‘patriotic’ operation, costing hundreds 
of thousands of Russian lives for no significant 
battlefield gains. Strong opposition to the war 
may be noted in small sections of society and 
among recent emigrants to the free world.1 A 
notable number of Russians, including popular 
opposition figures, realise the fatal implications 
of the war of attrition and its continuation. 
However, direct support to Ukraine either in 
the form of donations or troop contributions 
to the Armed Forces of Ukraine (AFU) remains 
a taboo among the non-impactful political 
rhetoric of various anti-war opposition circles. 
Russians fleeing the war may recognise the 
necessity of Putin’s decisive defeat on the 
battleground, yet providing any sort of military 
assistance to Ukraine goes against their ‘pacifist 
beliefs’ or past their ‘immediate concerns’. This 
is also the line that most internationally known 
Russian emigrant opposition leaders have 
taken, contending that as a ‘patriot of Russia’, 
one should not facilitate a Ukrainian victory 
but rather hope for Russia’s ‘honourable 
defeat’ in the war destroying their 
own Motherland.2 At the same time, 
the meaning of ‘Russian patriotism’ 
has become fluid and instrumental, 
taking on different shapes for different 
purposes.3 The few Russian patriotic 
movements that do encourage taking up arms 
against the Motherland will be the topic of this 
paper. 

1	 Maria Snegovaya, The reluctant consensus: War and 
Russia’s public opinion (Atlantic Council, December 
2022). 

2	 Igor Gretskiy, New Russian Immigration to the EU: The 
Case of the Baltic States, Finland, Germany & Poland 
(Tallinn: ICDS, 2024). 

3	 Julija Nawalnaja, “Irgendwann fange ich an zu 
trauern,” Zeit Online, 26 October 2024

From the start of the war over eastern Ukraine 
in 2014 until 2019, around 3 000 Russians were 
known to engage in battles on Kyiv’s side; most 
of them were later forced to permanently 
relocate to Ukraine in the face of political 
persecution back home.4 By 2024, the number 
had at least tripled, with the rebirth of the 
original dissident battalions and the formation 
of numerous attached special-purpose units. 
Through the groups’ official communiques, 
fighter interviews, and reliable event reports, 
this analysis contextualises the role of pro-
Ukraine Russian battalions in the war and, 
even more importantly, in Russia’s internal 
politics. What drives dissenting Russians to 
pick up arms against the state? How do their 
goals and means interact? These are the 
guiding questions of the paper. While we may 
never come to understand the full extent of 
the battalions’ activities, tactical goals, and 
internal dynamics, their overarching ideologies 
and alleged target audiences speak volumes 
about Russia’s internal struggles and possible 
futures after defeat in war.

The armed resistance groups visible to the 
public can be broadly divided into three 
categories:

•	 ethnic Russian battalions fighting for the 
liberation of the ‘Russian Motherland’ from 
the ‘genocidal regime’; 

•	 various Chechen units galvanised by a 
mixture of nationalist and religious beliefs; 

•	 other national minority groups seeking the 
preservation of their cultures and control 
over their native territories. 

The pursuit of armed resistance against 
the Kremlin regime is the only common 
denominator among all groups, while the 
Ukrainian battleground is commonly perceived 
as a window of opportunity to initiate 
processes towards each unit’s particular goals. 

4	 Jean-François Ratelle, Mira Seales, and Agnes Wenger, 
“Foreign Fighters in Ukraine: Multiple Ideological 
Agendas, One Tactical Goal,” Ponars Policy Memo No. 
852 (August 2023). 

The pursuit of armed resistance against 
the Kremlin regime is the only common 
denominator among all groups

https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/content-series/russia-tomorrow/reluctant-consensus-war-and-russias-public-opinion/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/content-series/russia-tomorrow/reluctant-consensus-war-and-russias-public-opinion/
https://icds.ee/en/new-russian-immigration-to-the-eu-the-case-of-the-baltic-states-finland-germany-poland/
https://icds.ee/en/new-russian-immigration-to-the-eu-the-case-of-the-baltic-states-finland-germany-poland/
https://www.zeit.de/2024/45/julija-nawalnaja-opposition-russland-waffenlieferung-ukraine/komplettansicht
https://www.zeit.de/2024/45/julija-nawalnaja-opposition-russland-waffenlieferung-ukraine/komplettansicht
https://www.ponarseurasia.org/foreign-fighters-in-ukraine-multiple-ideological-agendas-one-tactical-goal/
https://www.ponarseurasia.org/foreign-fighters-in-ukraine-multiple-ideological-agendas-one-tactical-goal/
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Besides a war of arms, a war of narratives is 
therefore playing out in and over Ukraine, 
which will eventually determine the shape of 
peace negotiations. Interestingly, the clashing 
perspectives do not concern only the belonging 
of Ukraine but are much more deeply tied 

to unresolved grievances in Russian internal 
politics. Experts note that the involvement 
of Russian ultra-nationalist fighters on both 
sides of the war indicates nothing but internal 
fracturing of what could have been the nation’s 
most potent bottom-up political movement.5 
Also challenging each other on opposite 
sides of the frontline are various 
Muslim fighter units, hinting at the 
continuation of transnational religious 
and political tensions across the North 
Caucasus. Ultimately, the contestation 
of Ukrainian sovereignty and territorial 
composition stems from the clashing 
definitions of a Russian state and nation. 

1. One Wildcard 
Against Another: 
Return of the 
Ichkerian Idea

Ukraine’s existential fight for national self-
determination has quite expectedly mobilised 
oppressed national minorities across Russia. 
Chechnya, the main target of Russia’s violent 
struggle against separatism and religious 
extremism, presents the most compelling case. 
Five Chechen battalions with vastly differing 
ideological agendas are known to be fighting 
for Ukraine: four of them are integrated into the 
International Legion of AFU, and one remains 
an independent unit.6 The battalions, mostly 
comprising Chechen refugees in Europe as well 
as veterans of other wars, constitute some 
of the most active combat and diversionary 
forces fighting in Ukraine since 2014.7

5	 Agnieszka Pikulicka-Wilczewska, “Insight: How 
Russians end up in a far-right militia fighting in 
Ukraine,” Reuters, 11 May 2023. 

6	 Harold Chambers, “Chechens Fight With Ukrainians 
Against Russia,” New Lines Magazine, 4 April 2023.

7	 Ratelle et al., “Foreign Fighters in Ukraine.”

There are three overarching reasons 
for Chechens to be defending Ukraine’s 
independence and democratic political 
direction at the cost of their own lives. First 
and foremost, most combatants have some 
level of first-hand experience with Russia’s 

unhinged warmongering in Chechnya, 
Ingushetia, and Syria, which is now 
repeating in a very similar vein in 
Ukraine. Fighters seem to be triggered 
by the Russian Army’s ability to 

continuously get away with such an atrocious 
code of conduct, including the destruction 
of entire settlements and civilian livelihoods 
without significant consequences. Fighters have 
confessed that witnessing the “lawlessness,” 
“destruction,” and “massacre of civilians” 
in Bucha and Irpin brings them “immediate 

flashbacks” from their traumatic childhood 
memories of the same exact events in Grozny 
and Novye Aldi during the two Chechen wars. 
Some also have a family history of direct violent 
confrontation with “Kadyrovite traitors” and 
harsh political persecution by the Kadyrovite 
regime. This includes most separatist Chechen 
political leaders, who not only engaged in 
combat during the Chechen wars but built 
their initial campaign in the context of their 
fighting side by side with the martyrs of the 
original resistance movement. For people 
with these experiences, the violent war for 
self-determination has never ended.8 From a 
Chechen perspective, the fight for national as 
well as individual freedom from slavery under 
the Russian empire has been ongoing for the 
past 400 years and reached a new dimension 
with the Kremlin’s excessive mobilisation of 
Chechens to Ukraine in order to organically 
reduce the numbers of the ‘undesirable’ 
minority. The violent struggles and Chechens’ 
“bellicose character,” in their view, constitute 
pure revenge against the empire9 – many of 

8	 Victoria Ponomareva, “Defending Ukraine, we’re 
fighting for our honor tarnished by Kadyrovites”: 
Confessions of Chechen AFU fighters,” The Insider, 4 
August 2023.

