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What are the Key Drivers of
Diaspora-Making? A New Project
at the CMR
Ukrainians and Belarusians in
Poland

investigates

The political mobilisation of diasporas is an
increasingly important part of the social
science research agenda. The study of how
cycles of mobilisation shape diaspora-
making processes and affect diasporic
relations with host and home countries is
crucial to every specific case. Understanding
diasporas simply as products of migration
and ethnic/national groups abroad has long
been criticised for having a static and
essentialist undertone. With this criticism in
mind, , uses
elements of social movement studies to
develop a comparative research of
mobilisation processes among Belarusian
and Ukrainian populations in Poland. This
issue of Spotlight is dedicated to explaining
how this project addresses those complex
issues.

Protest in front of the Russian embassy in Warsaw on the
anniversary of the full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine, February
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Introduction

Ukrainians and Belarusians are the two
largest non-Polish groups residing in Poland.
These populations have a complex history
and multi-layered structure as they include
authentic ethnic minorities, economic
migrants, and refugees. Those groups have
varying relationships with their homelands
and the host country. Moreover, in recent
years, their homelands have experienced
dramatic and challenging events. Ukraine
has rebelled against the consolidating
authoritarian rule of Viktor Yanukovych in
2013-14 and faced the Russian aggression
that escalated into the full-scale war in 2022.
This war has displaced millions of
Ukrainians, with many of them choosing
Poland as their new home. As the war rages,
it is unclear how many of these people will
return, or whether they will. They continue,
however, to support their homeland’s war
effort against the Russian aggressor through
various campaigns and initiatives, ranging
from street actions to lobbying for sanctions
and arms supplies. After decades of
authoritarian rule by Aliaksander
Lukashenka, Belarusians protested the
fraudulent 2020 elections. Despite mass
mobilisation and country-wide protests, the
regime has managed to suppress dissent,
causing a mass exodus of Belarusians to the
European Union, with Poland being one of
the main destinations. Being largely isolated

from the homeland, Belarusians have
actively protested against Lukashenka’s
support of Russia’s war against Ukraine.
Thus, those large and diverse groups
undergo constant transformations that
require ongoing updates and systematic
analysis. To address this, a new project, ‘The
Making of Diasporas: The Power of

Mobilising Frames, Social Networks, and

Decolonisation Discourses. A Comparative

Study of Belarusians and Ukrainians in
Poland (DIAMOND)’ (funded by the National
Science Center in Poland, UMO-
2024/53/B/HS5/01665) has been launched
at the Centre of Migration Research this

year. It employs an innovative
methodological framework and aims to test
key concepts within diaspora and social
movement studies.

Diaspora as Social Movement

Previous approaches in diaspora studies
have been largely focused on the basis of
diaspora formation or on the definition of
the social and cultural features a group must
have to be considered a diaspora. Prominent
scholars in diaspora studies provided a
detailed historical analysis of these bases,
defining different types of diasporas such as
victim, imperial, trade and cultural diasporas
(see Cohen 2008), or offered a detailed list
of diaspora features including originality,
dispersion, group solidarity, and belief in the


https://www.migracje.uw.edu.pl/projects/the-making-of-diasporas-the-power-of-mobilising-frames-social-networks-and-decolonisation-discourses-a-comparative-study-of-belarusians-and-ukrainians-in-poland-diamond/
https://www.migracje.uw.edu.pl/projects/the-making-of-diasporas-the-power-of-mobilising-frames-social-networks-and-decolonisation-discourses-a-comparative-study-of-belarusians-and-ukrainians-in-poland-diamond/
https://www.migracje.uw.edu.pl/projects/the-making-of-diasporas-the-power-of-mobilising-frames-social-networks-and-decolonisation-discourses-a-comparative-study-of-belarusians-and-ukrainians-in-poland-diamond/
https://www.migracje.uw.edu.pl/projects/the-making-of-diasporas-the-power-of-mobilising-frames-social-networks-and-decolonisation-discourses-a-comparative-study-of-belarusians-and-ukrainians-in-poland-diamond/
https://www.migracje.uw.edu.pl/projects/the-making-of-diasporas-the-power-of-mobilising-frames-social-networks-and-decolonisation-discourses-a-comparative-study-of-belarusians-and-ukrainians-in-poland-diamond/
https://www.migracje.uw.edu.pl/projects/the-making-of-diasporas-the-power-of-mobilising-frames-social-networks-and-decolonisation-discourses-a-comparative-study-of-belarusians-and-ukrainians-in-poland-diamond/
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/mono/10.4324/9780203928943/global-diasporas-robin-cohen

