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Greetings
from

the Sasha Board

A t the beginning of the spring 
semester, it often feels like there’s 
plenty of time for all sorts of things 

and events. Then suddenly it’s late spring, full 
of deadlines, and everyone’s just trying to 
keep up amidst the rush.

Still, even during the busiest times, we at 
Sasha managed to organize a variety of 
events. One of the highlights of this spring 
was the excursion to Tampere and 
the Nootti Museum. We were 
genuinely happy to see so many 
of you there. It reminded us how 
inspiring it is to meet fellow 
students and professionals face 
to face, especially around shared 
interests that bring us together.

Since this issue’s theme is Home, 
I wanted to reflect a bit on the role of 
a student association, especially in master’s 
studies, where students come from diverse 
academic backgrounds. A community like 
Sasha has the potential to offfer something 
valuable: a space to connect with like-minded 
people and just be, in the middle of all the 
studying and adulting. Even though we’re 
often juggling school, work, and travel, it feels 

pretty special that we can still come together 
and build something meaningful. As the 
board, we’re committed to fostering a safe, 
fun, and inclusive environment, and I hope 
that sense of community continues in some 
way even after people have graduated.

W e also want to remind you that 
Sasha is always open to your ideas, 
whether it’s a new event you 

would like to suggest or just 
something you want to chat 
about. This summer, we’ll be 
hosting our traditional Foreign 
Agent Picnic on June 15, and 
we’ll keep you posted about our 
fall plans. Of course, any kind of 
unofffĳicial hangouts are welcome 
too!

A huge thank you to everyone who 
joined our events and contributed to this new 
issue of Gazeta. I hope your summer is full of 
warmth, rest, and even a little boredom – you 
know, the good kind that gives your mind 
space to wander. See you around!

Sara Harju
Sasha ry’s Event and Equality Coordinator
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Muistan kuinka viima ikkunoissa tuntui kodilta
tuuli, mereltä
se puuttuu täältä

Mutta alan löytää paikkaani kuulumattomuudesta,
välitiloista
löydän itseni yhä uudelleen ristiriidoista,
lämpenevästä keväästä, kirsikankukista, ruostuneista ovista, roskalaatikoista

Annan itselleni luvan unohdella sanoja.

S

toissa pimeytenä. naapurissani minareetti
porasi reiän pikimustaan taivaankanteen:
maan päälle tuhansien kiljahdukset

tiputtelivat päälleni kahvinpurua
särisevältä nauhalta heijastuvaa seireenilaulua

toisinaan iltaisin
minareetti ja ajoittain vuorikin

antautuu supattamaan minulle
J

Teksti — Sara Harju ja Juho Pitkänen
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Usvarihmat tanssivat turkoosin joen mutkassa,
vuoret tekevät pas de bourreén

taakse sivulle eteen

Bussissa, liikkeessä, kotona,
kotimatkalla,

matka on eniten kotona mitä tiedän

Rinteet pimenevät ympärillä,
bussi vajoaa pehmeään ja

olen sylissä,
niin oikeassa paikassa kuin nyt (ja nyt)

on mahdollista olla.

S

Hetkessä
olin erossa kaikesta
silmäilemässä derviššiä huhtikuisena väkiyönä
omasta uskostaan kalpeutuneena,
uppoutuneena syntiin ja lihaan

Derviššiä,
joka irtautui synnistä tekkensä kimmeltävälle sisäpihalle
kuunteli äänehtivää vuorenrinnettä,
raivosi kalmaisille kasvoille tai siteerasi väärin koraania tai mitä vaan
pakotti itsensä löytämään pyhän lapsuudenkodin

Puikin itsekin sinne,
missä kaakkoistuuli työntyy tärykalvoihin
missä juutalaishautuumaan valkoiset paadet,
keltaisena helmeilevä Sarajevo
pyyhkivät mielestäni synnin, tarpeellisen ja tarpeettoman

Valottomuudessa
urakoin kaupungin tiiliseinistä itselleni suojaisan sisäpihan
kun ympärillä järisi
kun rääpälemäiset kissat rosvosivat kadut
eikä puhelimeeni saapunut lohtusanoja

Odotin
juutalaishautuumaalla tai tekken sisäpihalla,
rakennelmassani, jossa päätin panna toivoni kaikkeen sortuvaan
salakielellämme jaarittelin kaupungille,
jonka ottomaanikatoilta taivas pyyhki suolaista hikeä.