9	 Maria Dmytrenko, “This Sweet Word ‘Freedom’! Maria 
Dmytrenko’s interview with Akhyad Idigov,” ABN 
Correspondence, 19 June 2023.

Besides a war of arms, a war of narratives is 
playing out in and over Ukraine

Most combatants have first-hand experience 
with Russia’s warmongering in Chechnya, 
Ingushetia, and Syria, which is now repeating 
in a very similar vein in Ukraine

https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/how-russians-end-up-far-right-militia-fighting-ukraine-2023-05-11/
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/how-russians-end-up-far-right-militia-fighting-ukraine-2023-05-11/
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/how-russians-end-up-far-right-militia-fighting-ukraine-2023-05-11/
https://newlinesmag.com/reportage/chechens-fight-with-ukrainians-against-russia/
https://newlinesmag.com/reportage/chechens-fight-with-ukrainians-against-russia/
https://theins.ru/en/confession/263995
https://theins.ru/en/confession/263995
https://theins.ru/en/confession/263995
https://abn.org.ua/en/interviews/this-sweet-word-freedom-maria-dmytrenko-interview-with-akhyad-idigov/
https://abn.org.ua/en/interviews/this-sweet-word-freedom-maria-dmytrenko-interview-with-akhyad-idigov/
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these militants have been simply lying in the 
dark, waiting for the right conditions to strike 
again.10

These perfect conditions were brought on by 
the Ukraine war on many levels. Separatist 
political leaders remind that Russian aggression 
throughout the 1990s has cost the Chechen 
Republic over 250 000 lives – almost a fifth 
of them children. They find it fundamentally 
unjust that the UN has selectively ignored 
Russia’s repeated gross violations of the 
Chechen people’s rights and freedoms.11 
Furthermore, the nation’s honour and public 
image have been undeniably damaged by 
their international association with Ramzan 
Kadyrov, his extremist interpretation of Islam, 
and the criminal behaviour of his forces on 
the battlefield.12 Another reason for a notable 
Chechen presence on the Ukrainian frontlines 
is therefore related to bringing international 
attention to their own cause – recognition of 
the ongoing genocide and open disassociation 
from the masochistic Kremlin-backed leader.

Second, the Ukraine war provides a convenient 
arena for the progression of pre-existing 
political and religious feuds concerning the 
republic’s future, most originating from the 
Chechen wars of the 1990s and persisting in 
stalemate since the 2000s. The current war 
has clearly invigorated the campaigns of all 
Chechen political faction leaders, making 
Ukraine the “staging ground for Chechens’” 
independence-seeking force.’13 The ongoing 
political feuds partly concern the unresolved 
debate between democracy and Sharia 
law – in 2007, insurgent jihadist leader and 
underground president of the independent 
Ichkerian Republic Doku Umarov dissolved 
the democratic Ichkerian government in exile 
to establish a Sharia law-based “Caucasus 
Emirate” across the region. While the emirate 
did not materialise, three rival factions with 

10	 Chambers, “Chechens Fight With Ukrainians Against 
Russia.”

11	 Dmytrenko, “This Sweet Word ‘Freedom’!”
12	 Ponomareva, ““Defending Ukraine.”
13	 Chambers, “Chechens Fight With Ukrainians Against 

Russia.”

differing views continued to struggle for the 
title of the Ichkerian government in exile ever 
since. 

•	 The most internationally active Chechen 
political faction is the Cabinet of Ministers of 
the London-based Akhmet Zakayev, former 
Foreign Minister of the legitimate Ichkerian 
government of the 1990s. Officially allied 
with Alla Dudayeva – widow of the original 
separatist leader and first president of 
the Chechen Republic of Ichkeria (ChRI) 
Dzhokhar Dudayev – Zakayev’s political-
military agenda is consistent with classic 
nationalist separatism. In pursuit of this, he 
established the Separate Special Purpose 
Battalion (OBON) of the Ministry of Defence 
of the ChRI as part of the international 
legion of AFU at the start of the war in 2022. 
Fighters of the unit notably have differing 
ideologies but are united by their broad 
support for Zakayev.14 Having mastered the 
skills of guerrilla warfare during the Chechen 
wars, the unit now supports the activities of 

Ukraine’s special forces with advanced 
sabotage operations.15

• Those united by a distaste for 
Zakayev’s vision have organised 
themselves into the Strasbourg-based 

Ichkerian Parliament led by Zhaloudi 
Saralyapov, former Chairman of the 
parliament of the original ChRI. The Sheikh 
Mansur Battalion, which emerged as a close 
partner of the far-right Azov Battalion 
paramilitary in 2014, is commanded by a 
devoted member of this faction, Muslim 
Cheberloyevskii. Besides a clear anti-Russian 
stance, some fighters of the group hold 
strongly anti-jihadist views and claim to fight 
for freedom of the Caucasus in the most 
extreme sense.16 Unlike its rivals, the group 
remains independent from the AFU, 
providing reconnaissance and sabotage 
support as a voluntary unit under the Main 
Directorate of Intelligence under the 
Ministry of Defence of Ukraine (Головне 

14	 Chambers, “Chechens Fight With Ukrainians Against 
Russia”; Jordan Smith, “Ichkeria OBON: Chechen 
Freedom Fighters in Ukraine,” Grey Dynamics, 30 June 
2024.

15	 Ponomareva, “Defending Ukraine.”
16	 Chambers, “Chechens Fight With Ukrainians Against 

Russia.”

