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Introduction: From Internationalism 
to Transnationalism

bradley a. gorski and philip gleissner

As we enter the third year of Vladimir Putin’s brutal and unprovoked 
war against Ukraine, it may seem an odd time to think about trans-
national movements sparked by the 1917 Russian Revolution. But it 
is precisely at such moments of isolationism, xenophobia, and rising 
nationalism that we need to examine alternative ways of being, to recall 
the hopes and possibilities that drive cross-border movements and 
create hybrid identities. Indeed, new transnational imaginaries often 
coincide with isolation, separatist tendencies, and state violence. When 
Russia launched its full-scale invasion on 24 February 2022, borders 
closed and travel (not to mention archival research) became more diffi-
cult. The invasion itself was based on a delusion of Russian exceptional-
ism and a paranoid fear of Ukraine’s increasing openness to the West. 
The Ukrainian people have suffered immeasurably because of that 
delusion and paranoia. But Ukraine has only become more a part of the 
“collective West” (as Putin often characterizes his “true” enemy). Flows 
of refugees, monetary aid, and military support have criss-crossed the 
Ukrainian border. The war has forged one of the strongest international 
alliances in recent memory to impose sanctions on Russia and support 
the Ukrainian cause. Even Russia, despite its increasing isolationism, 
has become more transnational, not less, as a wave of conscientious 
objectors settled abroad in the first months of the war, and another wave 
fled mobilization in October 2022. Nearby capitals from Tbilisi to Tal-
linn have been overrun with Russian citizens, who still maintain ties –  
economic, informational, affective – with those within Russia proper. 
New transnational solidarities have been formed, often with Ukrainian 
artists and activists in the lead, that are rallying support from interna-
tional organizations and allies from around the world. Far from stamp-
ing out personal and economic transnationalism, Russian brutality has 
made such ties more important than ever.
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Red Migrations looks back across the century to the aftermath of the 
1917 Revolution as a very different moment of intensive transnational 
connectivity to understand what previous movements, networks, and 
solidarities might have to offer us today. What emerges is a complex 
constellation of transnationalism that cuts against two dominant nar-
ratives of the post-revolutionary moment. The first, characteristic of 
traditional émigré studies, frames the revolution as a rupture, a break-
ing of ties between Russia and the rest of the world. That narrative, as 
we argue below, was long at the heart of the discipline of Slavic and 
East European Studies as it grew up among the binary thinking of the 
Cold War. An important counternarrative, which has attracted renewed 
scholarly attention in recent decades, centres on the Communist Inter-
national and the Soviet Union’s ambitions for world revolution. That 
counternarrative, however, tells only part of the story. At least as impor-
tant as the Soviet state, we argue, were the transnational movements 
and networks of individuals motivated by desires, hopes, fears, and 
affections. For this reason, Red Migrations proposes a third way of think-
ing about spatial displacement after 1917 – through the lens of transna-
tionalism – in order to expand the two paradigms of traditional émigré 
studies and Soviet internationalism. Red Migrations sees mobility after 
1917 as infused with the hopes of world revolution and activated by 
protean networks of individuals, institutions, geographies, and ideas. 
It is a version of leftist internationalism, but informed by theories of 
transnationalism: an internationalism from below.

The Revolution and World Culture

The decade immediately following the revolution – the 1920s – was one 
of intense intercultural ferment. Although initial hopes that the 1917 
Revolution would immediately spark a worldwide communist con-
flagration were stymied when Polish forces repelled the Red Cavalry 
in 1921, the Third Communist International, or Comintern, founded 
two years earlier, actively developed communist parties throughout 
the world. This political internationalism was always accompanied 
by cultural analogues. Maxim Gorky founded the “World Literature” 
publishing house immediately after the revolution. By 1920, Anatoly 
Lunacharsky, the People’s Commissar of Enlightenment, had found  
himself head of a (short-lived) Kul’tintern or Cultural International. 
Later, at the Fourth Comintern Conference, Lunacharsky would pro-
pose an equally short-lived Literary International. In 1927, under the 
auspices of the Russian Association of Proletarian Writers (RAPP) and 
the International Bureau of Revolutionary Literature (Mezhdunarodnoe 



Introduction: From Internationalism to Transnationalism 5

biuro revoliutsionnoi literatury, MBRL), Moscow hosted the First Inter-
national Conference of Proletarian and Revolutionary Writers, with 
attendees from fourteen countries. Early the following year, the Herald of 
Foreign Literature (Vestnik inostrannoi literatury) began publication, with 
Lunacharsky as its chief editor. In Berlin, the International Workers’ Aid 
Organization or Mezhrabpom was formed; it soon focused its efforts on 
its film studio, which would connect not only German and Soviet film-
makers but also other representatives of leftist world cinema.1

The 1930s are usually remembered as the decade in which Stalin’s 
“socialism in one country” won out over the hope for world revolu-
tion. (Indeed, by the late 1930s world revolution had become associ-
ated with the Trotskyite “left opposition.”) But on the cultural front, 
the 1930s were perhaps even more international than the 1920s. In 1931 
the journal Literature of the World Revolution (Literatura mirovoi revoliut-
sii) launched, continuing the work of Herald of Foreign Literature, and 
changing its name to International Literature the following year. Associ-
ated now with the newly founded International Association of Revo-
lutionary Writers (Mezhdunardonyoe ob’’ednienie revoliutsionnykh 
pisatelei, MORP), the successor organization of MRBL, it maintained 
its commitment (for the time being) to publishing a broad array of lit-
erature in first four and then six world languages.2