J

Sinä napautit tuhkat parvekkeelle, vai olinko se minä,
ja ystäväsi jonka kanssa olit kerran kolmen kimpassa ja siitä tuli draamaa,
aurinko laski, grafffĳitikaupunki,
lämpö silitti kattoa,
sinun asunnossasi oli kotoisaa pikkutunneilla,
toista oli hätistellä yöperhosia sen aktivistin patjalla, vaikka en vaihtaisi sitä
ikinä mihinkään.

Aamulla matkustimme lähiöön ilman meikkiä,
otimme turistikuvia ja tatuoinnit,
suutelimme ties missä, kävimme suurmiesten haudoilla
ja vilkuilimme, olimme onnekkaita,
puhuimme sodasta ja lesbofeministeistä,
kielillä ja ilman,
toisista asioista jätimme puhumatta.

Vielä myöhemmin tulin luoksesi toiseen suureen B:llä alkavaan kaupunkiin,
taas parveke, tupakat, sänky ja valokuvat.
Kun viimein palasin pohjoiseen vihreälle kujalle,
lähetin sinulle viimeisen viestin.

S

Kirkkaimmilla vesiväreilläni maalaan vuoria
vasten taivaalle levitettyä kangasta.

Kuivuttuaan puen vuorille yöasusi,
joka on tehty syvänsinisestä silkistä.

J

20



Usvarihmat tanssivat turkoosin joen mutkassa,
vuoret tekevät pas de bourreén

taakse sivulle eteen

Bussissa, liikkeessä, kotona,
kotimatkalla,

matka on eniten kotona mitä tiedän

Rinteet pimenevät ympärillä,
bussi vajoaa pehmeään ja

olen sylissä,
niin oikeassa paikassa kuin nyt (ja nyt)

on mahdollista olla.

S

Hetkessä
olin erossa kaikesta
silmäilemässä derviššiä huhtikuisena väkiyönä
omasta uskostaan kalpeutuneena,
uppoutuneena syntiin ja lihaan

Derviššiä,
joka irtautui synnistä tekkensä kimmeltävälle sisäpihalle
kuunteli äänehtivää vuorenrinnettä,
raivosi kalmaisille kasvoille tai siteerasi väärin koraania tai mitä vaan
pakotti itsensä löytämään pyhän lapsuudenkodin

Puikin itsekin sinne,
missä kaakkoistuuli työntyy tärykalvoihin
missä juutalaishautuumaan valkoiset paadet,
keltaisena helmeilevä Sarajevo
pyyhkivät mielestäni synnin, tarpeellisen ja tarpeettoman

Valottomuudessa
urakoin kaupungin tiiliseinistä itselleni suojaisan sisäpihan
kun ympärillä järisi
kun rääpälemäiset kissat rosvosivat kadut
eikä puhelimeeni saapunut lohtusanoja

Odotin
juutalaishautuumaalla tai tekken sisäpihalla,
rakennelmassani, jossa päätin panna toivoni kaikkeen sortuvaan
salakielellämme jaarittelin kaupungille,
jonka ottomaanikatoilta taivas pyyhki suolaista hikeä.

J

Sinä napautit tuhkat parvekkeelle, vai olinko se minä,
ja ystäväsi jonka kanssa olit kerran kolmen kimpassa ja siitä tuli draamaa,
aurinko laski, grafffĳitikaupunki,
lämpö silitti kattoa,
sinun asunnossasi oli kotoisaa pikkutunneilla,
toista oli hätistellä yöperhosia sen aktivistin patjalla, vaikka en vaihtaisi sitä
ikinä mihinkään.

Aamulla matkustimme lähiöön ilman meikkiä,
otimme turistikuvia ja tatuoinnit,
suutelimme ties missä, kävimme suurmiesten haudoilla
ja vilkuilimme, olimme onnekkaita,
puhuimme sodasta ja lesbofeministeistä,
kielillä ja ilman,
toisista asioista jätimme puhumatta.

Vielä myöhemmin tulin luoksesi toiseen suureen B:llä alkavaan kaupunkiin,
taas parveke, tupakat, sänky ja valokuvat.
Kun viimein palasin pohjoiseen vihreälle kujalle,
lähetin sinulle viimeisen viestin.