The war provides a convenient arena for 
the progression of pre-existing political and 
religious feuds concerning the republic’s future

https://greydynamics.com/ichkeria-obon-chechen-freedom-fighters-in-ukraine/
https://greydynamics.com/ichkeria-obon-chechen-freedom-fighters-in-ukraine/
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управління розвідки Міністерства 
оборони України, HUR).17

•	 The final competing faction is the Presidium 
of the Ichkerian government (PP-ChRI), 
represented by the former 
Chairman of the original Parliament 
of the Chechen Republic Akhyat 
Idigov. Idigov sees the Chechen 
civilisation as “a society of free and 
equal individuals who will never 
accept slavery.”18 He speaks of individual 
freedom of expression and the availability 
of social assistance as the basis for a state’s 
“comprehensive development.” As members 
of the movement tie back to the original 
administration of Dzhokhar Dudayev, the 
faction established a battalion under the 
president’s name – the Dudayev Battalion 
– at the start of the Donbas war in 2014.19 
Other combatants belonging to the group 
claim to be fighting for a true western-style 
liberal democracy, while also continuously 
criticising European politicians’ recognition 
of Russia’s 1991 borders, which unjustly 
absorbed Ichkeria as an imperial subject.20 
Led by deputy commander Muslim Madiyev, 
the battalion also incorporates close-knit 
communities of Muslim resistance warriors 
known as the jamaat. Driven by religious 
sentiments and personal loyalties to the 
commander, the fighters combine jihadist 
and fundamentalist causes with a struggle 
against the Russian Empire in order to 
liberate all oppressed peoples of the region. 
In 2022, a special purpose diversionary-
reconnaissance group “Adam” belonging 
to the battalion provided significant force 
multiplication from behind Russian lines 
to the defence of Kyiv. In comparison to 
Zakayev’s OBON, the Dudayev Battalion 
is generally much more respected among 
Chechen politicians, despite their shared 
founding ideology and association with Alla 
Dudayeva.21 

The third and final reason for Chechens to 
endure combat for Ukraine is the direct 
connection between the fate of the two 

17	 Ponomareva, “Defending Ukraine.” 
18	 Dmytrenko, “This Sweet Word ‘Freedom’!.”
19	 Chambers, “Chechens Fight With Ukrainians Against 

Russia.”
20	 Dmytrenko, “This Sweet Word ‘Freedom’!.”
21	 Ratelle et al., “Foreign Fighters in Ukraine.”

peoples. Quite evidently, both nations share 
a similar history of suffering at the hands of 
an “abusive neighbour,” whose defeat on the 
one front is the other’s best bet for restarting 
a process towards independence.22 The 

Chechen population understands well that 
removing Kadyrov and starting an all-out war 
in Chechnya itself has no chance of success 
as long as the ruling power vertikal in the 
Kremlin stays intact.23 The common enemy in 
the Kremlin has therefore provided a basis to 
overlook the inter-factional political feuds to 
make way for military cooperation between 
the rival battalions. For instance, in September 
2022, the Sheikh Mansur battalion, known for 
its distaste for Zakayev, conducted a successful 
joint exercise with Zakayev’s own OBON 
battalion. In a sense, the hectic and prolonged 
defence of Bakhmut, where Chechen units 
played a central role, has become a symbol of 
a united and resilient Chechen resistance. 

Coming back to the personal trauma of 
the Chechen wars, combat in Ukraine also 
provides Chechen militants with a means of 
payback and a continued fight for their own 
independence in a terrain where it is still 
possible to push back the occupier. For Muslim 
Madiyev, deputy commander of the Dzhokhar 
Dudayev Battalion, fighting in Ukraine brings 
a sense of “cosmic justice” and a means to 
restore the “lawful authority of the Chechen 
people and state.”24 Followers of Dudayev 
also believe in the late president’s prediction 
that if a “fragment of the Soviet empire” laid 
arms on Ukraine, Russia would face defeat. 
Indeed, the maintenance of a large Russian 
troop presence in Chechnya indicates the 
Kremlin’s higher threat perception in the 
region, which the Chechens certainly realise 
and take much pride in. However, rather than 
establishing an actionable opposition force, 
Chechnya has been turned into Russia’s own 
military training ground, where no resistance 

22	 Jordan Smith, “Ichkeria OBON.”
23	 Ponomareva, “Defending Ukraine.”
24	 Chambers, “Chechens Fight With Ukrainians Against 

Russia.”

The final reason for Chechens to endure 
combat for Ukraine is the direct connection 
between the fate of the two peoples
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force could emerge.25 As such, the national 
struggle continues abroad for the moment, 
whereby Chechen combatants perceive their 
contributions in Ukraine as an “extension of 
their fight against Russia in their occupied 
homeland.”26

Additionally, all Chechen political leaders 
expect to benefit in very practical ways from 
their contributions to the war abroad. First, 
each Chechen unit believes itself to represent 
the official Ichkerian Armed Forces, which 
puts them in a very favourable position once 
their efforts lead to the defeat of the enemy 
in Ukraine. The war abroad is essentially an 
invaluable training ground for units ready to 
carry on fighting in Grozny as soon as Russia 
surrenders in Ukraine. Continuing the holy 
fight for the ancient homeland is a clear goal 
of the Muslim jamaat fighters of the Dzhokhar 
Dudayev battalion.27 Zakayev’s OBON was born 
in a similar vein28 – he has openly 
stated that the Chechen forces that 
will in the future “de-occupy” the 
homeland are being “reborn” during 
the fighting in Ukraine.29

Second, the militant leaders are hoping to 
receive similar military support from Ukraine 
and the world in their own future fight against 
the same enemy. So far, the alliance is promising 
– in October 2022, after 5 months of 
negotiations, the Ukrainian Parliament officially 
recognised the Chechen Republic of Ichkeria as 
“temporarily occupied by the Russian 
Federation,” thereby also acknowledging and 
condemning the ongoing genocide of 

25	 Dmytrenko, “This Sweet Word ‘Freedom’!”
26	 Jordan Smith, “Ichkeria OBON.”
27	 Chambers, “Chechens Fight With Ukrainians Against 

Russia.”
28	 Jordan Smith, “Ichkeria OBON.”
29	 Neil Hauer, “Chechen separatist army is being formed 

in Ukraine, but beating Russia in the Donbas is 
easier than deposing Ramzan Kadyrov,” Meduza, 15 
December 2022.

Chechens, which the UN itself has never 
addressed.30 Tangible military cooperation 
between Ukraine and the Ichkerian government 
has already started with the formation of the 
OBON battalion.31 Fighters adhering to 
Dudaev’s teachings are convinced that if 

Chechnya had received assistance 
equal to that of Ukraine, the entire 
region would be at peace and the war 
would have never happened, as the 
Chechens would be the ones to keep 
Russia’s imperial ambitions in check.32

2. Minorities, 
Rise! The Quest 
for Freedom and 
Equality for All

Chechens might be the most fierce and visible 
of the oppressed Russian peoples fighting for 
Ukraine, but they are by far not the only 
minority group shooting their shot at national 
liberation through the ongoing war. From 

Siberia to Circassia to Karelia, various 
mistreated minorities across the federation 
have mobilised behind similar ideas and 
keywords tied to their national republics. Most 
of these sentiments effectively come together 
in the manifesto of another diaspora anti-war 
organisation called the Civic Council 
(Гражданский совет). As the name suggests, 
rather than forming another combat unit, the 
grouping mediates the recruitment of Russians 
into the various battalions and equips 
newcomers until the AFU takes over. 

30	 Verkhovna Rada of Ukraine, Проект Постанови 
про Заяву Верховної Ради України про визнання 
Чеченської Республіки Ічкерія тимчасово 
окупованою російською федерацією і засудження 
вчинення геноциду чеченського народу [Draft 
Resolution on the Statement of the Verkhovna Rada of 
Ukraine on the Recognition of the Chechen Republic 
of Ichkeria as Temporarily Occupied by the Russian 
Federation and Condemnation of the Genocide of the 
Chechen People] (Kyiv: Verkhovna Rada of Ukraine, 18 
October 2022); Robin Fabbro, “Ukrainian Parliament 
recognises independence of Chechnya,” OC Media, 18 
October 2022.