eventual return to the homeland (see Safran
1991). These and similar approaches have
been criticised as understanding diasporas
as stable entities and also as having features
of essentialism. To overcome these
limitations, we argue that a diaspora should
be perceived as a socio-political collective
actor and be concerned with the ways
people become mobilised for particular
causes (this approach was promoted by, i.e.,
Martin _Sokefeld (2006)). The attention is
paid to diaspora agency, which means to the

diaspora is considered as an interest group,
actor of transnational processes, and active
player on the political scene (Quinsaat
2018). The project is innovative by providing
a systemic study of diaspora-making
processes through political mobilization in
response to the critical events in the country
of origin, such as internal conflict or war.
Following  this  approach, the
DIAMOND project focuses on the systematic
investigation of the ways of mobilising of
Ukrainians and Belarusians in Poland, which
shape those communities, and affect their
internal structures, relationships with each
other, with their homelands, and the host
countries and societies. In its investigation,
the project will pay specific attention to
mobilising frames, or ideas or
interpretations, that cause people to join a
collective action or campaign. Moreover, we
will trace what organisations have emerged
after each cycle of mobilisation since 2010.
Such a timeframe is selected to trace
changes since the election of Viktor
Yanukovych in Ukraine and the contested re-
election of Aliaksander Lukashenka in

Belarus. The focus on the evolving situation,
with the ultimate escalation to the level of a
full-scale Russian-Ukrainian War, with the
regime in Belarus acting as an ally of Russia,
will allow us to unpack a wide range of
problems: dynamic and changing internal
structures within the selected populations,
their relationships with each other, with the
country of origin, and the host country.
Moreover, the study will address previously
prevalent approaches in post-Soviet and
East Slavic diaspora studies, as well as the
role of diasporas in decolonisation.

The end of the ‘post-Soviet’ and
decolonisation

The traditions of thought and critical inquiry
associated with  postcolonialism and
decoloniality are long-standing and diverse
(Bhambra 2014). There is an ongoing debate

about whether postcolonial theory—which
seeks to challenge global knowledge
production by acknowledging colonialism as
a key element of both global history and the
contemporary world—is adequately
equipped to address the roots and
consequences of Russia’s aggression against
Ukraine and the less visible but equally
devastating experiences of societies such as
Belarus, where processes like Russification
have been central, a topic that gained
urgency after 24 February 2022. A tendency
to adopt a decolonial lens, often seen as
more radical and activist in orientation, can
be observed (Byford et al. 2024;
Shchyttsova and Korablyova 2024). Other
authors prefer a postcolonial approach that

is more firmly embedded in scholarship on
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the post-Soviet context, understanding
postcoloniality as an analytical term that
describes the historical situation after
colonialism, in which structures and
discourses of the past remain an important
element of the present and generate the
need for social responses (Moore 2001;
Jaroszewicz et al. 2025; Bogatova 2025).

Diasporas are widely acknowledged as
key agents of post-colonial change (Demir
2022). However, most studies focus on
diasporas in the Global South, while the role
of diasporas in decolonisation processes in
Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) in recent
years is still overlooked. In the context of
Eastern Europe, postcolonial scholars argue
that the region occupies a liminal space
between “colonizer and colonized,”
complicating traditional models of empire
and resistance (Huigen and Kotodziejczyk
2024; Gati 2023). Diaspora communities
from Eastern Europe illustrate how people

navigate fractured histories, uneven
transitions, and shifting senses of home, as
internal hierarchies of otherness and post-
Soviet conditioning shape both identity and
mobility (Baki¢-Hayden 1992; Owczarzak
2009).