The anti-imperialist play Roar China, which Sergei Tretiakov had writ-
ten after his own travels east, premiered in Moscow and then travelled 
the world from New York to Guangzhou.3 In fact, as Soviet cultural pol-
icy narrowed towards the adoption of socialist realism in 1934, cultural 
leftism spread around the globe in sometimes planned and sometimes 
unexpected ways. The Communist Party of the United States founded 
John Reed Clubs as havens for proletarian literature, while the New 
York–based émigré newspaper The Russian Voice – and its literary editor 
David Burliuk – actively cultivated Russian-language leftist poetry in 
the US (see chapter 11 in this volume). In 1935 in Paris, the Comintern 
sponsored the anti-fascist First Conference for the Defence of Culture; a 
Second Conference would follow in 1937, at the very peak of the Stalin-
ist terror at home. Leftist cultural institutions also moved farther afield; 
for example, the Marxist Workers School (MASCH), expelled from Ber-
lin in 1933, was reimagined by its visionary director as a workers’ school 
in Mexico City (chapter 12 below), and the Indian Progressive Writers’ 
Association convened its inaugural conference in Lucknow in 1936.4

This cultural ferment of the 1930s was inextricable from the diffusion 
of political leftism in the same decade. As the Soviet vision of world 
revolution faded, different leftist political imaginaries took hold in 
various parts of the world. Mao Zedong’s peasant-focused collectivism 
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had found popularity in the southeastern Chinese province of Jiangxi, 
where he was elected chairman of a semi-autonomous “Soviet Repub-
lic” amid growing political instability in the country. The American 
communist Harry Haywood enthusiastically adopted what he called 
the “Black Belt” thesis, which argued that African Americans within 
the US constituted an oppressed nation. The Russian-Jewish poet Osip 
Mandelshtam interviewed an emerging communist leader from French 
Indochina, who would later take on the name Ho Chi Minh, and heard 
in his words “not European culture, but the culture of the future … the 
approach of tomorrow, the oceanic silence of universal brotherhood.”5 
In Britain, a small group of influential Trotskyists lamented the aban-
donment of world revolution and what they saw as Stalin’s betrayal of 
leftist ideals. One member of the group, the Trinidadian historian C.L.R. 
James, wrote the first book-length study of the Comintern, World Revo-
lution, 1917–1936, which appeared in 1937. For James, these decades 
represented Moscow’s best attempt to disseminate communist politics 
and culture throughout the world.6 But it is not James’s story, nor any 
of the other stories sketched above that has dominated the study of East 
European cultural or political transnationalism in the 1920s and 1930s. 
That story has been dominated by the so-called white émigrés.

White Culture, White Politics

The First World War, the Revolution, and the Russian Civil War dis-
placed an enormous number of Russians, anywhere between one and 
three million according to various estimates by international organiza-
tions conducted in the early 1920s.7 Although many were prisoners of 
war who were eventually repatriated, nearly a million remained abroad 
permanently.8 This “first wave” of Russian emigration, as it came to be 
called, shaped the interwar and even post-war Western imagination of 
both Russia and the Soviet Union. It was often suggested that “Russia 
Abroad” at this time was a more authentic version of Russia than that 
which had fallen to the Bolsheviks.9 “The revolution and the civil war 
split Russia in two – literally and figuratively,” Marc Raeff wrote in the 
opening of his classic study Russia Abroad. “One lost the very name 
of Russia and became first the RSFSR and then the USSR; the other, 
defeated by Lenin’s government, rejecting and escaping the newly cre-
ated RSFSR, constituted itself into a Russia beyond the borders, Rus-
sia Abroad.”10 Here, characteristically, the two Russias are presented as 
vying for legitimacy (Russia “split in two”), but the advantage is clear: 
one has transformed itself into a changing series of acronyms, while the 
other still constitutes “Russia,” only now beyond borders.
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A more recent book by Greta Slobin invokes the same binary oppo-
sition and assigns the groups their now familiar colours: “The Octo-
ber Revolution of 1917 and ensuing Civil War divided the citizens of 
the Russian Empire into the Reds and the Whites, creating a political 
schism.”11 In this framing, it is the whites who constituted the authentic 
Russia beyond borders, Russia Abroad.12 It is true that many of those 
fleeing the revolution had some affiliation with the White Army (the 
Great Soviet Encyclopaedia was happy to claim, dubiously, that “within 
the white émigré community there are at least 1,000,000 participants in 
the White Army”) and that others were monarchists – the political affili-
ation most directly associated with the term “whites.”13 But the emigra-
tion was much more diverse than this description allows. Burliuk, for 
instance, an anarchist, painter, and Futurist poet who found his way to 
New York, where he worked for “a firmly Soviet newspaper” in what 
he called “the country of predatory capitalism,” would be counted 
among the first wave and by implication the white émigrés, as would 
many Social Democrats, Mensheviks, and other leftists.14 Chapter 5 in 
this volume addresses this ambivalence of the first wave, which often 
maintained a surprising openness towards continued association with 
the Soviet state.

