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Relevance of the Study

Military sociology as a discipline faces a paradoxical situation in Russia: despite significant
development of this field abroad, it has yet to consolidate into a fully autonomous area of
knowledge within the Russian academic community [Obraztsov, 2019]. Among the many reasons
for this, one fundamental issue helps articulate both the relevance of the topic and the research

rationale.

For an extended period, Russian military sociology functioned primarily in the format of
"institutional research" — internal departmental studies oriented toward solving concrete
administrative tasks. This approach was characteristic of sociological units within the Ministry of
Defence both during the Soviet era and in the post-Soviet period. At the same time, the
development of sociological knowledge about the military sphere requires broadening the research
lens beyond immediate departmental demands. As a result, many significant aspects of civil-
military interaction remain insufficiently developed in the open Russian-language academic
discourse: questions of military personnel adaptation during the transition from military to civilian
life, gender dimensions of military service, economic and social consequences of military
experience for subsequent civilian integration, the public prestige of the armed forces, and many
others. Some of these issues have not received adequate coverage in open publications, while
others may have been studied in closed departmental contexts whose findings remain inaccessible
to the broader scholarly community. This situation creates a research gap and simultaneously
opens prospects for the development of independent sociological research on the military sphere,

of which this dissertation is a part.

The beginning of the Special Military Operation (SMO) in 2022 radically transformed the
social landscape of Russia, reshaping numerous social relations, contracts, institutions, and
structures. Of particular urgency is the question of what place in the social space will be occupied
by direct participants in combat, their families, the wounded, and demobilized servicemen.
Understanding both the empirical and theoretical dimensions of these new social realities requires
expanding the traditional methodological toolkit of military sociology, supplementing it with
approaches capable of capturing the complex processes of identity transformation among
combatants and their integration into civil society. This dissertation represents an attempt to

develop such an expanded research approach.

The transitional social experience between participation in combat and civilian life
demands a shift in identity, adaptation to new circumstances of life and work, and a move from

collective identification with the military community to individual identification with other social



orders of civil society. This transit represents a complex process of biographical processing of
military experience, during which demobilized combatants face the necessity of constructing a
new — post-war — identity capable of integrating intense military experience into the context of

peaceful life.

The research problem consists in the fact that the transitional nature of this social
experience calls for mixed research approaches whose heuristics are “sensitive” to the dynamics
of the life trajectories of former combatants, to their capacity (and often inability) to articulate
their experience — especially its embodied components — and to the formation of new needs and
identifications. The concept of post-military identity and its transformation into post-war identity
makes it possible to link the structural social processes of demobilization with the personal,
subjective experience of servicemen. However, the empirical study of this phenomenon requires
the development of a methodological strategy capable of encompassing both the narrative,
reflexively accessible aspects of military experience and its embodied, corporeal dimensions,

which often remain beyond verbal expression.

State of the Art

For this research, a pyramidal analytical structure is appropriate: beginning with the broad
field of the sociology of identity, the focus progressively narrows to military and post-war identity,

and then to its key elements, including militarized masculinity.

Foundational studies of social identity established the basis for understanding mechanisms
of self-definition and group belonging. E. Erikson initiated this direction, which was further
developed in social psychology and symbolic interactionism [Weigert, 1983; Cerulo, 1997]. A.
Strauss [Strauss, 2017] made significant contributions to the study of the interactive aspects of
identity, while H. Tajfel and J. Turner [Tajfel, Turner, 1985] developed the theory of self and other

categorization mechanisms.

Research on collective identity was substantially enriched by the work of D. Snow and D.
McAdam [Snow, 1987, 1992; Snow, McAdam, 2000], who analyzed identity in the context of
social movements. M. Somers [Somers, 1994] identified the key role of narrative in identity
formation, while R. Brubaker, R. Alba, and M. Waters [Brubaker, 2019; Alba, 1990; Waters, 1990]
demonstrated the dynamic nature of identities under structural and reflexive influences in their

studies of ethnicity.

The literature addresses the gender aspects of identity in detail. Works by R. Connell
[Connell, 1995], M. Diaz-Andreu [Diaz-Andreu, 2007], D. Cameron [Cameron, 1998], and K.