31	 Jordan Smith, “Ichkeria OBON.”
32	 Ponomareva, “Defending Ukraine.”

Chechen political leaders expect to benefit in 
very practical ways from their contributions 
to the war abroad

Chechens might be the most fierce and 
visible but by far not the only minority group 
shooting their shot at national liberation

https://meduza.io/en/feature/2022/12/15/ichkeria-dreamin
https://meduza.io/en/feature/2022/12/15/ichkeria-dreamin
https://meduza.io/en/feature/2022/12/15/ichkeria-dreamin
https://itd.rada.gov.ua/billInfo/Bills/Card/40676
https://itd.rada.gov.ua/billInfo/Bills/Card/40676
https://itd.rada.gov.ua/billInfo/Bills/Card/40676
https://itd.rada.gov.ua/billInfo/Bills/Card/40676
https://itd.rada.gov.ua/billInfo/Bills/Card/40676
https://oc-media.org/ukrainian-parliament-recognises-independence-of-chechnya/
https://oc-media.org/ukrainian-parliament-recognises-independence-of-chechnya/
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Established nine months into the war, it aims 
to attract Russian citizens in Russia and abroad 
who wish to support the war effort from 
outside the frontlines.    

Created by local action groups across 
the Federation, the organisation makes 
an effort to include representatives 
of all religions, ethnicities, and social 
strata in the fight against a common 
enemy. These groups clearly align 
themselves with the principles of 
equality and the European Convention 
on Human Rights (ECHR), urging fighters to 
follow combat conventions and not fall for the 
dogmas of Islam for the sake of their fellow 
warriors. Above all, they are guided by the right 
to self-determination and self-government.33 
According to their manifesto, the end of the 
Ukraine war and a lawful transition of power 
to the Russian civil society constitute the 
primary goals of the movement. Their Civil 
Transit programme envisions the formation 
of a new “class of citizens ready to bear the 
full responsibility for their country here and 
now.” This can happen only through a process 
of decolonisation, allowing the national 
minorities to either secede or become equally 
valued citizens of the Russian Federation.34 Like 
most of the combat battalions, the Council is 
hoping to shape future political leaders and 
regional elites of a free Russia. In many ways, 
the Civic Council aggregates and frames the 
core issues that all national minority battalions 
are looking to overcome.  

The most immediate goal of the minority 
combat battalions is simply to stop the 
genocide of their peoples, which involves a 
larger campaign for decolonisation and respect 
for human rights. Today, it is an uncontested 
fact that Russia disproportionally mobilises 
from the poorest Siberian regions, and not 
just for economic reasons.35 Poverty in the 
Far-Eastern regions such as Buryatia provides 
many opportunities to the warmongering 

33	 Gregoriy Aleksandrov, “«Нас в Украину приехало 
уже несколько волн добровольцев» [We’ve already 
had several waves of volunteers come to Ukraine],” 
Novaya Gazeta Evropa, 22 April 2023.

34	 “Manifesto of the Civic Council,” Civic Council, 
accessed in December 2024.

35	 Alexey Bessudnov, “Ethnic and regional inequalities 
in Russian military fatalities in Ukraine: Preliminary 
findings from crowdsourced data,” Demographic 
Research Vol. 48 (June 2023).

regime – army salaries are not just a naturally 
attractive means out of economic hardship for 
the Buryats, but the national stereotype of 
Buryats as undesirable Mongol ‘savages’ also 
provides a scapegoat for Moscow’s cruellest 

war atrocities.36 Furthermore, economically 
dependent and underdeveloped regions like 
these do not pose much of a separatist threat, 
encouraging their endless exploitation.37 
Having earned the title of the “worst elements 
of the Russian society,” joining or even uniting 
forces with most other anti-Kremlin resistance 
groups remains an equally unrealistic prospect 
for these minorities, making resistance even 
harder.38 

Against this background, the Sibir Battalion 
(Батальон «Сибирь») was established in 
October 2023 as part of the International 
Legion under the HUR. The group is mobilised 
precisely against the aforementioned issues 
– imperialist racism and genocide of the 
indigenous Russian peoples.39 The battalion 
recognises that besides Buryats, Yakuts, 
Chuvash, and Evenks are specifically targeted by 
the Kremlin to ‘deplete’ unwanted populations. 
Consisting of mostly representatives of various 
Siberian nations, but also ethnic Russians in 
solidarity with Siberians, the battalion fights 
for decolonisation in the form of disintegration 
of the current state structure. Taking a step 
further from self-determination, part of 
the battalion’s leadership hopes to achieve 
complete independence from Moscow,40 while 
for others, a truly federal government provides 

36	 Kennan Institute, “Buryatia and the High Toll of 
Russia’s War in Ukraine on Ethnic Minorities,” Wilson 
Center, 24 January 2024.

37	 Max Hunder, “Ukraine’s Siberian Battalion recruits 
Russians to help fight Moscow,” Reuters, 24 October 
2023.

38	 Jake Cremin, “Buryat Soldiers in Ukraine: Russia’s 
Expendable Far-Eastern Warriors,” Grey Dynamics, 7 
April 2024.

39	 “Who are Freedom of Russia Legion and other rebel 
groups fighting Putin?,” Reuters, 14 March 2024.

40	 “Siberian Battalion: Who are the Russians fighting for 
Ukraine?,” Euronews, 18 December 3024.

The immediate goal of the minority combat 
battalions is to stop the genocide of their 
peoples, which involves a larger campaign for 
decolonisation and respect for human rights
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enough space for national determination.41 
Unlike many other battalions, members of Sibir 
are exclusively civilian and none come from the 
ranks of Russian prisoners of war in Ukraine.42 

Vladislav Ammosov, the group’s commander 
and a native of the Republic of Sakha 
(Yakutiya), spent his career in the Main 
Directorate of the General Staff of the Armed 
Forces of the Russian Federation (Главное 
разведывательное управление, GRU). As 
a graduate of the country’s most prestigious 
military institutes, he, too, fought in Chechnya. 
It was the experience of those wars that 
toppled his “imperialist” training, allowing him 
to see the Chechen wars as “ordinary people’s 
fight for freedom.”43 By the start of the 2022 
invasion, he had been living in Ukraine for years 
and immediately recognised his place was 
behind the Ukrainian frontlines. Unable to join 
the ultranationalist Russian Volunteer Corps 
(Русский добровольческий корпус, RVC) due 
to his non-Slavic ethnic origin, Ammosov, with 
support of the Civic Council, founded the Sibir 
Battalion to give a chance to his own kind.44 
Surprisingly, the two units have worked well 
together, although one is openly on a mission 
against racism, while the other systematically 
practises it by merit of its existence.45 

A similar fight against Russia’s imperialist 
genocidal tendencies and a genuine concern for 
national extinction also form the driving force 
behind the Circassian Volunteer Battalion, 
founded by the well-known Kabardino-
Balkarian exile in Poland, Ibrahim Yaganov. 
In the latter’s view, Circassians constitute 
“proud and ancient people of the South-West 
Caucasus.”46 However, much like the Siberian 
nations, they remain mere “second-class 
citizens to chauvinistically minded Russians.”47 

41	 Cristian Segura, “Siberian Battalion targets Putin from 
Ukraine’s trenches,” El Pais, 17 April 2024.

42	 Emmanuelle Chaze, “What do we know about the 
‘Siberian Battalion’ that reportedly crossed into 
Russia?,” Kyiv Independent, 12 March 2024.