Researchers often acknowledge this political diversity, yet it is com-
monly downplayed in the historical narrative and all but lost in the popu-
lar imagination. Gleb Struve’s encyclopaedic Russian Literature in Exile 
(Russkaia literatura v izgnanii, 1959) features a thorough index of émigré 
personalities, including many who appear in this volume: Shklovsky, 
Ehrenburg, Gorky, and even Burliuk. The protagonists of the narrative 
part of Struve’s book, however, are different: the firmly anti-Soviet writ-
ers Ivan Bunin, Dmitry Merezhkovskii, Vladislav Khodasevich, Zinaida 
Gippius, Viacheslav Ivanov, and so on. When Bunin gave his 1924 speech, 
“The Mission of the Russian Emigration,” he noted that there were three 
million Russians in emigration but suggested excluding from that num-
ber any who might be secret supporters or even sympathizers of the 
Soviet Union and who had found their way abroad only “in order to 
shame us in front of foreigners and to sow discord.”15 Belonging to the 
true Russian emigration, in other words, was determined by political 
affiliations and was arbitrated by powerful cultural figures.

This exclusive community had a mission, as Bunin further elabo-
rated: to be a “threatening sign to the world and capable fighters for 
the eternal, divine fundamentals of human existence that nowadays, 
not only in Russia, but everywhere have been shaken.”16 For Bunin, 
as for many of the influential figures of the first wave, the revolution 
was a downfall of biblical proportions, and embracing it was a sin. 
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Emigration, he proposed, was a matter of choice, a demonstration of 
rejection at the price of leaving everything that was once held dear. The 
fashioning of exilic reality as a moral choice among the white émigrés is 
nowhere as pronounced as in the slogan “We are not in exile; we are on 
a mission” (“My ne v izgnanii, my v poslanii,” commonly ascribed to 
Merezhkovskii and Gippius, although it originated in a 1927 poem by 
Nina Berberova).17 As the white émigrés’ self-fashioning was embraced 
in scholarly works, that slogan became something of a truism, synthe-
sizing ideological uniformity and political commitment that framed 
migration in moral terms, as a deliberate act of negating the revolution.

But if emigration was a political statement, it was often oversimpli-
fied into the “absolute rejection of the Bolshevik regime.” And it was 
also expressed primarily through culture – specifically a high, largely 
literary culture, which saw itself as detached from politics.18 “Culture, 
for the Russian émigrés,” writes Raeff,

was an essential aspect of their national identity, of the identity as edu-
cated, at whatever level, Russian people. It consisted of all those manifes-
tations of … “high” culture: the literary, artistic, and scientific or scholarly 
creations of the nation, which are promulgated by such institutions as 
church, school, theater, books and journals, informal clubs, societies, and 
organizations. In all of these manifestations, however, there was a specifi-
cally Russian identity.19

This assertion that culture, not politics, constituted the core of Russia Abroad 
is at the centre of many such accounts.20 Indeed, the priority of an authentic 
culture untouched by the volatile politics of the twentieth century became 
an essential aspect of the Russian emigration’s self-fashioning. Vladimir 
Nabokov, perhaps the English language’s most forceful spokesperson for 
this view, would later write that “a work of art has no importance whatever 
to society.”21 But of course, culture is important to society, and it is politi-
cal. Indeed, the politics of the Soviet Union, where culture could not be 
divorced from politics, was the major (and political!) reason why the white 
emigration insisted on a culture that rejected politics.22

The vehement denial of politics was a political stance in itself. More-
over, the fixation on the “whiteness” and cultural purity of the first 
wave of the Russian emigration carried significant political baggage.23 
And that baggage has, to a large extent, defined not only émigré stud-
ies but the field of Slavic and East European Studies more broadly. In 
the post–Second World War period, many of the white émigrés and 
their descendants made their way across the Atlantic just at the time 
when the US was ramping up both its funding for area studies and 
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its anti-communist messaging. The white émigré narrative of a pure 
culture disinterested in politics (aside from an “absolute rejection of the 
Bolshevik regime”) found fertile ground in the burgeoning field of Slavic 
Studies. Many early Slavic departments employed or were founded by 
white émigré scholars and teachers, and the field’s major publications, 
according to a recent meta-analysis, showed a marked tendency in the 
post-war decades for discussions of “high,” largely pre-revolutionary, 
culture as detached from direct political concerns.24

Without denying the many invaluable contributions to Russian and 
world culture made by the first wave of Russian émigrés, Red Migra-
tions is meant, in part, as a corrective to the mythology and mystique 
of the white émigré narrative. It interrogates the very roots of Slavic 
Studies in North America in order to reconceptualize this originary 
moment as something more open, diverse, and progressive. While émi-
gré studies (and diaspora studies more broadly) posit movements as 
unidirectional – which, in this case, means away from Soviet Russia – Red 
Migrations sees multidirectional and overlapping trajectories: of emis-
saries sent from the young Soviet Union; of idealists, journalists, and 
workers attracted to the socialist project; and of émigrés and exiles who 
later decided to return. Where the white émigré narrative is driven by 
the single-minded flight from political persecution, Red Migrations sees 
both attraction and repulsion, desire and fear, hope and need as drivers 
of transnational movements in the years after 1917. By questioning the 
monolithic vision of the white emigration and introducing a broader 
spectrum of political allegiances, geographical movements, and inter-
national networks, Red Migrations brings to light the long-overlooked 
diversity at the very heart of the field’s emergence.