Bussey [Bussey, 2011] illuminate the formation of notions of masculinity and femininity, as well
as the evolution of gender identity. Contemporary studies of militarized masculinity [Higate, 2003;
Duncanson, 2020] demonstrate how military service shapes specific gender patterns embedded in
institutional practices and symbolic systems. Special attention is paid to the military masculine-
warrior narrative [Do & Samuels, 2021] and to the problem of "unlocking" militarized masculinity
in the process of transition from military to civilian life [Bulmer & Eichler, 2017; Serensen, 2015],

which is directly relevant to the transformation of military identity into post-war identity.

The embodied dimension of identity was comprehensively studied by M. Mauss [Mauss,
1996], who demonstrated the function of bodily practices as markers of group belonging. P.
Bourdieu and his student L. Wacquant [Brubaker, 1985; Wacquant, 2006, 2014] developed the
concept of habitus as a system of incorporated schemes of action, homologous in many respects
to the concept of identity. E. Goffman [Goffman, 2009; Goffman, 1976] analyzed the role of the
body in social interactions and impression management, while K. Charmaz [Charmaz, 1995, 2016]

studied the influence of bodily transformations on identity and social positioning.

The narrative dimension of identity received theoretical grounding in the works of P.
Ricceur [Ricceur, 2008], who defined narrative as a constitutive element of “selthood.” M. Somers
[Somers, 1994] extended the theory of narrative identity, demonstrating how narrativity structures
social life, while D. Ezzy [Ezzy, 1998] identified the role of social institutions in shaping narrative

identity.

Critical analysis of the concept of identity is presented in the works of R. Brubaker and F.
Cooper, who noted the vagueness and conceptual overload of the notion. M. Alvesson and S.
Gjerde [Alvesson, Gjerde, 2020] supplemented this critique with a call for more rigorous and

focused use of the identity concept.

Military identity as a specific phenomenon has been examined in the works of G. Maringira
[Maringira, 2021, 2015], L. Samimian-Darash [Samimian-Darash, 2013], R. Woodward
[Woodward, 2000, 2004], and in the joint work of R. Woodward and N. Jenkings [Woodward,
Jenkings, 2011]. These studies reveal the features of the bodily socialization of servicemen, their
social competencies, and their relation to violence. Military masculinity and its connection with
violence have been analyzed by R. Hinojosa [Hinojosa, 2010], N. Mankayi [Mankayi, 2008], and

T. Thornborrow and A. Brown [Thornborrow, Brown, 2009].

The transformation of military identity into post-war identity has been studied by J. Ahern
and colleagues [Ahern et al., 2015], H. Brunger [Brunger et al., 2013], and P. Higate [Higate, 1997,

2000]. Their works analyze the challenges of reintegrating servicemen into civilian society and the



persistence of elements of military identity. S. Bulmer and M. Eichler [Bulmer, Eichler, 2017]

studied the effects of disablement on military identity and associated problems of social adaptation.

The concept of militarized masculinity encompasses a variety of experiences and practices
forming military identity. One key aspect is the conflict between militarized ideals and the
demands of everyday civilian life [Higate, 2000]. In this context, the formation of quasi-familial
relations in military collectives plays an important role. Shils and Janowitz [Shils & Janowitz,
1948] showed how the combat unit becomes a total institution filling the entire social space of the
combatant. G. Simmel [Simmel, 2006] developed the concept of adventure as a fundamental
element of masculine experience transforming the perception of danger. R. Girard [Girard, 2019]
describes the "mimetic crisis" as a mechanism of aggression escalation based on symmetric
revenge, while R. Collins [Collins, 2008] examines combatants as professional operators of

violence for whom the use of force becomes a legitimized and technically mastered practice.

The methodological aspects of studying military identity require the search for adequate
approaches to the empirical study of such complex experience. Research strategy must account for
several interrelated circumstances: the necessity of capturing the subjective perspective of those
who hold military identity, the significant difficulties in articulating combat and embodied
experience, the potential traumatization of respondents, and the closed nature of the military
community toward an external researcher. These circumstances justify the choice of qualitative
methods capable of working with deep experiential layers inaccessible to standardized

instruments.