S

Kirkkaimmilla vesiväreilläni maalaan vuoria
vasten taivaalle levitettyä kangasta.

Kuivuttuaan puen vuorille yöasusi,
joka on tehty syvänsinisestä silkistä.

J

21



Illanviileät kissat saman autiotalon pihalla,
sen jonka omistaja katosi 90-luvulla
kukkien valkoiset torvet huutavat pensaiden lomasta
pimeään kuin äänettömät suut

Ja minä kävelemässä kotiin yöllä keltaisessa valossa
otsatukka pystyssä
olen tanssinut hikisten miesten keskellä ja saanut poskeani vasten
sänkiä hyvästelyistä
rakkaiden ja tuntemattomien

Ja helle joka lyö sääriin keskipäivässä,
asfaltti imee kuumuuden, musta halkeava pelti
vettä tippuvat ilmastointilaitteet ulkoseinissä,
poliisit parlamenttitalon edustalla,
sumuiset auringonlaskut Kalemegdanilla

Ja laatikollinen sitruunoita portailla,
pitkin tummaa lämmintä katua
pari surullista kalaa ravintolan edustalla betonialtaassa

Tašmajdanin kellertynyt ruoho yskii,
vauva vilkuttaa minulle rattaista, vilkutan takaisin
päivät nitisevät uusina ja vanhoina, karusellini pyörii, se on
kiikkerä ja kimaltaa.

S
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Arshak Makichyan was 
raised in Russia, in an Ar-
menian family with a long 
history of displacement. 
He founded Fridays For 
Future Russia in 2019, 
and through activism he 
found his own voice. After 
he spoke out against Rus-
sia’s full-scale invasion of 
Ukraine in 2022, he was 
deprived of his Russian cit-
izenship, and he now lives 
between Armenia and Ber-
lin. In this abridged version 
of an exclusive interview, 
he explores what home has 
meant through his lifelong 
battle for global, local, and 
personal justice.

Tommaso Valastro:
“Home” can be a blurry 
concept. Thinking back to 
your childhood, your adult-
hood, and the different mo-
ments, places, and people 
that composed your life 
so far, when, where, and 
with whom have you felt at 
home the most?

Arshak Makichyan: 
When I was one year old, 
my family had to migrate to 
Russia, and I became a mi-
grant. This feeling of “be-
longing” is something that 
I haven’t really felt for a 
long time in my life. I grew 
up in Russia, and my fam-
ily lived in rented apart-
ments most of their lives. I 
didn’t have this feeling of 
home, and I was experienc-
ing racism already as a kid, 
even in kinder-
gar ten . 

I don’t really know why I 
decided to become a vio-
linist, but I started playing 
violin professionally when 
I was seven years old, and 
I think for me it was a way 
to escape from this reality: 
I didn’t really have a real 
home, I didn’t have this 
kind of feeling that a lot 
of people actually have. In 
this world of music, I think 
I was trying to find a place 
where I could be more com-
fortable and express my-
self… because yeah, I think 
as with many, many people, 
most of the time I didn’t 
even have my own table, 
my own room: I shared a 
room with a sister and a 

brother my whole 
childhood. So, 

yeah, it was kind 
of complicated. When 

I was three years old, we 
went to Armenia for 

a short vis-
it, and 

when I was about nine 
years old, I went back on 
my own. I think that in Ar-
menia I felt this sense of be-
longing while staying with 
my relatives. When I was 
staying, for example, at my 
aunt’s place or at my grand-
parents’ place, I had this 
feeling that I was at home, 
like a feeling of safety. And 
every time that I was visit-
ing Armenia, I didn’t want 
to return to Russia, which 
I had to do. Even though 
I was studying in a good 
musical school for talented 
kids, I never wanted to go 
back. For me, home always 
was somewhere else, far 
away.

During my last year at the 
Moscow conservatory, I 
was standing on Pushkin 
Square, and I was protest-
ing every Friday. The place 
where I was protesting be-
came a new home for me, 
because I found my own 
voice. My activism helped 

Text – Tommaso Valastro 

Illustrations – Quincy May
Photo– Arshak Makichyan 
Layout – Quincy May & Sierra Salazar
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me to share my personali-
ty, and also to be more at-
tached to the place where I 
was living. Because of my 
activism, I travelled more 
in the Russian Federation, 
and I connected to other 
indigenous struggles. I felt 
truly connected to them; we 
had a cause that could unite 
us. At the same time, I start-
ed feeling at home as part 
of humanity, because I was 
part of the Fridays For Fu-
ture movement. I was post-
ing my protests on social 
media, and I was getting 
support from all around the 
world. I wasn’t just feeling 
part of the Russian civil so-
ciety, but mainly part of a 
global civil society fighting 
for climate justice. 