Internationalism as Counternarrative

As a counterbalance to the white émigré narrative, socialist modes of 
global mobility have gained significant scholarly attention in recent 
decades. Such accounts inevitably start with the Comintern, Moscow’s 
project for forging an international alliance of communists in the 1920s 
and 1930s. In these decades, Moscow became – in Katerina Clark’s pro-
vocative phrase – “the fourth Rome,” but not because of the Stalinist 
doctrine of socialism in one country, the increasingly paranoid repres-
sions, or even the military build-up to war. In fact, it became a global 
centre despite all of these tendencies and because it encouraged cul-
tural and aesthetic exchanges that intersected with an idealistic inter-
nationalism in a moment of increasing oppression of leftist politics by 
the emerging fascist regimes of Europe. The recent volume Comintern 
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Aesthetics highlights this inner contradiction of socialist organizing 
across national borders in the 1930s: the Comintern’s “subservience to 
Soviet state interests and Stalinist realpolitik,” on one hand, and, on 
the other, its “unrealized and perhaps unrealizable dream: to balance 
centripetal control with local struggle, internationalism, and national-
ism.”25 Art and literature that were internationalist in either their orga-
nizational practices or their aesthetics, that volume argues, embodied 
the spirit of the Comintern, creating an alternative network of world 
culture that decentred traditional hubs, especially Paris. But, as the edi-
tors note, “the sheer variety of contexts … made clear the pitfalls of sim-
ply replacing the Parisian centre with a Muscovite one.”26 The culture 
of the world revolution, albeit heavily shaped by the Soviet Union, was 
in reality polycentric.

By focusing on mobility and transnational networks and treating 
the Comintern as only one of many factors in cross-border pursuits, 
we aim to further broaden the discussion of global leftist culture. Even 
the Soviet Union itself often played an affective role that went beyond 
the institutional efforts of the Comintern. For many it was a beacon 
of hope. It embodied the promise that revolutionary change was pos-
sible, it supported the anti-colonial struggle, and – as large swathes of 
Europe descended into economic depression and fascism – it offered a 
model of a more just society. Publications around the world – some with 
direct financial or logistical support from the Soviet Union through the 
Comintern, others independently – celebrated the revolution and called 
on working people from the Americas to East Asia to think in new ways 
about economic and social justice. Emissaries from the Soviet Union 
travelled throughout the world, some of them agitating for revolution, 
others cultivating cultural ties, many doing both. These travellers pop-
ulate the following chapters – Roman Utkin, for instance, introduces 
the reader to Ilya Ehrenburg, Andrei Bely, and Viktor Shklovsky as they 
contemplate, not without ideological ambivalence, returning from Ber-
lin to the Soviet Union (chapter 5); Serguei Oushakine follows Sergei 
Eisenstein, Grigorii Aleksandrov, and Eduard Tisse as they meet Walt 
Disney and Charlie Chaplin in Hollywood (chapter 1); and Michael 
Kunichika traces Nikolai Aseev’s trip through Europe, where he meets, 
among others, Maxim Gorky, whose villa in Sorrento serves as a hub of 
the red migrants (chapter 9).

What unites the chapters of this volume is that they put mobility itself 
at the centre, demonstrating how the temporary and long-term move-
ments of artists, culture workers, and cultural theorists and the concrete 
mechanisms of cultural exchange around them shaped their ideologies, 
social theories, and artistic practices. For many of those drawn towards 
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the Soviet centre, the institutions of internationalism provided a justifica-
tion and an infrastructure to pursue a wide variety of projects. In the 1920s 
and especially the 1930s – the period at the core of the phenomenon Clark 
describes as Moscow’s role as the “fourth Rome” – the country hosted trav-
ellers and migrants from the world over. Prominent Marxists like Georg 
Lukács and Antonio Gramsci came to study at the Marx-Engels Institute, 
but the institute also attracted lesser-known figures whose trajectories and 
contributions are explored in this volume for the first time, such as the 
British Communist Ralph Fox (chapter 7) and the Hungarian Dadaist and 
Marxist theoretician Janos Mácza (chapter 2). Others were interested in the 
Soviet Union as a land supposedly free of prejudice, where Black American 
workers like Margaret Glasgow and Robert Robinson could form an iden-
tity not entirely determined by race (chapter 10) and where communists 
and fellow travellers like Arthur Koestler and Langston Hughes could 
negotiate the relative values of social boundaries (chapter 6). 

Chapters in this volume that are less engaged with physical reloca-
tion trace the parallel and concurrent circulation of ideas, cultural forms, 
and even language, as in Trevor Wilson’s chapter on the cross-border 
exchanges and publication of late socialist works on Marxist philosophy 
(chapter 4), Elizabeth Stern’s chapter on the import of socialist realist bal-
let to the GDR (chapter 3), and Edward Tyerman’s discussion of Chinese 
migrant workers as a literary trope (chapter 8). What unites all these con-
tributions is that they reveal how neither the paradigm of (white) émigré 
studies nor the focus on Comintern internationalism in isolation allows 
for an exhaustive treatment of mobilities to, from, and around the Soviet 
Union in the twentieth century.