In this research, the key methods for studying military identity are the narrative interview
and body mapping — approaches providing access to both reflexively comprehended and
embodied, poorly verbalizable aspects of military experience. Application of these methods
inevitably requires careful calibration of the balance between empathy and distance toward the
studied object, which is especially relevant when there is a fundamental difference between the
life experience of the researcher and the respondents. Questions of methodology for researching
sensitive topics and ethics of research interaction have been thoroughly worked out in a number
of works [Denzin, 2003; Sanford, 2006; Hedican, 2006; Tolich, 2018]. These works convincingly
show that research subjects, despite their closedness and the difficulties of articulating experience,
are not passive — they are active participants in the research process, invoking the emotional
involvement of the researcher and generating moral dilemmas for them in choosing how to

interpret and represent their experience.



Research problem: The research problem is a deficit of methodological instrumentation
capable of simultaneously capturing the narrative and embodied dimensions of post-war identity:
narrative interviewing does not access the pre-verbal, somatically embedded experience of
combatants, while visual methods have not previously been piloted with this group in the Russian

context.

Theoretical and Empirical Object, Subject, Purpose, and Research Questions

Theoretical object of the study — The theoretical object of the study is the post-war

identity of combatants in its narrative and embodied dimensions.
Empirical object of the study — Combatants.

Subject of the study — The cognitive possibilities and limitations of the narrative
interview—body mapping dyad for examining the post-war identity of combatants in its narrative

and embodied dimensions.

Purpose of the dissertation research — the methodological and procedural justification of
the narrative interview—body mapping dyad as a complementary toolkit for studying the post-war

identity of combatants in its narrative and embodied dimensions.

Research question — what is the methodological potential of the dyad of narrative
interview and body mapping for studying the post-war identity of combatants in its narrative and

embodied dimensions?

The tasks of the dissertation can be divided into two blocks — theoretical and

methodological.
Theoretical tasks:

* Develop a conceptual model of post-war identity taking into account critical
approaches to identity theory, defining its distinctions from adjacent concepts (habitus,
professional belonging), and substantiating the analytical value of the sociology of identity

approach for studying the experience of combatants.

* Conceptualize the structural elements of post-war identity, including the
mechanisms of its formation, maintenance, and transformation into military identity, with

special attention to the role of masculine ideology and a specific relation to violence.

Methodological tasks:



* Provide a methodological justification of the dyad configuration: substantiate the
necessity of combining narrative interview and body mapping; describe the step-by-step
procedure for their pairing at the data collection stage and the logic of integrating visual and
narrative data at the analysis stage; define the role of each method in the dyadic design and the

specifics of their application to the sensitive topic of military identity.

» Pilot the dyadic methodological approach in the study of post-war identity and
conduct a comparative analysis of the cognitive capabilities of the two methods: determine
which aspects of embodied military experience are accessible to each separately, what emerges
as an emergent effect of their combination, and document the limitations of the dyad as applied

to groups with pronounced masculine norms of self-presentation.

Research Hypotheses

» The post-war identity of combatants is difficult to verbalize due to the ambivalence
and non-normativity of combat experience; it has a two-component structure comprising a
narrative dimension (modes of self-narration, biographical coherence) and an embodied
dimension (embodied practices, somatic traces of military socialization) — which drives the
search for methodological solutions capable of articulating both dimensions in their

complementarity.

» The transformation of military identity into post-war identity represents a process
of layering of identity configurations, not a mechanical replacement of one by another.
Militarized masculinity and a specific relation to violence remain structural elements of post-

war identity.

* The use of narrative interview alone is insufficient for studying post-war identity:
the narrative method does not capture the pre-verbal, somatically entrenched dimension of
experience. Certain aspects of military identity — depersonalization, sensory triggers of
combat experience, instrumentalization of the body, ambivalent relation to weapons — were

not articulated by informants in interviews, but appeared in body maps as stable visual patterns.

* The dyad of narrative interview and body mapping produces a cumulative effect:
the narrative interview provides biographical depth and temporal coherence, mapping adds a
visual-symbolic layer, and their combination makes analytically accessible the gap between

how an informant narrates themselves and how they depict themselves.

* Demobilization creates a state of prolonged liminality, in which combatants find

themselves in a borderline position between military and civilian worlds, manifest in the



systematic reproduction of near-military practices in civilian contexts and in the phenomenon

of "frontline longing."