43	 Taras Levchenko, “A Former Russian Military 
Intelligence Officer Explains Why He’s Fighting For 
Ukraine,” RFERL, 12 April 2023.

44	 Segura, “Siberian Battalion targets Putin.”
45	 Aleksandrov, “We’ve already had several waves of 

volunteers come to Ukraine”; Reuters, “Who are 
Freedom of Russia Legion.”

46	 “Circassians: history, struggle with Muscovites, path to 
independence,” ABN Correspondence, 12 June 2024.

47	 “Abkhazians need to negotiate with Georgia,” Kavkaz 
Plus, 25 April 2023.

Standing behind the creation of the battalion is 
the Council of United Circassia, which, as the 
name suggests, aims to unite the autonomous 
North Caucasian republics of Russia into an 
independent Circassian state structure. As for 
the Chechens, a side goal of the Circassians is 
to bring international attention to Russia’s anti-
democratic practices and open genocide of 
diaspora communities. By officially subscribing 
to the western human rights-based order, the 
Council, much like the Chechens, is hoping to 
eventually gain representation in the UN and 
bring its vision of Circassian independence to 
the agenda of the free world.48 Similarly to the 
Chechens, Circassian activist leaders see legal 
foundations for liberation and reparations 
starting with Kyiv’s recognition of the ongoing 
Circassian genocide. However, the clusters of 
independence projects are far from mutually 
reinforcing. Although founded on similar 
grievances and ideological leanings, Yaganov 
remains critical of Zakayev’s ambiguous vision 
of a confederalist Caucasus ruled from Grozny, 
while the Chechen projects barely pay any 
attention to the faith of Circassia.49 

Activists mark that Circassian birth rates have 
already fallen much beyond that of Russians, 
and the nation is en route to extinction via 
complete assimilation within a few generations. 
For them, the Ukraine war presents another 
“dirty and bloody game of the empire,” a 
way for the Kremlin to effectively eliminate 
the North Caucasian minority nations as 
undesirable societal elements.50 By mobilising 
en masse from the region and framing the fallen 
minority fighters as martyrs of the Motherland, 
the Kremlin is in fact depleting the ‘cream of 
the nation,’ greatly reducing the Republic’s 
chances at defending its independence after 
the war. For the Circassians, the Ukraine war is 
therefore more of a liability than an opportunity 
to reach independence. The Circassian fighters 
in Ukraine notably do not represent the entire 
nation – a good chunk of the diaspora in 
Türkiye still views the volunteer battalion as a 
western-backed proxy war to divide Russia’s 
war efforts between two fronts. Fighting for 

48	 “Constitution Of The Council,” The Council of United 
Circassia, accessed in December 2024.

49	 Isabella Evloeva, “Восстановить историческую 
справедливость». Черкесский активист – о борьбе 
за права народа [Restore historical justice’. Circassian 
activist - on the struggle for the rights of the people],” 
Kavkaz Realii, 26 April 2024.

50	 Abkhazians need to negotiate.”
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Ukraine remains somewhat stigmatised among 
the diaspora, since the direct link between 
Russia’s reaction to the Chechen wars and the 
subsequent deterioration of Circassian culture 
and personal freedoms is clear. In addition, 
some remain offended by Tbilisi’s exploitation 
of the Circassian cause for Georgia’s own 
political projects more than a decade ago.51 

Another, no less important goal for the national 
minority battalions is to demonstrate the 
existence of an armed opposition force and civil 
resistance in Russia. This is definitely the case 
for the Sibir Battalion, whose guiding ideology 
contends that due to Putin’s ability to endlessly 
mobilise masses from the regions, the Ukraine 
war cannot be won on the battlefield. Instead, 
they aim to eliminate Putin’s inner circle 
within the Kremlin itself.52 The Civic Council 
similarly views Russia as a failed terrorist state, 
which needs to be tackled with large forces. 
Despite their relatively non-violent nature, the 
movement does perceive armed resistance “in 
all its manifestations” as the only viable option 
left to overthrow the colonial regime. 
In their eyes, Russians can come closest 
to salvation by offering themselves to 
the Ukrainian army.53 When it comes 
to Ukraine, representatives of the Civic 
Council go as far as to name the conflict 
a “Russian civil war,” since Russian 
passport holders are fighting on both sides of 
the frontline. They keep preaching that truth 
by calling on the Circassians and Chechens 
to campaign for their own independence by 
helping Ukraine prevail.54 

The Sibir Battalion shares the view of a civil 
war, recognising that groups with similar 

51	 “Ukrainian efforts to stir Circassians against Russia 
divide diaspora in Turkey – Al-Monitor/Fehim 
Tastekin,” Observatoire de la Turquie, 9 December 
2022.

52	 Segura, “Siberian Battalion targets Putin.”
53	 Aleksandrov, “We’ve already had several waves of 

volunteers come to Ukraine.”
54	 Sergey Satanovskiy, “Who are the Russian volunteers 

fighting for Ukraine?,” DW, 34 May 2023.

names and ethnic makeups are fighting 
against Ukrainian forces.55 Even more notably, 
a group of guerrilla fighters is conducting 
sabotage from within the ranks of the Russian 
army itself. United under the name of Atesh 
(Ateş), the group has been centred around 
the rights of Crimean Tatars since September 
2022. Despite being a primarily Crimean Tatar 

movement that operates exclusively 
in Crimea and other Russia-occupied 
territories of Ukraine, recruits also 
include ethnic Russians and Ukrainians 
sympathetic to the cause. Similarly to 
the Sibir Battalion, recruits of Atesh 
feel disproportionately targeted by all 
forms of political persecution, seeking 

liberation from their ethnicity-based social 
disadvantages. As indigenous peoples of the 
area, leaders of the group are demanding a 
say in the peninsula’s future, having realised 
their pivotal importance to the AFU in igniting 
partisan resistance in Crimea and in passing 
tactical combat intelligence.56 However, their 
goal is not necessarily interoperable with the 
AFU and most other Russian resistance groups 
fighting for the restoration of 1991 borders. 
After the liberation of Ukraine, the Atesh 
guerrillas are hoping to establish a Crimean 
Tatar-dominated national republic on the 
peninsula, regardless of their actual role and 
outcomes in the Ukraine war.57 

Most of the fighters testify to feeling ashamed 
of what their homeland has become, so much 
so that fighting for the country becomes 
unthinkable. Knowing that separatist minority 
elements are most likely to be sent to the 
meat grinder on the frontlines, volunteering 
among Ukrainian ranks gives a much higher 
chance of survival. As for the aftermath, some 
fighters regard Ukraine as their new sanctuary 
for life, while others have faith in returning to 
their ‘liberated’ home republics. However, no 