Internationalism, Cosmopolitanism, Transnationalism

Using the tension between émigré studies and research on socialist 
internationalism as its point of departure, Red Migrations straddles two 
ongoing and vibrant scholarly conversations in distinct fields. The first, 
in Slavic Studies, re-examines the role of the Soviet Union on the world 
stage, especially in the interwar period and, to some extent, also after 
the Second World War. The second, in Migration Studies, addresses 
the urgent need to understand transnational movements and how 
they interact with interpersonal networks, economic drivers, politi-
cal exigencies, and desires. Each of these debates has helped focus the 
research in this volume, not least by generating a scholarly vocabulary 
that can be loosely grouped around three key concepts that are essential 
for understanding movements across borders in this time period: inter-
nationalism, cosmopolitanism, and transnationalism.
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Internationalism figured prominently in communist thought long 
before the Bolshevik Revolution, and in the post-1917 era it became 
the favoured label for the vision of a world revolution – sponsored by 
the Comintern – that would spread from Moscow to Europe and soon 
around the world. The Comintern’s internationalism, as noted earlier, 
was a constant negotiation between an aspiration to “horizontal affini-
ties across the lines of nation, race and culture” and a desire for central 
control.27 Some, like Tyerman, see this negotiation as a productive ten-
sion “between the theoretical power of a Soviet-centric perspective on 
global history and the need for forms of translation and localized inter-
pretation.”28 Others, like Brigitte Studer, see the Comintern’s efforts at 
solidarity as flawed, at best “hierarchical but polycentric.”29 In its “turn 
to Stalinist centralization” in the late 1920s, the organization became 
increasingly unforgiving towards local variation in political positions.30 
Indeed, “internationalism,” in Clark’s estimation, was used at times as 
little more than “a euphemism for the cause of Soviet ideological hege-
mony throughout the world” and the violence that entailed.31 Amelia 
Glaser and Steven Lee argue that in order to resist “the overall trend 
towards centralization” within the internationalist framework, scholars 
should “emphasize local agency against notions of the Comintern as 
monolith.”32

Red Migrations takes up that challenge by focusing attention on 
the hyperlocal, on the movements and networks of individuals and 
small groups of cultural and political actors. Additionally, this volume 
probes another assumption undergirding internationalism, namely its 
tendency to view its actors within the boundaries of their respective 
nation-states. Expressed in the term inter-national – between nations – 
this foundational assumption continues to inform world governance 
today in organizations like the United Nations, NATO, and even the 
European Union, each of which has at its core the undisputed belief 
in the autonomous nation-state as the constitutive element of inter-
national organizations. This too was the challenge of the Comintern, 
which started as the Third International, a renegotiation between the 
values of communist solidarity across borders and those of national 
commitments, a conflict of interests that had fractured the Second Inter-
national on the eve of the First World War.

Ilya Ehrenburg offers a powerful exposé of nationalism within the 
Second International in his 1921 picaresque novel The Extraordinary 
Adventures of Julio Jurenito and His Disciples. The narrator elaborates 
that while he had seen many things in life, from the urinals of Paris to 
Tatlin’s project for the Monument to the Third International, nothing 
compared to this scene of internationalist discontent. At a fictive hotel 
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in (neutral) Geneva where socialist representatives from  both factions 
of the war were meeting, “the two delegations stayed in two separate 
buildings: in order to avoid compromising themselves, they not only 
refused to meet, they even refused to correspond with each other, since 
they all were good, honest patriots. But, being socialists and members 
of the International, they all aspired to the renewal of comradely rela-
tions just as soon as the war had ended.”33

Ehrenburg the polyglot reveals here in a comical key the flawed nature 
of the Second International on the eve of the First World War. National 
interest and identity become the inherent limitations of the project of 
internationalism, and the different parties communicate only through 
posters and slogans displayed in their respective hotel windows. Inter-
nationalism, Ehrenburg suggests, inevitably runs up against the nation; 
the logic of its constituent elements becomes its biggest obstacle.

Cosmopolitanism, on the other hand, has always sought to transcend 
the idea of the nation. The term can be traced back to the fourth cen-
tury BCE, when Diogenes the Cynic called himself a citizen of the cos-
mos, rather than of the political state of Athens. In the Soviet context, 
cosmopolitanism was not much used by the Comintern and thus did 
not become a cover for Soviet hegemony. Indeed, its Soviet legacy is 
something of the opposite: it evolved into a strongly pejorative term, 
especially during Stalin’s increasingly paranoid post-war purges, 
which chiefly targeted Soviet Jews (see chapter 1 in this volume). At this 
moment, even Ehrenburg himself, who had so shrewdly observed the 
lack of leftist solidarity across national borders, now found himself in an 
impossible position: between opposition to this amalgamation of anti-
semitism and nationalist insecurity on the one hand, and cooperation 
with the Soviet state on the other.34 In today’s Russia, the term cosmo-
politanism has been revived to add a conspiratorial valence to charges 
against so-called “foreign agents” and others with international ties. In 
this way, cosmopolitanism has the dual advantage of moving beyond 
the nation-state and also being opposed to the distinct history of Stalin-
ist hegemonic aspirations and their connections to state violence.