Limitations of the Study

The study has a number of characteristics that must be taken into account when interpreting
its findings. The key specificity of addressing the experience of former SMO participants is linked
to the minimal temporal distance between the combat experience and its sociological
interpretation. The Special Military Operation was ongoing at the time of the study, which
substantially distinguishes this situation from research on veterans of concluded conflicts, where
decades have elapsed and a full spectrum of post-war adaptation strategies and established

trajectories of post-war identity formation could be observed.

Interviews conducted with veterans of the war in Afghanistan within the broader project
provide a comparative perspective, allowing tentative conclusions about the long-term trajectories

of post-war identity transformation for SMO participants.

It is also important to note that the study does not cover the significant category of
mobilized citizens. Furthermore, the researchers’ position as external to military research
organizations substantially limited the available methodological toolkit: mass surveys or
participant observation in combat zones were inaccessible due to institutional and legal constraints.
The research strategy was therefore concentrated on the application of narrative interview and

body mapping.

Theoretical and Methodological Foundations

The theoretical foundations of the work form a structure of three interrelated blocks

defining the conceptual framework of the research.

The first block addresses the sociology of identity, characterized by a multiplicity of
theoretical approaches and the absence of a single research paradigm [Brubaker, Cooper, 2002;
Alvesson & Gjerde, 2020]. Special attention is given to two specific dimensions of identity —
narrative and embodied — which become the key points of analytical focus. The concept of
narrative identity [Ricceur, 2008; Somers, 1994] allows examination of the process of representing
military identity through verbal constructions and modes of self-narration. In parallel, an important
place is occupied by the corpus of works devoted to the concept of embodiment [Crossley, 1995;
Mol & Law, 2004; Lande, 2007; Wacquant, 2015], which opens access to the bodily dimension of

military identity formed through disciplinary practices and combat experience.



The second group of theoretical and methodological propositions focuses on two
interrelated aspects of military identity: the gender dimension and the professionally exercised
violence as the defining practice of combatants. The concept of militarized masculinity [Connell,
2005; Higate, 2000; Hinojosa, 2010; Barrett, 1996] serves as the fundamental basis of military
identity, integrating its core elements: the demand for heroic self-realization, rejection of the
everyday routine of civilian life, and the need to exist on the edge of extreme experience [Simmel,
2006; Elsrud, 2006]. Violence, of which combatants become direct operators [Collins, 2008;
Girard, 2019; Maringira, 2021], does not merely accompany military identity but deepens and

integrates it into the structure of social experience in the context of combat.

The third methodological block rests on the proposition that military identity can be most
fully “captured” through two complementary dimensions — narrative and embodied. The narrative
dimension represents the process of shaping experience into verbal constructions, where “narrated
time” is layered upon “lived time” [Rozhdestvenskaya, 2012; Rosenwald & Ochberg, 1992]. The
focus on the embodied dimension proceeds from the assumption that any, even the most ethereal
and metaphysical, representations a person holds of themselves and their community must be
reflected in their bodily existence [Vanke, 2015; Armitage, 2003]. Methodologically, this
dimension is studied through body mapping [Gastaldo et al., 2012; Solomon, 2002; Skop, 2016],
which makes it possible to reveal poorly verbalizable or entirely inexpressible aspects of military

experience.

Methodology

The methodological foundation of the research consists of a dyad of two sequential
qualitative methods: the narrative interview as the primary method and body mapping as the
complementary one. The dyad was implemented within a single visit to the informant: the narrative
interview preceded the mapping session, which followed immediately after its conclusion. This
configuration corresponds to a QUAL+qual design [Morse, 2010]: the primary method sets the
analytical framework, the supplementary method extends it by providing access to the pre-verbal,

embodied dimension of experience.

The narrative interview is organized according to the principles of biographical
interviewing [Jovchelovitch, Bauer, 2000; Wengraf, 2001] and includes three successive phases:
free narration (the informant recounts their story without interruption), narrative questioning
(clarification of already-mentioned events and experiences), and balancing questions (capturing
contradictions and ambivalence in the narrative). The method provides access to the temporal

dimension of identity — the biographical sequence into which military experience is embedded



— as well as to the informant’s reflexive commentary on their own experience and to social

contexts extending beyond the visible body.