55	 Euronews, “Siberian Battalion.”
56	 Julia Struck, “Atesh Guerrillas Probe Ammo Depots in 

Occupied Crimea,” Kyiv Post,10 February 2024.
57	 Julian Borger, “The underground Crimean Tatar group 

taking up arms against Russia,” The Guardian, 17 July 
2023.
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fighter plans to return to Russia as it is today. 
There are members among the ranks of the 
Sibir Battalion who came to Ukraine with the 
aim of staying after the war, some of them 
already forming families with Ukrainians. For 
them, there is no way back to Russia, where 
old friends and family hold fundamentally 
incompatible views about the neighbouring 
nation.58 As the commander of the battalion 
put it, the glorious country which he spent his 
life serving “no longer exists.”59 

Other volunteer battalions, including 
ones closely cooperating with 
Ukraine, prefer to return to their own 
territories, whether already liberated 
or moving towards independence. Like 
the Chechens, the Karelian Battalion, 
for instance, conveys a direct intention to 
extend the fight to their national republic, 
once the regime has been weakened enough 
to challenge the status quo. According to 
this plan, the fighters would return home as 
leaders and main armed guardians of the newly 
liberated republic.60 The Circassian Battalion 
sees organic disintegration as a likely post-war 
scenario for Russia and is likewise preparing 
for the subsequent violent struggle for 
independence of their autonomous republics 
currently contained within the Federation.61 For 
the Circassians, however, Georgia, not Ukraine, 
constitutes the main geopolitical partner and 
security guarantor. Like the Karelian and Atesh 
guerrillas, they dream of returning to an 
independent Circassia ranging from 
the Don-Manic rivers in the North to 
the Bzib River in the South.62 Through 
direct cooperation and integration 
with the AFU, the battalion also aims 
to act as the “foundation of Free 
Circassia’s free army” when the time is ripe.

58	 Chaze, “What do we know about the ‘Siberian 
Battalion.”

59	 Levchenko, “A Former Russian Military Intelligence 
Officer Explains.”

60	 Emil Kastehelmi, “Ukrainassa taisteleva ryhmä aikoo 
iskeä, kun Venäjä on heikkona – “Olemme valmiina 
vapauttamaan Karjalan [Group fighting in Ukraine 
plans to strike when Russia is weak - ‘We are ready to 
liberate Karelia’],” Eltalehti, 7 July 2024.

61	 ABN Correspondence, “Circassians.”
62	 Council of United Circassia, “Constitution.”

3. You Reap What 
You Sow: Disputed 
Boundaries of the 
Occupying Nation
Ironically, it turns out that ethnic Russians 
from major cities, whom the war is supposed 
to protect, have rather become its victims, too. 
The appearance of ethnic Russian battalions 
behind Ukrainian lines indicates that the war 
has touched even the most privileged citizens of 

the Federation, whom the imperialistic agenda 
never bothered before. The two ethnic Russian 
battalions fighting for Ukraine – the Russian 
Volunteer Corps (RVC) and the Free Russia 
Legion (Легион «Свобода России», FRL) – are 
in fact the most sizable, most active, and most 
publicly visible of the groups discussed. Both 
were formed in the immediate aftermath of the 
2022 invasion and have been fully incorporated 
into the AFU International Legion.63 Their 
symbolic significance is evidenced in the 
Kremlin’s initial frantic attempts to conceal 
their existence, while also publicly arresting 
individuals for alleged association with either 
group.64 For instance, the highly publicised 
RVC-FRL-Sibir raids into Russia’s Belgorod 

region, timed carefully to coincide with the 
2024 Russian presidential election, were aimed 
to “galvanise Russian opposition” and call for 
an anti-regime revolution.65 Both groupings 
thus find the regime excessively aggressive 
and destructive to its most valued citizens. 
The overarching profile of these fighters seems 

63	 Sebastian Seibr, “A look at the Free Russia Legion, the 
pro-Ukrainian group that attacked Belgorod,” France 
24, 25 May 2023; Reuters, “Who are Freedom of 
Russia Legion.”

64	 “Switching Sides: The Elusive ‘Russian Legion’ Fighting 
With Ukraine,” The Moscow Times, 8 August 2022.

65	 Martin Fornusek, “What we know about anti-Kremlin 
militias’ raids into Russia,” Kyiv Independent, 20 March 
2024.
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somewhat similar to the late Aleksei Navalny’s 
– what his widow Yuliya describes as true 
Russian patriots stepping up to “recapture” 
their beloved homeland from the evil regime.66 
Based on this consensus, the units signed a 
so-called Irpin Declaration in August 2022, 
with the purpose of uniting opposition forces 
and concentrating their political leadership at 
the hands of opposition politician in exile Ilia 
Ponomarev.67

In addition to the association with those 
units, Ponomarev is now leading his own 
partisan resistance movement called the 
National Republican Army (Национальная 
республиканская армия, NRA), which 
claims to represent the “collective voice of all 
resistance movements that emerged after the 
war.”68 Not much is known about the group’s 
founding and Ponomarev’s exact relation to it 
prior to assuming political leadership through 
the Irpin Declaration. He was allegedly in 
contact with the group since April 2022 and 
became its top sponsor after the high-profile 
partisan assassination of Darya Dugina, the 
attribution of which brought the group into the 
spotlight for the first time.69 Besides the high-
profile assassination, the group is known up 

to date for outstanding sabotage operations 
inside Russia and is portrayed by Ponomarev 
as a powerful underground movement 
preparing to violently overthrow the Putin 
regime.70 The very use of the word ‘army’ hints 
that Ponomarev, above all Russian battalion 
leaders, is attempting to build and maintain 

66	 Julija Nawalnaja, “Irgendwann fange ich an zu 
trauern.”

67	 “Freedom of Russia Legion Breaks Ties With Ex-
Lawmaker Ponomaryov,” The Moscow Times, 31 July 
2024.

68	 Anna Kruglova, “The National Republican Army: A 
Potential Force of Resistance in Russia?,” RUSI, 2 May 
2023.

69	 Luke Harding, “Ex-Russian MP claims Russian partisans 
responsible for Moscow car bomb,” The Guardian, 21 
August 2022.

70	 Pippa Crawford, “Ilya Ponomaryov: ‘We Have to 
Capture the Kremlin. There Is No Other Way’,” The 
Moscow Times, 19 January 2024.

a post-Putin Russian army. While presumably 
not engaged in direct combat for Ukraine, the 
NRA’s value currently lies in evidencing the 
existence of capable resistance groups and 
forcing the Kremlin to undermine its credibility 
by mismanaging its reactions to the group’s 
activities and uncovered associations.71 

The most visible and publicised Russian 
unit among Ukrainian ranks is the Russian 
Volunteer Corps. Founded by a far-right 
emigrant activist Denis Kapustin just months 
after the war, the group comprises ethnic 
Russians residing in Ukraine and holding 
patriotic, traditionalist views. The Corps was 
built on a core group of experienced fighters 
engaged in battle on the Ukrainian side since 
2014, including members of the far-right Azov 
Battalion.72 Experienced fighters allegedly also 
crossed over in large numbers from the Wagner 
private military company (PMC) and amongst 
prisoners of war.73 The group associates with 
the official symbology of the White Idea 
(Белая Идея) paramilitary youth group of the 
1930s74 as well as the World War II era Russian 
Liberation Army under Nazi command.75 Led 
by the motto of “free people”, members of the 
Corps are fighting against regime aggression, 

oppression, and deep-rooted 
corruption. The group’s ideologue 
and deputy commander describes 
the fight in terms of overcoming the 
objectification of the state, gaining 
rights to nationalist expressions, and 
a right to life.76 Besides government 
oppression, they claim to protect 

the Russian national ethos from the caveats 
of immigration and liberalism, propagating 
a “russki” (Russian ethnicity-based) nation.77 

71	 Kruglova, “The National Republican Army.”
72	 Reuters, “Who are Freedom of Russia Legion”; Ratelle 

et al., “Foreign Fighters in Ukraine.
73	 Русский Добровольческий Корпус (@russvolcorps), 

“Йольский выстрел! [The Yule shot],” Telegram, 21 
December 2023.