Like internationalism, cosmopolitanism also articulates a tension 
between two aspirations, but it is not between the horizontal and the 
vertical. Cosmopolitanism does not conjure images of central control; 
even the “kinless cosmopolites” of Stalin’s paranoid imaginings are 
dangerous not because they are active agents of another power, but 
because they are so dissociated from their own country that they are 
susceptible to outside forces. The tension in the term cosmopolitanism, 
then, is not between solidarity and central control, but between univer-
sality and cultural particularity. Indeed, in today’s critical vocabulary, 
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the term has been used to signify an aspiration to both universality 
and particularity at once. Cosmopolitanism is (in Martha Nussbaum’s 
words) the “allegiance to the worldwide community of human beings,” 
but at the same time (in Paul Rabinow’s) it is “an ethos of macro-interde-
pendencies, with an acute consciousness … of the inescapabilities and 
particularities of places, characters, historical trajectories and fates.”35 
Recognizing this tension between the universal and the culturally spe-
cific, Kwame Anthony Appiah writes that “there is a sense in which 
cosmopolitanism is the name not of the solution, but of the challenge.”36

The challenge, for Bruno Latour, is understanding that the “cosmos” 
in “cosmopolitan” might mean very different things to different actors. 
Drawing on Isabelle Stengers’s work Cosmopolitique (1997), Latour pro-
poses a “constructivist cosmopolitics” that would interrogate and value 
the construction of what it means to be universal, instead of assuming 
that the “allegiance to the worldwide community of human beings” 
means the same thing to all those humans.37 Indeed, the years after 
the 1917 Revolution provide a particularly clear example of compet-
ing cosmoses. If the white emigration imagined a worldwide com-
munity based on ideals of individual liberty, aesthetic genius, and 
dissociation from political concerns, then the Soviet Union imagined 
something quite different: a universal brotherhood of working people 
and oppressed nations, and an anti-colonialism that would reject the 
exploitation of capitalism and ultimately work towards the world revo-
lution. The Soviet vision, perhaps surprisingly, was the one more anchored 
in the nation-state. Indeed, in Stalin’s programmatic text, “Marxism and 
the National Question” (1913), the path to universalism was mapped 
out in positively Wilsonian terms. Socialism would protect “the right 
of nations to self-determination”; at the same time, it would agitate 
“against harmful customs and institutions of that nation in order to 
enable the toiling strata of the nation to emancipate themselves from 
them.”38 The insistence on national self-determination continued 
throughout the interwar era, both within the Soviet Union and inter-
nationally through the Comintern, becoming something of a banner of 
the anti-colonial struggle. It was, in fact, the white émigrés – largely 
displaced persons and stateless actors – who abandoned the nation-
state as a necessary aspect of political identity. In many ways, the white 
émigrés might be seen as cosmopolitans. Between the internationalism 
of the Comintern, then, and the cosmopolitanism of the white emigra-
tion, those who populate the following pages would need a third term.

The term transnationalism, which provides the conceptual back-
bone for this volume, describes a different mode of organization across 
borders. As a framework in the social sciences, transnationalism has 
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enjoyed great popularity over the past twenty years for its potential 
to reveal activity that disrupts clear-cut notions of the nation and its 
boundaries. It describes social practices created through global mobility 
that conceive of migration not as individualized incidents of relocation 
but rather as events embedded in a constant back-and-forth, a continu-
ous negotiation of fluctuating identities and values in multiple places. 
Since the mid-twentieth century at least, the mobility of migrants has 
been enhanced by affordable air travel, the financial networks of global 
capitalism, greater tolerance toward dual citizenship, global systems of 
communication, and the circulation of political involvement and cul-
tural forms these things facilitate. Increases in labour migration and 
population flows in the post-colonial and post-socialist era have come 
to rely on these infrastructures.39

Although these kinds of mobility may seem unique to late capitalism, 
multidirectional movements have long been part of global migration 
regimes. Many scholars now agree that transnationalism indexes “a 
novel perspective, if not a novel phenomenon.”40 Even in the earlier his-
tory of immigration to the United States, return migration and complex 
patterns of mobility between Europe and America were more common 
than often assumed. For instance, in 1921 roughly 800,000 new immi-
grants arrived in the US, but around 250,000 left, either disillusioned 
by the New World’s unkept promises or having fulfilled their financial 
goals.41 Although these kinds of mobility were not conceptualized as 
transnationalism at the time, recent developments in transnationalism 
studies have heightened awareness of return and circular migration 
patterns and systems of remittances as consistent elements of global 
mobility throughout human history. In migration studies, these obser-
vations have led to the questioning of the modern immigrant narrative 
as a story of singular relocation followed by a process of assimilation 
and negotiations around multiculturalism.42 Indeed, it is reasonable 
to assume that if migrants continue to be mobile, concomitant social 
changes may not be so linear as the one-way narrative of assimilation 
suggests. Transnational identities remain in flux.