Special attention in the interview design was given to managing the researcher’s
positionality under conditions of radical biographical difference between the researcher and
informants. Developed positionality control strategies include: open acknowledgment of the
biographical difference (rather than its concealment), disclosure of the researcher’s own views on
the discussed events as a stimulus for activating the conversation, and descriptive adequacy and
procedural objectivity as the main principles of objectivity [Zahle, 2021]. Informants’ resistance
to ideologically foreign researcher positions was used as an analytical resource rather than a

methodological obstacle.

Body mapping is applied as a complementary tool for capturing embodied, pre-verbal
aspects of post-war experience inaccessible through the narrative form. The method originates
with the practice of J. Solomon [Solomon, 2002] and was adapted for sociological research by D.
Gastaldo and co-authors [Gastaldo et al., 2012; 2018]. Three procedurally linked components are
distinguished within the mapping session: (1) the informant’s creation of a body outline and its
visual filling (drawings, symbols, inscriptions, color); (2) an oral commentary to the map —
testimonio — in which the informant clarifies the significance of the depicted elements; (3) keys

— a textual summary formed on the basis of the testimonio for correct interpretation of the map.

The analytical procedure for processing body maps is implemented in five steps: (1)
autonomous visual analysis of the map — sequentially at three levels (compositional, semiotic,
discursive) — before consulting the verbal data; (2) analysis of the testimonio as narrative text;
(3) comparison of visual and verbal data with identification of coincidences and divergences; (4)
cross-map analysis to identify stable patterns across the corpus; (5) integration with narrative

interview data.
The three levels of visual analysis are:

+ Compositional level — analysis of the general structure of the image, spatial

distribution of elements, proportions, and body posture;

* Semiotic level — analysis of the meaning of symbols used, color solutions, and

visual metaphors;

* Discursive level — analysis of the connection of images with broader social

discourses (military masculinity, bodily vulnerability, collective belonging).



Integration of the two data streams was carried out by comparing narrative self-presentation
and visual self-depiction. Convergences reinforced the validity of interpretation (crystallization in
the sense of Tracy [2010]); divergences became independent analytical objects. Narrative
transcripts were coded thematically in Atlas.ti; visual maps were analyzed according to the

described five-step procedure.

Data collection was accompanied by adherence to the principles of voluntary informed
consent, confidentiality, and anonymization. A specific ethical challenge of body mapping is the
heightened vulnerability created by the very act of visual self-disclosure: depicting one’s own body

implies a significantly greater degree of openness than verbal narration.

Interviews were conducted during 2022-2025. Four of the seven body mapping sessions
were conducted at the NGO "House of the Soldier’s Heart" (a rehabilitation organization for
wounded combatants), three in other formats. The study involved 22 informants in total, of whom

7 completed body maps.

Empirical Base of the Study

The empirical base of the dissertation consists of materials collected within the project
"Experience of Local Conflicts: Processing, Re-socialization, Disability," supported by the
Academic Commission of the Faculty of Social Sciences at HSE (scientific supervisor — E.Yu.
Rozhdestvenskaya). The general data set includes interviews with former combatants in local
conflicts (N=47), covering participants in various military operations. The dissertation author
participated directly in the development of the research toolkit, the fieldwork stage, and the

analytical processing of collected materials.

Specifically for the dissertation, a targeted sub-sample of SMO participants (N=22) was
formed from the overall dataset, with whom the author personally conducted in-depth narrative
interviews. In addition to traditional interviewing, body mapping sessions were conducted with
eight informants (N=7), enabling the implementation of the declared methodological dyad and the
capture of both narrative and embodied dimensions of post-war identity. For contrastive purposes,
individual interview transcripts with veterans of concluded conflicts (Afghanistan, Chechnya)
from the general project dataset were incorporated into the analysis, providing a comparative

analytical perspective.

Principles of Informant Selection

Informants were selected according to the principle of purposive sampling, with the

criterion being the informants’ experience of participation in the Special Military Operation. The



focus on SMO participants is conditioned by the specifics of this conflict: the operation was
ongoing at the time of the study, creating unique conditions for studying the formation of post-war
identity in a situation of unfinished conflict and minimal temporal lag between combat experience

and its sociological interpretation.

