Oleg’s Story
Oleg is a 40-year old gay man who was
born and raised in a small town in Russia.
He received asylum in 2014 and residency in 2019

for asylum. At that time, the
number of LGBT asylum cases
from Russia was still pretty low.
In 2014, a lot of my LGBT friends
still hadn’t thought about leaving
Russia. My friend and I were lucky
and received our asylum approval
pretty quickly. A few years later,
the system was flooded. Many of
my friends who arrived later have
been waiting for years for their
asylum interview.
I had spent a year in the U.S. as a teenager, but I
never imagined that I would emigrate here. The
cultural differences were so strong and I just
wanted to live in Russia. It took a long time for me
to adjust to the idea of possibly living in another
country.The most likely triggers were the changes
that were happening in Russia in 2013.They started
happening very fast – the government passed antigay laws and the liberal or democratic discourse
was getting quieter and quieter. Everything was
moving towards authoritarianism.

“In 2014, a lot of my LGBT friends still
hadn’t thought about leaving Russia. My
friend and I were lucky and received our
asylum approval pretty quickly. A few
years later, the system was flooded.”
I came with a friend in 2014.We had no idea what
it would be like when we got here and what it
meant to apply for political asylum. We came here
absolutely blindfolded in a way. We were lucky to
get the help of some pro bono lawyers to apply

After Trump was elected, there
was a moment where I realized that Americans
are not actually the final bastion of freedom that
they’d like to be. People say, “well, this cannot
happen in America.” Well, it can. And other things
can happen.There are all these currents going on
globally with nationalism and authoritarianism –
it doesn’t give me a lot of optimism.

“I lived through the shift from a feeling
of democratic freedom and possibility
in Russia to the current state of
nationalistic authoritarianism. It can
happen here in the U.S., too.”
You need to constantly adjust to what is happening
and live your little life, just trying to do whatever
you can, and act locally, because that’s the only
thing you can do. Because the global changes
are just too strong. I wouldn’t build my future
depending on any kind of national governmental
support. I can’t live my whole life here thinking
this is going to be a safe haven. And it is starting
to look worse.
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That’s why it’s so important to have all of us
doing a little bit, listening to other people, reading
about what is really happening, becoming involved.
Gaining compassion for other people’s experiences
of persecution.
For the past few years, I’ve worked as a waiter, a
delivery person, a contractor. I’m thinking about
ways to continue my education and give back. I
would love to go somewhere and teach basic math
and English to people. I’d also love to do some sort
of photography, computer modeling, something
that’s creative.
It requires a little bit more belief in yourself – it’s
not easy to come to a new country and to break
into a new area. I’m trying to try something new
alongside working to make a living. None of my
education and skills from Russia are transferable to
the U.S. so it’s really starting over. You have to try
and adapt to the new reality.That’s one of the things
that’s probably important for the immigrants who
come here. You really can’t prepare yourself. You
need to prepare to learn, to adjust, to be flexible.