Early applications of this concept in migration studies have used 
the term transmigrants to refer to those “immigrants who develop and 
maintain multiple relationships – familial, economic, social, organiza-
tional, religious, and political – that span borders,” leading to a “mul-
tiplicity of involvements” in both countries of origin and countries of 
settlement.43 Studying global mobility from this angle means eschewing 
a narrow focus on statistics of relocation and inventories of motivations 
and challenges. Indeed, defining who is a migrant as such has become 
somewhat of a moot point, a shift reflected in the current definition 
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suggested by the United Nations: a migrant is any “person who moves 
away from his or her place of usual residence, whether within a coun-
try or across an international border, temporarily or permanently, and 
for a variety of reasons.”44 This volume reflects such diversity of dis-
placements. While some chapters focus on diaspora communities either 
as cultural agents or as a theme, others focus on lengthy travel or on 
temporary relocation, and yet others focus on more static subjects sur-
rounded by agile networks of circulating cultural forms and influences. 
These kinds of mobilities are often interconnected: long-term reloca-
tion is entangled with the circulation of aesthetics, travel is embedded 
in networks of cultural exchange, and so forth. “All displacements are 
not the same,” as Caren Kaplan reminds us, yet they often adhere to 
the same laws of attraction that set them in motion, shaping similar 
spaces for cultural exchange and social encounters.45 More importantly, 
all kinds of mobility addressed in this volume lead to a similar multi-
plicity of involvements characteristic of the transnational.

The transnational lens of our volume reflects a diversity of displace-
ments, each treated distinctly in its individual chapter. What these chap-
ters have in common is a conscious shift away from state-sponsored 
institutions as the main source of agency, which is not to say that insti-
tutions do not matter. Quite the contrary. But the chapters in this vol-
ume show how institutions functioned as frameworks and facilitators, 
rather than exclusively as authorities and control mechanisms. Various 
actors inhabited institutional frameworks in different ways. Ralph Fox, 
for instance, parlayed his position within the Communist Party of Great 
Britain to become a leading adviser to the Soviets on South Asia (chap-
ter 7), and German writers in the 1960s used the Writers’ Union as a 
boutique travel agency, even as they withdrew their commitment to 
post-war socialist literature (chapter 14). In such instances, institutions 
do not control the movements of subjects. Instead, active subjects make 
use of institutions as they build transnational networks, motivated by 
their own hopes, desires, and solidarities.

Committed to the conceptual framework of transnational mobility 
with its multidirectional and parallel entanglements, this volume resists 
the urge to organize its chapters in terms of dominant directionalities 
(outreach versus influx), perceived quality of the relocation (short- 
versus long-term, voluntary versus forced), or even varieties of politi-
cal commitment. None of these categories hold up to close scrutiny, 
which is, after all, one of the central arguments of this volume: mobili-
ties are multidirectional; the duration of relocation is not indicative of 
its impact; subjective formulations of the desire to move and coerced 
migration are hard to separate; and ideological orientations are flexible, 
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subject to pragmatic and at times even cynical transformations. For this 
reason, we instead organize this book around four key terms, which 
emerged in the series of workshops preceding this volume: Forms, Geog-
raphies, Identities, and Communities.

The first section, Forms, collects four chapters that trace the move-
ment of aesthetic forms across borders to develop theories of Marxist 
mobility that are deeply informed by the experience of transnational 
movements as well as by leftist aesthetics. Serguei Oushakine’s chapter 
locates the cosmopolitan origins of Stalinist cinema in Hollywood and 
provides a genealogy for the downfall of the late-Stalinist anti-cosmo-
politan campaign. By following a particularly influential filmmaker, 
Grigorii Alexandrov, to Hollywood and back in the 1930s, Oushakine 
shows how cultural arbitrage – the process of transporting a cultural 
product across a border in order to increase its value – is key to under-
standing both the development of Stalinist cinema and the post-war 
anti-cosmopolitan hysteria. Irina Denischenko traces a different vision 
of cultural transfer: she follows the Dadaist playwright and Marxist the-
orist Janos Mácza from the short-lived Hungarian Commune to Mos-
cow, where he used his diverse experience of contemporary art to create 
the first transnational theory of the avant-garde – a theory previously 
all but unknown in English-language scholarship. Mácza’s theory – 
complete with striking visuals – posits a concrete historical, rather than 
simply a formal, commonality among the artistic movements known as 
the historical avant-garde. Contributions by Elizabeth Stern and Trevor 
Wilson turn to the post–Second World War era to unearth how ideas 
travelled between the Soviet Union and its neighbours. Stern demon-
strates how East German dance under Soviet rule relied on the belated 
circulation of Stalinist approaches to depicting the revolution on stage. 
Importing the Stalinist form of drambalet, she shows, proved essential 
in East Germany’s development of a postwar socialist aesthetic that 
would simultaneously incorporate and deny the classical traditions 
of music and dance, traditions that had been tainted by Nazi involve-
ment. Wilson reveals how the philosopher Eval’d Ilienkov developed 
his reconceptualization of dialectical materialism in correspondence 
with Bulgarian philosophers and the Italian Communist Party. Ilienkov 
was part of an active trans-European network and was first appreci-
ated in Italy; his work demonstrates that the separation between West-
ern and Soviet Marxism “was defined much more generationally than 
geographically.”