Sample formation was determined by the logic of informant accessibility and was carried
out through cooperation with veteran support organizations — the Moscow "House of the Soldier’s
Heart" and the social organization "Combat Brotherhood." Initial contacts established through
these organizations were subsequently expanded by snowball sampling. Interviews were
conducted with two categories of participants: servicemen who had received wounds precluding
further presence in the combat zone, and those who had served under short-term contracts and had

already completed their participation in the operation at the time of the study.

Scientific Novelty of the Study

* For the first time, a conceptualization of post-war identity is proposed as a
transitional process of selective re-actualization of military experience, in which the formation
of new civilian identifications occurs through layering onto preserved elements of military

identity, rather than through mechanical replacement of one identity by another.

» For the first time, a typology of the mechanisms of biographical processing of
military experience under the influence of critical events (wounding, demobilization, return to
combat) has been developed: integration, absorption, and compensation — constructed on

original empirical material with no analogues in Russian sociology.

» Strategies for controlling the researcher’s positionality in qualitative research on
military experience under conditions of radical biographical difference (civilian vs. military)

have been innovatively developed.

» For the first time, the dyad of narrative interview and body mapping has been
piloted for the study of military identity; for the first time empirical data have been obtained
on Russian material establishing that the narrative interview produces a biographically
coherent, temporally structured image of experience, while body mapping captures its pre-
verbal, somatically entrenched dimension — depersonalization as a visual pattern, sensory
triggers of combat experience, ambivalent relation to weapons — which was not articulated in

the interviews.

Theses Submitted for Defence



1. Empirical access to the post-war identity of combatants, obtained through the dyad,
established its two-component structure: a narrative dimension (biographical coherence
through the integration of military experience into a unified life story) and an embodied
dimension (embodied practices, somatic traces of military socialisation), constituted through
two types of militarised body — collective and functional. The transformation of military
identity into post-war identity is characterised by a state of prolonged liminality: demobilised
combatants find themselves in a stable borderline position between the military and civilian
worlds, unable to fully convert military achievements into civilian statuses. This transition is
not a linear substitution of one identity for another, but a process of layering in which post-war
identity is the result of 'repackaging' military experience under the pressure of competing
imperatives — the preservation of military identity and civilian reintegration.

2. Post-war identity is constructed from three constitutive elements: (1) militarised
masculinity, taking shape through the pursuit of trials, the rhetoric of the 'real man', and the
idealisation of the homosocial military community; (2) a specific relation to violence,
characterised by gradual self-alienation and an expansive capacity to manifest beyond the
military context; (3) the symbolic substitution of family ties by military brotherhood
functioning as a system of quasi-kinship. The biographical processing of critical events —
injury, demobilisation, return to combat — is realised through three mechanisms: integration,
absorption, and compensation.

3. The narrative interview—body mapping dyad is implemented in a QUAL+qual
design within a single meeting: the narrative interview establishes the analytical framework
and creates the trust-based context necessary for the transition to the body mapping session.
The card commentary (festimonio) is a component internal to the body mapping session. A
step-by-step analytical procedure for working with body maps has been developed, the key
principle of which is autonomous three-level visual analysis (compositional, semiotic,
discursive) prior to any reference to the informant's verbal commentary.

4. Piloting of the dyad showed that the two methods produce fundamentally different
types of data: narrative interviewing captures a biographically coherent, temporally structured
account of experience; body mapping reveals its pre-verbal, somatically embedded dimension
— depersonalisation as a visual pattern, sensory triggers, ambivalent relation to weapons —
which was not verbally articulated in the interviews. The cumulative effect of the dyad lies in
the fact that the gap between narrative self-presentation and visual self-representation renders
the liminality of post-war identity analytically accessible as a stable state. With respect to
bearers of militarised masculinity, the dyad redistributes rather than reduces sensitivity:

resistance to drawing is methodologically informative. The adapted protocol — A1-A2



formats, abandonment of full-scale body contouring — preserves the methodological integrity
of the method and opens its applicability to research contexts for which it was not originally

designed.