In the end, “home” is 
something that is easily 
destroyed. I have lost my 
“home” so many times, and 
then I had to build from 
scratch. […] This fear of 
losing your home, or the 

reminiscence of your home, 
is really something that is 
shaping the Armenian iden-
tity. I am also watching and 
reading a lot of stories of 
my friends from Artsakh, 
how their houses are being 
looted by Azerbaijani set-
tlers, and it’s really horri-
ble. So, in my experience, 
“home” is something very 
distant, and something that 
is threatened all the time. 

Valastro: In what way does 
citizenship shape your iden-
tity now, and how would 
you define it in relation to 
your feeling of home?

Makichyan: I think citi-
zenship is many things at 
the same time. From one 
side, it’s responsibility: you 
are not responsible towards 
the state, but towards your 
fellow citizens, as well as 
towards for example mi-
grants that come to your 
country. As a Russian-Ar-
menian I feel responsible 

for what is happening in 
Ukraine and for Russian 
colonialism, from which 
Armenia also suffered for 
centuries. I think that we 
live in a real world, and 
citizenship gives you some 
privileges: you can partic-
ipate in elections, you can 
vote, and you can partici-
pate in crucial processes. 
As an activist I was even 
thinking to run for the Rus-
sian parliament at some 
point (laughs).

Citizenship obviously 
changes not only your iden-
tity but also your position 
in this society. For exam-
ple, I’m not a German citi-
zen and I cannot participate 
in elections. Saying things 
as an outsider makes you 
more impartial, your 
voice is neutral in 
a way: if I were a 
German citizen, 
I would probably 
feel responsible 
for the German 

past in some way, as Ger-
many participated in many 
genocides. I would also 
feel responsible for what is 
happening right now in Pal-
estine, because the West-
ern world is supporting it. 
There are many layers to it, 
and I already feel partially 
responsible for these things 
because of my residency 
here. As a migrant I under-
stand that I have limited 
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rights, but I also have lim-
ited responsibilities, and I 
can be deported any min-
ute, especially now that a 
lot of people are being de-
ported from Germany and 
from the US. Citizenship 
matters in this sense. 

Ideally, we should be citi-
zens of the world, and peo-
ple should be able to migrate 
and decide for themselves. 
But since we have these 
borders, we must also un-
derstand that we also have 
some responsibilities. As 
an Armenian, I’m speaking 
out against Turkish colo-
nialism, showing how 
Turkey was built on stolen 
lands and properties from 
Armenians. I think the same 
argument applies to Europe; 
I think reparations should 
be paid. People from oth-
er countries, if they want, 
should at least be able to 
stay, because right now in 
many of these countries it’s 
impossible to stay due to 

war, economic crisis or oth-
er problems. And I can see 
how Europe has participat-
ed in the creation of these 
problems, even today. For 
example, I was criticizing 
Europe for financing Pu-
tin’s regime, buying fossil 
fuels. And then, during the 
blockade [of Artsakh], Eu-
rope signed a gas deal with 
Azerbaijan, which was ter-
rible and I would say that 
they are complicit in the 
genocide in Artsakh. 

There is a lot of hypocri-
sy in Europe: people pro-
claim themselves Chris-
tians and almost participate 
in a genocide against the 
first Christian nation in the 
world; at home they are like 
against Muslim people, a 
minority in Europe whose 
rights are not protected. I 
feel this hypocrisy, because 
I want to build a just world 
where Christians feel safe 
in Western Armenia or in 
the Middle East and where 

Muslim people feel safe 
and at home in Europe. 

Valastro: Last March the 
Armenian parliament ap-
proved the EU integration 
act, which calls on the Ar-
menian government to be-
gin the process of gaining 
membership of the EU. 
Would Armenia’s EU ac-
cession widen the borders 
of your home and give you 
agency to fight for justice 
within the EU? 