The second section, Geographies, argues that red migrations, although 
traceable on a map, created their own geographies, attaching specific 
meanings to places, making some of them more relevant and thus 
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bringing them into closer mental proximity than a map might lead 
one to believe. In Roman Utkin’s chapter, that place is Berlin, which 
emerges through the performative practices of the literary environ-
ment as a politically and aesthetically multivalent space with fluctuat-
ing loyalties to the Soviet state. Berlin becomes at once a place of exile, 
an empty space, and finally a place from which to return, as many of 
Utkin’s émigrés leave Berlin for the East, back to the Soviet Union. 
With its unusual focus on émigrés commonly associated with the Rus-
sian diaspora rather than the Soviet state, the chapter reveals that red 
migrations are often phenomena of great ideological ambiguity, in 
which political alliances are as fluid as the actors are globally mobile. 
In Bradley Gorski’s and Katerina Clark’s contributions, Central Asia 
serves as the locus of productive engagement with the project of the 
revolution. In Gorski’s chapter, Langston Hughes and Arthur Koestler 
experience Soviet modernity as it overcomes boundaries and breaches 
barriers between ethnicities, genders, and life practices. In their later 
memoirs, both Hughes and Koestler express these frontiers in terms of 
disgust – one urging stricter boundaries, and the other celebrating their 
breach. For Clark, Central Asia becomes a space of political ambitions 
on a Eurasianist scale, where the British communist Ralph Fox migrates 
towards Soviet communism through his imaginations of the Eurasian 
space. Simultaneously, the Central Asian steppe opens onto vistas of 
historical possibilities, where the legacies of Tamerlane and Genghis 
Khan can work as foils for current debates on despotic leaders, empiri-
cal expanses, and transnational nomadism.

The geography of the Soviet Union, straddling Europe and Asia, 
makes it particularly fertile soil for the negotiation of national, ethnic, 
and racial identity in the context of socialist modernity, as the third sec-
tion, Identities, demonstrates. Edward Tyerman traces the trope of the 
Chinese migrant worker in Russian modernist and early Soviet writing, 
in which East Asian identities are exploited in order to express ideologi-
cal positions during the Russian Civil War. He shows how the literary 
trope of the Chinese migrant focalized at once the desire for solidarity, 
the anxieties of national stability, and the “limit of community.” Michael 
Kunichika follows the Futurist poet Nikolai Aseev on an “unsentimental 
journey” to Italy, where Roman ruins become a litmus test for Aseev’s 
commitment to the aesthetic program of modernity. Aseev, Kunichika 
argues, ultimately travels to reaffirm his identity at home. By contrast, 
the red migrants who populate Kimberly St. Julian-Varnon’s chapter 
are able to explore their identities away from the strictures placed on 
them at home. Following several African American migrants to the 
Soviet Union, St. Julian-Varnon shows how Soviet anti-racist rhetoric 
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and practice opened up a space for (re)formulating racial identities 
across classes in the 1920s and 1930s.

The new socialist context inspired new identities while also bring-
ing together new configurations of creative, educational, and politi-
cal actors, as the fourth section, Communities, demonstrates. Anna 
Arustamova shows how one of the key figures of the pre-revolu-
tionary leftist elite in Soviet literature, the Futurist David Burliuk, 
organized an unexpected community of socialist cultural production 
in the United States. Burliuk’s attempt to create a “proletarian” lit-
erature in America, she argues, undermines many common tropes of 
émigré culture and reconfigures what we know about both the poli-
tics and the aesthetics of interwar Russia Abroad. Helen Fehervary’s 
study of the nomadic intellectual and Hungarian-German socialist 
László Radványi reveals his involvement in numerous endeavours in 
workers’ education from Weimar Germany to Mexico City. Fehervary 
shows how education – a particularly important but underappreci-
ated cultural undertaking – creates networks that are essential to 
émigré and transnational communities. Tatsiana Shchurko’s medita-
tion on an image from the Hermina Huiswoud archive demonstrates 
how, even when the realities of travel inhibited engagement between 
visitors and Soviet citizens, solidarities could be imagined based on 
shared experiences of racially determined oppression. Her chap-
ter envisions a potential network of radical feminist solidarity that 
would connect Black Americans, Soviet Central Asians, and even 
researchers and activists today. Philip Gleissner’s chapter traces how 
German writers in the 1960s took advantage of Soviet initiatives for 
cultural exchange to build networks of friendship and kinship across 
borders that bypassed official ideological commitments. He argues 
that desire – romantic, geographic, cultural – should be centred in 
studies of the formation of transnational networks that worked both 
within and beyond institutional frameworks.

Each of these sections unites multiple historical periods, from the 
early Soviet years to high Stalinism and the post-war era. It is our 
hope that this chronological diversity will give rise to new ideas about 
socialist culture’s transnational mode of being and will highlight the 
agency of individual writers, artists, and activists. Introducing a fuller 
spectrum of political allegiances, geographical movements, and inter-
national networks, and their motivations, Red Migrations seeks long-
neglected diversity in order to question the monolithic vision of émigré 
studies that is a central point of origin for the Slavic field and that has 
shaped our perceptions of mobility and global entanglements of Rus-
sian culture and politics to this day.
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