Theoretical Significance

The theoretical significance of the dissertation lies in the development of a conceptual
model of post-war identity as a distinct sociological phenomenon irreducible to professional
belonging or habitus. The proposed framework introduces three original analytical contributions.
First, the concept of identity layering — the process by which post-war identity is constituted not
through the sequential displacement of military identity by civilian identifications, but through
their simultaneous co-presence, in which prior identity configurations are selectively re-actualized
under the pressure of new social contexts. Second, the concept of prolonged liminality as a chronic
structural condition of the demobilized combatant, reframing van Gennep's and Turner's
transitional category from a temporary passage into a durable social position. Third, a typology of
biographical processing mechanisms — integration, absorption, and compensation — through
which critical events such as wounding, demobilization, and return to combat reconfigure the
identity landscape of the veteran. These contributions extend the general sociology of identity by
demonstrating that military socialization produces a form of identity with exceptionally high
salience and resistance to substitution, and thereby enrich the theoretical vocabulary available for

analyzing extreme-experience groups more broadly.

Practical Significance

The practical significance of the dissertation is located at two levels. At the methodological
level, the research develops and pilots a replicable dyadic research design — combining narrative
interview with body mapping — adapted to the specific constraints of fieldwork with combatants:
the difficulty of verbalizing embodied experience, the normative pressure of militarized
masculinity against self-disclosure, and the ethical complexity of studying a group whose
experience remains morally and politically contested. The adapted protocol — including the shift
from full-scale body tracing to A1-A2 formats, the modification of artistic requirements, and the
positionality control strategies developed for conditions of radical biographical difference between
researcher and informants — constitutes a transferable toolkit for qualitative researchers working
with other closed or trauma-proximate populations. At the applied level, the findings have direct
relevance for the design of rehabilitation and reintegration programmes for veterans: the

identification of prolonged liminality, structural boredom, fictive kinship as a displacement of



family bonds, and the feminizing connotations of injury and disability provides a sociologically
grounded account of the barriers to civilian reintegration that practitioners in veteran support

organizations and policymakers responsible for demobilization programmes need to address.

Main Results

The introduction establishes the relevance of the study, formulates the object, subject, aim,
and tasks, presents the research question, propositions, theoretical-methodological foundations,

and describes the empirical base.

Chapter 1 is devoted to the theoretical reassembly of the concept of identity as applied to
military experience. It is shown that identity — notwithstanding Brubaker and Cooper's well-
founded critique — remains the most productive analytical instrument for studying the temporally
extended, multiple, and conflictual character of military experience: unlike the sociology of
professions (oriented towards the officer corps and competitive relations) or habitual sociology
(inapplicable to the logic of military solidarity and equal risk), it keeps the ordinary combatant in
analytical focus. A two-component structure of post-war identity is established, comprising a
narrative dimension (biographical coherence through Ricoeurian mise en intrigue) and an
embodied dimension (embodied practices, somatic traces of military socialisation). Two types of
militarised body are distinguished — collective and functional. Demobilisation is conceptualised
not as a completed transition but as a state of prolonged liminality in the terms of van Gennep,

Turner, and Schiitz.

Chapter 2 presents the empirical results of narrative interview analysis with participants of
the Special Military Operation (N=22) and contrasting interviews with Afghan War veterans.
Three constitutive elements of post-war identity are identified: a specific relation to violence
characterised by a mechanism of self-alienation and expansion into civilian contexts; militarised
masculinity constructed through the pursuit of trials and the idealisation of homosocial
brotherhood; and the symbolic substitution of family ties by a system of fictive kinship. The
mechanism of 'structural boredom' is described as a source of chronic tension in civilian
reintegration. It is shown that injury and disablement produce an identity crisis through metonymic
association with feminisation, which explains the persistent drive to return to combat even in
limited roles. Principles for managing researcher positionality under conditions of radical

biographical difference from informants are developed and verified.

Chapter 3 contains the methodological justification of the dyad and the results of its
piloting. A step-by-step analytical procedure for working with body maps is presented,

implemented autonomously across three levels (compositional, semiotic, discursive) prior to any



reference to verbal commentary. Comparative analysis of the two methods showed that narrative
interviewing produces a biographically coherent, temporally structured account of experience,
while body mapping captures its pre-verbal, somatically embedded dimension —
depersonalisation as a visual pattern, sensory triggers, ambivalent relation to weapons. The
cumulative effect of the dyad lies in the fact that the gap between narrative self-presentation and
visual self-representation renders the liminality of post-war identity analytically accessible as a
stable state rather than a transitional moment. The specific dynamics of working with a group
characterised by pronounced masculine norms are described: resistance to drawing proves to be
methodologically informative, and the dyad redistributes rather than reduces sensitivity. The
conclusion summarises the theoretical, empirical, and methodological results and outlines the
prospects for longitudinal monitoring of post-war identity transformations among participants of

the Special Military Operation.