74	 “The Legion of Freedom of russia and the RVC (RDC): 
who are they and what is their goal?,” Visit Ukraine, 
25 May 2023.

75	 Pikulicka-Wilczewska, “Insight.”
76	 Kyiv Post, “A Kyiv Post team visited the Russian 

Volunteer Corps (RDK) base for two days of exclusive 
interviews,” YouTube, 20 April 2024.

77	 The important semantic differences stem from the 
two adjectives – русский and российский – that 
both translate into English as “Russian.” The former, 
however, usually describes the aspects of culture, 
ethnicity, and identity, whereas the latter often refers 
to the Russian state.
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The current multi-ethnic federation to them 
represents a dysfunctional continuation of 
the tsarist and Soviet empires, which should 
disintegrate into national states for the benefit 
of all.78

The Free Russia Legion is another well-
known group in western, Ukrainian, and 
Russian media, which made a name for itself 
particularly during Yevgeny Prigozhin’s coup 
attempt of 2023. It allegedly consists of Russian 
army defectors, AFU’s prisoners of war, and 
ordinary Russian as well as Belarusian citizens 
responding to Zelensky’s call for volunteer 
fighters.79 By contrast to the RVC, most do not 
come from a professional army background but 
have gained considerable combat experience 
in the battles of Donbas and particularly 
the defence of Bakhmut.80 Other members 
also include active fighters on the enemy 
side who are able to sabotage operations 
from the ranks of the Russian army.81 Fighter 
interviews reveal that members of the FRL 
see themselves fighting a civilisational war on 
behalf of the liberal democratic world and in 
service of their personal principles of freedom 
and democracy.82 Young recruits of the legion 
understand that as long as the regime stands, 
one war follows another and history keeps 
going around in circles.83 They promise to 
“liberate” the country, bringing “freedom, 
peace and calm.”84 Some even relate to the 
minority battalions in feeling “ashamed” for 
the direction their country has taken since the 
war. A prime example would be the legion’s 
famous and awarded member Igor Volubuev, 
whose value judgments took him from the 
Kremlin’s trusted inner circle to the wanted 
list in a matter of months. Volubuev, vice-
president of Gazprombank until February 2022, 
left for Ukraine at the start of the war, and 

78	 Pikulicka-Wilczewska, “Insight”; Aleksandrov, “We’ve 
already had several waves of volunteers come to 
Ukraine.”

79	 Visit Ukraine, “The Legion of Freedom of russia and 
the RVC.”

80	 Seibr, “A look at the Free Russia Legion.”
81	 Легион «Свобода России» (@legionoffreedom), 

“«Когда уже поедем?» [When will we finally take 
off],” Telegram, 20 December 2023.

82	 The Moscow Times, ““Switching Sides.”
83	 The Times and The Sunday Times, “Meet the Russians 

fighting for Ukraine I Times Reports,” YouTube, 22 
February 2024.

84	 AFP News Agency, “Anti-Kremlin Freedom of Russia 
Legion promises to ‘liberate all of Russia’,” YouTube, 1 
June 2023.

joined the legion like many others to facilitate 
Russia’s transformation into a “free democratic 
country.”85 Interestingly, he recognises the 
legion’s nationalist counterpart RVC as a 
radical right organisation with a fundamentally 
different vision for Russia but speaks positively 
of the group and its contributions to the 
common cause.86

Despite its formal political neutrality and 
alleged liberal direction, the FRL in fact aligns 
itself with an imperialist ideology. They envision 
a ‘united and indivisible’ Russia, where the 
1991 borders are not contested and ethnic 
minorities can therefore enjoy a fair degree 
of autonomy, guaranteeing their cultural 
preservation. To prevent dissolution, the 
group’s political agenda proposes to remodel 
centre-periphery relations and strengthen the 
conception of a multi-ethnic, “rossiiskaya” 
(Russian federal) nation, united by allegiance to 
the state.87 Similarly to the FRL, the Volunteer 
Corps formally respects Russia’s 1991 borders 
and claims to be fighting for ‘liberation’ of the 
Russian people from the oppressive regime. 
Most importantly, respect for post-Cold War 
borders presumes the uncontested sovereignty 
of modern-day Ukraine, which has earned the 
Corps even the blessing of patriarch Filaret of 
the independent Ukrainian Orthodox Church of 
the Kyiv Patriarchate.88 A Ukrainian victory over 
the occupying force therefore forms a crucial 
first step towards Russia’s own ‘liberation’ 
in whatever specific form. It is the aftermath 
of the said process that has become a point 
of contention between the groups – even so 
much so that on 31 July of this summer, due 
to the lack of progress on political goals, the 
FRL announced withdrawal from the Irpin 
Declaration, effectively ending all formal 
cooperation between the leading opposition 

85	 “Russia Issues Arrest Warrant for Ex-Gazprombank VP 
Who Joined Ukrainian Army,” The Moscow Times, 12 
January 2024.

86	 Konstantin Eggert, “Игорь Волобуев: Для меня 
важно попасть туда, куда стреляю [Igor Volobuev: 
It is important for me to get where I am shooting at],” 
DW, 24 September 2023.

87	 Satanovskiy, “Who are the Russian volunteers.”
88	 Русский Добровольческий Корпус (@russvolcorps), 

“Йольский выстрел”; “Патріарх Філарет відзначив 
бійців Російського добровольчого корпусу ЗСУ 
[Patriarch Filaret honours soldiers of the Russian 
Volunteer Corps of the Armed Forces of Ukraine],” 
Ukrainian Orthodox Church Kyiv Patriarchate, 8 June 
2024.
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groups and separating Ponomarev from his 
most potent political-military force.89  

Unworkable political divides between the 
two mostly concern the imperialist idea 
itself. While both endorse the concept of 
‘Russian greatness’, their visions of how to 
bring this about differ greatly in terms of 
ethnic hierarchies and state borders. The RVC 
encourages secession of the regions to make 
way for a smaller but ethnically homogenous 
Russian state, where the Russian nation could 
flourish culturally and economically.90 The 
FRL, on the other hand, is pushing for a more 
federal state with regional autonomy. Their 
efforts to prevent dissolution at any cost are 
quite imperialist in nature; yet, the group also 
formally endorses Garry Kasparov’s criticism of 
the imperialist idea inside each Russian’s mind. 
To endorse that means to admit that the war 
atrocities are a collective responsibility of the 
entire nation.91 This is the principle by which 
an honoured member of the legion, known by 
the callsign Gandhi, became a martyr on the 
frontline. Although a pacifist in nature, Gandhi 
had no choice but to join the fight, since 
according to his conscience, sitting through 
the regime’s crimes and aggression would 
make him an accomplice to “Russian evil.”92 
Fighters of the RVC, by contrast, only see 
the Russian nation as a passive victim of the 
regime’s aggression. For them, modern Russia, 
largely through the war in Ukraine, is causing 
the “destruction of Russians as an ethnic 
people.”93 It is likely due to such ultranationalist 
whitewashing that in the summer of 
2023, the group was thrown out of the 
human rights-oriented Civic Council, 
which finds it crucial for Russians of 
the future to bear responsibility for 
the country’s direction.94 Fighters of 
the RVC seem to be true believers of 

89	 Легион «Свобода России» (@legionffreedom), 
“Открытое заявление Легиона для СМИ и 
общественности об Ирпенской декларации 
31.08.2022 [Open statement of the Legion to the 
media and the public about the Irpen Declaration 
31.08.2022],” Telegram, 31 July 2022.