Makichyan: For Arme-
nians becoming part of Eu-
rope is kind of a dream, be-
cause Russia is putting a lot 
of pressure there, exploit-
ing Armenia’s econom-
ic dependence on Russia 
rooted in a colonial past. At 
the same time, military de-
terrence can give Armenia 
some safety from possible 
invasions from Azerbaijan 
and Turkey, so it’s kind of 
a political necessity for Ar-
menia. But I think that right 
now Europe is in crisis, and 

values don’t really play an 
important role in Europe. 
They say that they uphold 
human rights, then they fi-
nance Putin for decades. 
They say they uphold hu-
man rights, and they go 
buy gas from Azerbaijan. 
They say they uphold hu-
man rights, but then they 
commit crimes against mi-
grants in Europe and then 
they deport them without 
any trials. Europe can be 
something inspirational 
and universal for a lot of 
people, and I like the idea 
of Europe, but I don’t like 
how it’s being implement-
ed. 

I also don’t like that most 
Europeans just live in their 
own bubbles without think-
ing or caring about other 
people. If Europe doesn’t 
fight for human rights and 
the implementation of in-
ternational law, they will 
probably lose their demo-
cratic institutions. Because 
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obviously people like Putin 
are trying to influence this, 
they are fighting against 
this, and you can see how 
there’s a rise of right-wing 
parties threatening these 
institutions. “Alternative 
for Germany” is one of the 
most popular parties in Ger-
many. Right-wing parties 
are in power in the Neth-
erlands and in Italy. Italy is 
selling arms to Azerbaijan! 
The Italian prime minis-
ter says, “I am Christian!”, 
and in the meanwhile she 
is selling arms to a coun-
try that committed geno-
cide against Christians two 
years ago. 

I hate this hypocrisy, and I 
hate that behind everything 
there are always only eco-
nomic reasons. If every-
thing can be bought, then 
you don’t have anything. 
Because if there is a price 
for everything, most likely 
there will always be some-
body who can pay more. I 

believe that there are some 
things on which you can-
not put a price, it’s a ques-
tion of human integrity. If I 
just wanted to be rich and 
let the Russian regime cor-
rupt me, I would be rich 
by now, and I wouldn’t be 
this homeless, stateless (at 
some point) person. But 
for me it’s about human in-
tegrity. And I feel like Eu-
ropean people don’t really 
understand how privileged 
they are: they have a lot of 
fears, though they proba-
bly didn’t have any horri-
ble experiences 
in decades. 
To keep these 
p r i v i l e g e s , 
they are will-
ing to sac-
rifice some-
thing really 
important, and 
that’s the prob-
lem in Europe. 

Valastro: How 
does the relationship be-

tween values and heritage 
shape the border between us 
and them? Feeling at home 
with people that share your 
values and feeling at home 
with people that share your 
origins is not always neces-
sarily the same thing. How 
do you reconcile these two 
aspects of home in your 
own perception? 

Makichyan: Maybe there 
is no home, we will all die! 
(laughs). Obviously, it’s 
important to speak out on 
these issues, because if we 
are alive, if we are part of 
something, and if we have 
our own experiences, we 
should tell the truth and 
we should fight for jus-
tice. But in the end, I 
think it’s really import-

ant to remember that all 
of us will die, that all of us 
are humans (laughs). I’m 
not fighting against other 
people. I have no hatred 
towards Turkish people, 

I have no hatred towards 

Russian people, I have no 
hatred towards Azerbaijani 
people. I believe in the rec-
onciliation of our people, 
but I want to have a real 
reconciliation that will be 
just to everyone.  […] As 
an activist, I’m speaking 
out more about Armenian 
issues, because I feel I can 
be more effective, and I 
can raise issues that no one 
is really raising now. But 
as a climate activist I feel 
united with other people, I 
feel part of something big-
ger. I think we should build 
societies that are home for 
everyone, so this paradox 
between belonging to some 
people and then being also 
a global citizen is not actu-
ally a paradox, you can do 
both: you can be an Arme-
nian and also a global citi-
zen. If you are a good Ar-
menian then you can also 
be a good global citizen 
and vice versa.
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family ties, my friendships, and memories. 
What I am describing are people and 
stories, but are there any actual places that 
still hold me? My former apartment? My 
childhood home? As French historian 
Pierre Nora argues, memory attaches itself 
to physical spaces only when the living 
connection begins to fade (Nora 1989). 
Following Nora’s logic, I feel like I am 
trying to attach symbolic meaning to 
certain places as a way to preserve 
memories that are no longer sustained by 

everyday life. Perhaps what I strive to 
remember as “home” is already a form of 
nostalgia. If so, then what is it exactly that 
still holds me?

