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“I am still in shock from this bloody war. I could not have imagined such a thing in a terrible
dream. Why did Putin attack [Ukraine]? I'm against it, that's why I left right away,” a Russian
citizen working as an IT specialist at a major international firm said in a pub in central
London.

“I go home periodically,” the middle-aged man continued, gesticulating as he spoke to his
drinking companion. “I have an apartment and my beloved dacha. I have to take care of them.
Once Putin is gone, I'll come back.”

“You still have some time to make up your mind — either you stay in exile... Or you return
home. And both, most likely, forever,” replied his friend — a foreigner who, throughout his
long career at a major energy company, had worked in the Middle East, Latin America and
Russia. 
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He continued: “Get ready, for the authorities will soon make enemies out of those who left,”
continued his friend, who looked to be closer to 60 years old.

The two men looked at each other before turning toward me. We clinked glasses, took a sip of
Kilkenny ale, and moved on to discussing the latest English Premier League match.

This conversation took place just a year and a half ago, in January 2023. 

Since then, that optimistic IT professional, who still has to pass through border control at the
Moscow airport with great anxiety every time he visits his parents and his dacha in the
Moscow countryside, has had less and less reason to be optimistic.

Over the past year and a half, the Kremlin has taken a sharp turn in its rhetoric and actions
toward dissenters. 

In the fall of 2023, President Vladimir Putin said that no one is forbidding the estimated 1
million citizens who left Russia because they opposed the war from returning home.

Yet shortly after invading Ukraine in 2022, the former KGB agent railed against the “traitors”
who he said were among the tens of thousands of Russians who had left, saying: “Any people,
and especially the Russian people, will always be able to distinguish the true patriots from the
scum and the traitors, and just to spit them out like a midge that accidentally flew into their
mouths."
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Judging by the later speeches of both Putin and high-ranking officials who have embraced
this topic, the line between a person who simply left the country and a traitor is a blurry one.

Just this spring, the Kremlin called on educated and affluent young people to return home and
get jobs in the IT sector or start their own businesses.

“Russians who have left at some point will return after some time. Because it is more exciting
to do business here anyway. We have more opportunities. Home is always more reliable... This
is a normal process,” Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov said.

But even as the Kremlin has called on citizens to return and officials have repeatedly
acknowledged the critical shortage of highly qualified specialists in various professions, the
Russian regime has also been developing a database of citizens who left the country in 2022
and 2023, journalists reported earlier this month.

These are individuals who have become unreliable in the eyes of the regime because they went
abroad following the invasion of Ukraine or the fall 2022 mobilization. A separate segment
consists of individuals who hold opposition views.

Just this week, these reports were confirmed when the Interior Ministry proposed creating a
database of Russians who left after the invasion as part of a new strategy to combat
extremism.
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Yesterday, I received a distressed text message from the very same IT guy from the London
bar. He was very anxious, literally beside himself. He wrote that he was now afraid to go to
Moscow and didn’t understand how to sell his real estate. 

His fear is justified. He, a highly qualified, highly paid specialist, is now a potential extremist
in the eyes of the Russian regime. An extremist because he did not agree with the invasion and
chose to live and work abroad. And hundreds of thousands of Russians are in the same
situation as him.

The Kremlin has been working to cultivate the idea that a fifth column and internal enemies
seek to destroy the country from inside out since long before its full-scale invasion of
Ukraine, and even before the annexation of Crimea. The law on so-called “foreign agents”
was passed in 2012 following the mass protests against Putin's return to the presidency.

Following Putin's return to the throne that year, his regime swiftly took on authoritarian
traits, cracking down on dissenters with increasing severity. At the same time, the state was
taking aim at a growing list of social, religious and ethnic groups. Starting with more niche
communities — LGBTQ+ people, Indigenous rights activists, Jehovah's Witnesses, opposition
politicians, independent journalists — the regime gradually started to go after larger and
larger groups. 

The Russian army’s Feb. 24, 2022, invasion of Ukraine and the backlash it sparked from many
Russians has created a new group that is unprecedented in scale for modern Russia. It consists
of once-apolitical citizens who, along with politicians, activists, journalists and other anti-
war citizens, dared to speak out and even leave the country in opposition to the war. 

This group is already under attack by the regime for its anti-war stance. They explicitly risk
losing their property in Russia, as well as being left without a passport when they expire.
Returning home would expose them to punishment up to and including prison. 

While Russian society is just realizing what has happened, I have no doubt that the regime is
already choosing a new victim and plotting a new round of internal escalation.

The views expressed in opinion pieces do not necessarily reflect the position of The Moscow
Times.
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