General Conclusions

From a theoretical standpoint, the research demonstrates that post-war identity represents
a special form of social identity characterized by high salience, totality, and durability over time.
Unlike professional belonging or habitus, it functions as a comprehensive project determining all
aspects of the bearer’s life, from everyday habits to existential meanings. Military socialization
creates deep and stable transformations both at the level of consciousness and embodiment. These
transformations do not disappear with the end of military service but crystallize into post-war
identity, which retains the structural elements of military experience. Identity formation proceeds
not through sequential state changes but through a process of layering, in which each new identity

re-actualizes preceding identities.

From a methodological standpoint, the research confirms that the study of the embodied
aspects of social experience requires methodological pluralism and departure from traditional
verbal techniques. The combination of narrative interview and body mapping ensures
complementarity of data and makes it possible to capture those dimensions of experience that are
inaccessible when using either method alone. Body mapping proved particularly productive for
capturing olfactory, auditory, and tactile memories that are practically impossible to convey

adequately in verbal form.

The research confirms the importance of a reflexive position when studying socially
controversial topics. Objectivity in working with combatants is achieved not through emotional

distance but through descriptive adequacy and procedural objectivity, which presuppose precise



recording of statements without retouching and open acknowledgment of differences in

biographical experience.

The phenomenon of "frontline longing" should be viewed not exclusively through the
prism of post-traumatic stress disorder but as a structural feature of post-war identity related to the

need for clarity of existential goals and intensity of experience.

As for prospects for further research, the Special Military Operation continues and the
processes of post-war identity formation are still developing. Further sociological monitoring of
these processes using a longitudinal qualitative design to track the dynamics of identity

transformations is needed.

The structure of the dissertation follows the logic of the study. The work comprises an
introduction, three chapters, a conclusion, a reference list, and five appendices. Chapter 1
('Theoretical Approaches to the Study of Identity: Reassembling the Concept through the Lens of
Military Experience') includes eight sections and is devoted to the conceptualisation of post-war
identity in its narrative and embodied dimensions, as well as to a critique of competing explanatory
resources — sociology of professions and habitual sociology. Chapter 2 ('The Narrative
Dimension of Post-War Identity') includes five sections and presents the results of narrative
interview analysis: the constitutive elements of post-war identity and the mechanisms of its
maintenance and transformation under the impact of injury and demobilisation. Chapter 3 ("The
Embodied Dimension of Post-War Identity and the Methodological Potential of the Dyad')
includes two sections with subsections and contains the methodological justification of the dyad,
a step-by-step analytical procedure for working with body maps, and a comparative analysis of the
cognitive possibilities of the two methods. The total length of the dissertation is 326 pages; the

reference list includes 524 sources.

Approbation of Research Results

*  October 2023 — paper "Narrativization of the Social Experience of an Afghan War
Veteran (1979-1989)" at the interdisciplinary conference "Biographical Collision: Theory,
Method, and Narrative" (Moscow).

*  November 2023 — paper "Memory and Trauma in the Narratives of Afghan War
Veterans" at the young scholars’ conference "Current Issues in Ethnology and Anthropology"

(Moscow).



» September 2024 — paper "Borders of War and Peace: Experience and Prospects of
Demobilization of Participants of Military Conflicts in the USSR and Russia" at the 16th

Conference of the European Sociological Association (ESA) (Porto, Portugal).

* April 2024 — paper at the roundtable of the project group "Experience of Local
Conflicts: Processing, Re-socialization, Disability" at the XXV April International Academic

Conference on Economic and Social Development (Moscow, HSE).

e 2023-2025 — regular participation in academic seminars of the project group
"Experience of Local Conflicts: Processing, Re-socialization, Disability" (HSE), where the

main propositions of the dissertation were repeatedly presented and discussed.

* May 2026 13th East Asian Conference on Slavic-Eurasian Studies at Kyushu
University (Friday, May 29) and Fukuoka International Convention Center (May 30-31, Sat-
Sun)
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