S omeone once told me that they could 
never leave Russia because the graves 
of their parents were there. I did not 

understand it, at all. Why should I be tied to 
someone’s graves? “But who is going to take 
care of them?” asked that same person. I 
thought that it was extremely unfair - why 

A s an artistic researcher, I have 
spent years exploring migrant 
dramaturgies of belonging, and 

being focused on trying to determine what 
“home” means for queer refugees. It is a 
personal question, of course, rooted in 
almost desperate need to defĳine the answer 
for myself. The majority of my research 
participants either see home in other 
people, or do not see it at all. For them, it is 
never about a physical space, be it a 
country, a city, or a house. However, unlike 

my interviewees, my understanding of 
home is still attached to a place. Not 
necessarily to a specifĳic one, but to an idea 
of it. A place that can actively afffect a 
person. A place that can hold you, or lose 
you, or even change you.

When I think of a place that lost me, my 
motherland, Russia, comes to mind. It is, 
however, the same place that still holds me 
as well. Famous for holding people against 
their will, it grips me by my roots, my 

Text – Vera Boitcova
Illustrations – Lucina Rudlofff, Photos – anonymous
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N o matter where I physically 
am, Russia is still somehow 
ever-present. It is a place that 

holds me, it is a place that lost me, but 
is it also a place that changed me? No. 
Being outside did. Growing up as a 
queer person in a country where 
queerness is not just invisible, but 
punished, made me learn the word 
‘terpi’ not only as a citizen, but as a 
body that did not belong. Only after I 
had left my homeland did I realize that 
survival was not the same as living. 

That queerness, when not criminaliz- 
ed, could be something joyful, some-
thing expansive. Thus, every “outside” 
place changed me, shaped me, glued 
all the pieces of me into one – until I 
became a collage of everywhere I have 
lived, loved, and breathed. I am, as 
critical theorist Homi K. Bhabha puts 
it, “in-between” - a product of the third 
space, formed not despite 
displacement, but through it (Bhabha 
1994). And I feel almost whole, almost 
complete, almost home. But my soul…

should I care about the dead until I, 
myself, die? Why is it so inherent in my 
culture code to wait and sufffer, sufffer and 
wait? As writer Svetlana Alexievich notes, 
life in post-soviet countries is shaped by a 
shared experience of endurance – an idea 
of necessary sufffering passed down from 
generation to generation (Alexievich 
2016). In Russian, there is a word related 
to this: ‘terpet’ - to wait, to endure, to 
sufffer. My country still holds me with this 
command: ‘terpi’ - wait, endure, sufffer. 
But if I am still being held, can I truly say 

that my homeland has lost me? Maybe the 
physical space that is my country has lost 
the physical being that is my body, but the 
idea of it still holds my soul, tied to the 
roots growing through my ancestors’ 
graves. The state which reminds me of 
professor Svetlana Boym’s thoughts about 
exile not breaking our idea of home, but 
changing it into something like a ghost, 
something we imagine and long for but 
can no longer truly have (Boym 2001). 
And maybe I do not even want to have it 
anymore, but the haunting persists.



43Vera Boitcova during a performance in 2016. Unknown village, Russia. Anonymous photographer.
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There is a folk Russian fairytale about 
Koschei the Deathless. Undead king. He 
put his death into a needle, and the 
needle into a duck, and the duck into a 
rabbit, and the rabbit into a wooden 
chest, and he buried this chest under a 
large oak tree. Whoever gets to the needle 
and breaks it, will fĳind Koschei’s death, 
and, thus, will defeat death itself.

The story resonates. My needle in a duck 
in a rabbit in a chest is still under some 
Russian oak tree, probably, in the 
graveyard of my ancestors. And I can be 
almost whole, almost complete, almost 
home. But my soul… But my death… Is 
still there.
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євровікнo yevrovikno
Names and places have been changed to protect everyone’s identity.