90	 Satanovskiy, “Who are the Russian volunteers.”
91	 “Liberty of Russia” Legion (@legion_svoboda), “Smart 

words of a smart man. From @Kasparov63 speech at 
the NATO Public Forum,” X, 12 July 2023.

92	 Sarah Rainsford, “Russian opposition activist killed 
fighting for Ukraine,” BBC, 7 October 2024.

93	 Visit Ukraine, “The Legion of Freedom of russia and 
the RVC.”

94	 Segura, “Siberian Battalion targets Putin.”

the ‘Russian idea’, who have turned against the 
regime, after realising that their sacrifices to the 
Motherland will never be fairly rewarded. They 
have not abandoned the Motherland, however, 
and are quite upfront about it. The FRL, on the 
other hand, claims to be western-oriented, but 
the Motherland lives on unannounced in their 
agendas and collective perceptions. 

Interestingly, while cooperation between the 
two Russian battalions may be somewhat 
lacking, it still extends to the national minority 
units. While Chechens certainly remain 
critical of the xenophobic and Islamophobic 
views of both Russian battalions, unwavering 
support for national determination in its many 
forms has provided a strong enough basis to 
establish pragmatic, short-term alliances with 
the Dzhokhar Dudayev and Sheikh Mansur 
battalions.95 Another aspect uniting the 
Chechen battalions and the RVC specifically is 
their self-perception as the heroic guarantors 
of peace of the western civilisation, who 
carry on the violent struggle against Russian 
imperialism. Much more formal and effective 
cooperative arrangements were established 
with the Sibir Battalion, which became a 
signatory to the Irpin Declaration soon after 
its establishment. Although ethnicity is what 
prevented willing Siberian fighters from joining 
the Russian units, operational cooperation 
between the groups seems to function well, 
as all of the most successful foreign incursions 
and sabotage acts in enemy territory have 
been carried out by a coalition of the RVC, FRL, 

and Sibir Battalion. A commonality between 
most groups and a reason for joining Ukraine 
is escaping certain death in a Russian trench 
since all criticise the ‘cruel’ treatment of their 
national army and have ruled out the possibility 
of a Russian victory. Despite subscribing to 
opposite visions for the country’s future, 
partisans of various sorts have found an arena 
in Ukraine to fight against national stagnation, 
lack of a future outlook and collective suffering 
of the people through the Kremlin’s hand.

95	 Ratelle et al., “Foreign Fighters in Ukraine.”

Despite subscribing to opposite visions for 
the country’s future, partisans of various 
sorts have found an arena in Ukraine to fight 
against national stagnation

https://t.me/legionoffreedom/1284?embed=1&mode=tme
https://t.me/legionoffreedom/1284?embed=1&mode=tme
https://t.me/legionoffreedom/1284?embed=1&mode=tme
https://x.com/legion_svoboda/status/1679030668859195392
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Conclusion: No 
Winners in a Losing 
Game

This insight into Russian units fighting on 
Ukraine’s side has shown that one way to direct 
the ongoing war of arms is to influence the war 
of narratives about Russia’s own future. It is 

evident that the war itself does not in fact stem 
from Ukraine and will certainly not end there, 
since the political-military resistance forces 
under question have no clear conception of 
the state they strive to build once the Ukraine 
issue is solved. One cluster of these forces is 
of Chechen origin – they view the Ukrainian 
frontline as a means to continue their 
centuries-long separatist struggle and repair 
the unfortunate public image that the Kadyrov 
regime has created for the Republic. Various 
other oppressed national minority groups are 
fighting for Ukraine not just in a struggle for 
cultural preservation but to escape the faith 
of cannon fodder that the current regime has 
assigned to them. Even ethnic Russians have 
established battalions against their 
own armed forces in order to bring 
some justice and a future outlook 
for the nominal nation of Russia 
collectively suffering under a corrupt, 
failing regime. The clusters of groups 
differ in their degree and reasons for 
empathising with Ukraine, mainly 
due to differing conceptions of ‘liberation’ 
and ethnic hierarchies in Russia. However, all 
are mobilised behind a common goal to end 
the undeserved suffering of various domestic 
populations and to draw international 
attention to their own causes. Determined to 
attack the core of the problem in the Kremlin, 
they have taken up arms in a shared effort to 
weaken the Putin regime, before staging a 
violent overthrow. 

Has the Ukraine battlefield therefore become 
the starting ground for a long-brewing Russian 
civil war? One might think so, looking at how 

each and every mentioned group is expecting 
to form the military and political leadership 
of the territories and nations they are fighting 
to ‘liberate’. However, considering that any 
national liberation agendas would clearly only 
follow from the unambiguous confrontation 
over Ukrainian territory, ‘civil war’ is not an 
accurate term to contextualise the situation 
at this point in time. Could the existence of 

such armed resistance forces instead 
suggest the emergence of some 
type of Russian civil society? Also 
not, since those fighters were only 
mobilised to act under very specific 
conditions of war and their entire 
political leverage remains inherently 
tied to the conditions of the ongoing 

war. Essentially, Russian battalions fighting on 
Ukraine’s side constitute a convenient external 
space for managing internal tensions, without 
driving any bottom-up change inside Russia. 
Even if a realistic coup opportunity were to 
open, most of those units differ too largely 
in their means and goals to effectively work 
together, making them quite meaningless 
in the long run. For Russia, this means that 
internal inter-group confrontation will continue 
uninterrupted, as it has been for centuries. 
For the western world, a new security issue 
emerges in the form of bellicose anti-Russian 
partisan groups with actual combat experience 
and political visibility, which may even lead 
the way to larger militarisation of the Eurasian 

region. Although promising at first sight, the 
case of Russians fighting against Russia is 
unfortunately not a sweet 2in1 shortcut for 
helping Ukraine prevail, while taking Russia 
closer to a democratic turn. Rather than offering 
unconditional support for such amateur anti-
regime forces, the west should be careful not 
to feed the very Russian problem it is trying to 
tackle in Ukraine. Whatever we may be able to 
do for Ukraine, helping the people of Russia is 
a different story. There are no winners in a war 
of narratives rooted in the lack of consensus on 
desired outcomes.

The insight into Russian units fighting on 
Ukraine’s side has shown that one way to direct 
the ongoing war of arms is to influence the 
war of narratives about Russia’s own future

Rather than offering unconditional support 
for such amateur anti-regime forces, the west 
should be careful not to feed the very Russian 
problem it is trying to tackle in Ukraine
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