The Belarusian and  Ukrainian

diasporas were historically actively involved
in the struggle for the independence of their
countries of origin. Their participation in the
Anti-Bolshevik Bloc of Nations is one such
example. However, after the collapse of the
USSR, these countries of origin went in
diverging directions. While the consolidation
of the authoritarian regime in Belarus led to
the diaspora's limited role in decolonisation,

in the case of Ukraine, the diaspora played a
key role in consolidating national historical
narratives, establishing state institutions,
and ensuring the transition of power
through democratic mechanisms
(Kozachenko, 2019).

In the broader sense, decolonisation

refers to the deep-rooted consequences of
colonial rule, its legacies, and the
contemporary continuities of colonialism,
including those in the cultural sphere and
activities undertaken to overcome the
legacies of colonialism (Ahmad, 1995;
Chakrabarty, 1992). Sovereignty and
statehood do not necessarily lead to

cultural, economic, political, or
psychological independence. Therefore, we
acknowledge postcolonial traces and
decolonisation processes as related to a
much broader scope of issues than the
achievement and maintenance of statehood
and sovereignty. CEE remains a particular
region when looking through the prism of
postcolonial theory. However, most scholars
recognise that, under imperial rule,
partitions by Russia, and domination by its
successor, the Soviet Union, the region also
remains a ‘second world’, a post-socialist
semi-periphery left to area studies rather
than a fully-fledged object of postcolonial
studies. The Russian aggression against
Ukraine created what Maria Mélksoo (2022)
calls ‘a decolonising moment of sorts’, as

CEE states and societies have started taking
the ‘moral and practical lead’ in supporting
Ukraine and thus asserting their own
agency. Moreover, the ongoing war points
to the irrelevance of the previously standard
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‘post-Soviet’ frame, which was widely used
and reproduced in migration and diaspora
studies. The DIAMOND project will explore

emerging social and political forms and
constellations  within  Ukrainian  and
Belarusian diasporic contexts, aiming to
develop a new explanatory line and trace the
role of diasporas in decolonisation but also
their wider entanglements in different
postcolonial constellations. Considering the
divergent situations of the two countries of
origin, their respective timelines of
important events, and, respectively, unique
drivers of diasporic mobilisation, the study
of these two populations in Poland provides
a unique opportunity for cross-checks,
comparisons, and theory-building.

The challenges of the Digital Age

The effects of the Digital Revolution can be
felt in every aspect of contemporary life. Not
surprisingly, new media play a crucial role
for both diasporas and social movements.
Regarding the latter, as Manuel Castells
(2013) once said, they allow for the effective
mobilisation and creation of ‘horizontal

networks of solidarity’. Thus, our particular
ambition is to reveal the effective, as well as
durable, mechanisms of diasporic
mobilisation in the Digital Age. The project
will allow for the identification of the role of
new media in diaspora mobilisation
processes. To achieve this, alongside
ethnographic research of online diasporic
spaces, the project  will deploy
computational social science techniques.
Social network analysis (SNA) will focus on

the connectivity among diasporic social
media groups. As our focus is on diaspora
groups or collective actors, those would be
treated as a seed set of nodes with further
investigation of links or edges connecting
them. These links are constituted by shared
membership, comments and reactions.
Moreover, acknowledging the role of
emotions in social movement studies, the
project will deploy sentiment analysis (SA) to
the corpora constituted by comments within
online groups. This will allow us to
investigate the relationships between
mobilising frames and emotions. Overall,
this innovative element of the project aims
to provide nuanced insights into diasporic
connectivity.

Summary

As the outcomes of the Russian-Ukrainian
war remain unclear, the emerging diasporas
already play an important role in the life of
the Polish society. The DIAMOND project will
contribute to a better understanding of life
and the diaspora-making process among
Ukrainians and Belarusians in Poland. It will
test theorisations on diaspora, national
belonging, decolonisation, and digital
connectivity  with  diverse  empirical
evidence. Considering its innovative
conceptual and methodological framework,
the project will serve as a crucial scholarly
update in the dramatic period of European
history.
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