Text – L. De Magistris
Photo – Sierra Salazar,  Illustration – Lucina Rudlofff 

B efore I lived in Ukraine, I did not see the 
diffferences, I didn’t realize it. But after living 
for some time in Finland and going back, I 

noticed that.

These are Oksana’s words. She is a deaf Ukrainian 
asylum seeker living under temporary protection 
in Finland since 2022. These words came out of a 
research interview about deaf refugees’ 
perceptions and feelings of “home” after forced 
displacement. We were having a conversation 
about what it means to “feel at home”—literally 
and fĳiguratively—while she was also showing me 
around her apartment in Helsinki.

There are many things Oksana dislikes about 
living in Finland. At the root of everything is the 
fact that she had never intended to live here, to 
leave Ukraine: she was helping her relatives 
escape the Russian invasion, and suddenly 
crossing the borders back to Ukraine became 
impossible for her, she was stuck in Finland. 
Along with other deaf Ukrainians, she was luckily 
able to receive help from the Finnish deaf 
community in the form of, among other things, 
accommodation arrangements that saved many of 
them from being sent to random reception centers 
anywhere in the country.1 After moving through a 

few subsidized apartments, Oksana has now been 
living in the same one for a year, and it will 
possibly be the last one for a while. If there is one 
thing she likes about living in Finland, it’s her 
glazed balcony in this apartment.

[As a migrant myself here in Finland, glazed 
balconies were a totally new entity for me. I wasn’t 
used to the idea of a balcony being closed offf with 
walls all the way to the roof, albeit made of glass. 
Balconies here are almost an extension of the 
house, as if they were additional rooms. For me, 
the balcony is where you go when you want some 
fresh air, when you want to feel like you’re outside, 
with the luxury of not having to actually leave the 
house. And to be honest, balconies are truly a 
luxury: since I moved out of my parents’ home in 
Italy years ago, I’ve never had a balcony anymore, 
glazed or not. But I digress.]

O ksana was really adamant about showing 
me and the interpreter her balcony, how 
she had furnished and decorated it, 

where these decorations came from, how much 
she enjoys the view and the sunlight, how she 
spends her time here: “I was just reading here, and 
sitting, and watching around… it’s very nice to see 
when the sun is going down”. I asked Oksana if 

1 Nina Sivunen’s (2023) PhD dissertation “Deaf asylum seekers’ experiences, multimodal interaction and transformation of language 
beliefs in the Finnish asylum process” for an excellent study on deaf refugees’s experiences of being scattered throughout the country 
during the 2015 so-called “refugee crisis”.
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balconies look like this in Ukraine, since I 
personally saw them for the fĳirst time in Finland. I 
got the answer I was expecting: “No, we don’t have 
them”, referring to the glazed glass panes that 
enclose her balcony. And then Oksana continued 
with her aesthetic inspection, her visual epiphany 
of balconies and windows and their diffferences 
between Ukraine and Finland: “I like this [glazed 
balcony], it’s very nice. When I came back to 
Ukraine, I realized that, in the same houses, 
balconies and windows are diffferent, it’s like, not 
the same. In Finland, all the houses are the same. 
Have you seen any pictures from the war in 
Ukraine?

T he balconies are diffferent, and it’s not so 
nice. Every person does it in their own way”. 
I don’t know how much thought Oksana 

had put into this prior to our conversation, or if the 
interview on the balcony was the prompt for this 
game of “spot the diffference” between homes in her 
countries of origin and arrival. Regardless, what 
was clear is that Oksana’s experience of 
displacement matches what Sara Ahmed (1999) 
calls “a spatial reconfĳiguration of an embodied self: 
a transformation in the very skin through which 
the body is embodied. Hence the experience of 
moving often to a new home is most felt through 

What does it 
mean to 
forcibly leave 
and to live 
home, to 
embody 
displacement, 
to feel (at) 
home?

Residential building in Lviv.
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the surprises in sensation”. The embodiment of 
movement and of the perception of home emerge 
through the sensorial diffferences between 
thehomes before and after, and how both homes 
influence each other simultaneously. Ahmed 
writes: “When we came to Australia, what I fĳirst 
remember is all the dust, and how it made me 
sneeze and my eyes itch. When I returned to 
England, I felt the cold pinching my skin”. Just 
like Ahmed could feel the cleanliness and 
coldness of the air in her homeland only after 
leaving it, so did Oksana realize what “home” 
looks like in Ukraine only after being displaced to 
Finland. But Oksana’s perceptions of home did 
not stop at the visual level: “In yevrovikno
(євровікнo), the European standard of 
windows,” Oksana shows me on her phone, “the 
isolation is very good, there are no spaces 
between the glass panes. They’re supposed to be 
warm, but still they’re not so warm. In Finland 
it’s warmer, and it’s nice that there is some space 
between the glass and you can see outside. And 
it’s very easy to wash them. In these Ukrainian 
ones it’s quite difffĳicult. It’s a difffĳicult 
construction, there are many places where dust 
can go inside”.2

O ksana’s sensorial perception of home 
manifests itself not only as the visual 
diffferences between homes in Ukraine 

and Finland, but also on how the space is invaded 
by the cold, the dust, like in Ahmed’s recollection 
of home after the experience of migration. 
Displacement is embodied, felt in the flesh, how 
the body reacts to the cold, how the dust settles in 
the home/body. Home is perceived through the 
eyes, through our human capacity to scan and be 
aware of and live the space that surrounds us. 

Oksana is aware of these home perceptions and 
how they afffect her life after displacement, and 
she processes these feelings during our 
conversation: In Ukraine doors are diffferent, 
people make them as they please, while in 
Finland they’re the same for everyone. In 
Ukraine the post boxes are diffferent, in Finland 
they’re the same. In Ukraine doorbells are 
diffferent, in Finland they’re the same. “Do you 
prefer it in Finland, where everything is similar?” 
I ask Oksana. “Yes, it’s nice. It’s easier”. I hone in 
on this last component of home, the doorbell, to 
ask her more, given that she installed a flashing 
one to be alerted when someone is at her door. 
When I came in, Oksana’s door was the only 
diffferent one in the building because of this 
addition.

“ME: Because everything here is the same, do 
people realize that they have to use the light 
doorbell? Or do people use the sound one?

OKSANA: I don’t know.

ME: Is it normal for people to see two doorbells, or-

OKSANA: I don’t know this. In Ukraine it’s 
diffferent, there’s only one doorbell. It’s connected 
with a microchip you put inside the ceiling lamps. 
When someone is calling at the door, the lamp 
starts to blink. But in Finland they don’t put it 
inside any lamps, they get a diffferent one. It’s more 
comfortable”. 

I don’t know what I was trying to fĳind out by 
asking about the doorbells that Oksana has in her 
Finnish apartment.Maybe I was trying to 
understand if her preference of Finnish housing 

2 I’m not an expert in window construction or design, though I know Oksana was pointing out the diffferences between the windows in 
Ukraine with visible, bulky frames (like those I’m familiar with in Italy) and the Finnish slick-looking glass panes in the balconies, rather 
than with the double-paned windows that look directly outside. Oksana’s apartment has both, but her framed windows open on the 
balcony.



was due to a repetition of 
patterns and symmetries 
processed as more appealing, 
calming even, and the possible 
discomfort caused by her diffferent 
doorbells. Maybe, as a hearing 
person, I was exoticizing the home 
devices that assist deaf people.Maybe 
I didn’t know what else to ask, and I 
tried to keep the conversation on home 
materiality going. In any case, I 
accomplished the opposite, I confused 
the interpreter and possibly embarrassed 
Oksana by putting the spotlight on her and 
her diffferent doorbell, after she explicitly 
told me how she prefers all homes to look the 
same. Anyways, the interview got back on 
track soon after.

As Ahmed3 puts it, “homes do not stay the same 
as the space which is simply the familiar. There 
is movement and dislocation within the very 
forming of homes as complex and contingent 
spaces of inhabitance”. What does it mean to 
forcibly leave and to live home, to embody 
displacement, to feel (at) home? There is no right 
answer, no real solution the question of home, 
which defĳinitely does not end within the confĳined 
materiality of its walls. But at least we can rest 
and watch the sunset from the comfort of our 
glazed balcony.

 When 
someone is 

calling at 
the door, the 

lamp starts to 
blink. But in 

Finland they 
don’t put it 

inside any lamps, 
they get a 
different one. It’s 
more 
comfortable”.

48

3Ahmed, Sara. (1999). Home and away: Narratives of migration and estrangement. International Journal of Cultural Studies, 2(3), 329–347
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