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In recent decades, there has been a considerable interest in the tremendous effort of economic and social transformation of the rural areas of the Soviet Union in the 1930s, with historians scrutinising the forced industrialisation, the process of collectivisation as well as the concurrent and impressive ‘exodus’ of rural populations to the cities (see, for example, Sheila Fitzpatrick, 1995; David L. Hoffman, 2000; Gijs Kessler, 2001). Less attention has been paid, however, to Soviet policies of post-war reconstruction, to their consequences, and to the popular response that followed their implementation. This is particularly problematic given that post-war economic devastation, labour shortages and the imperative to rebuild industrially and agriculturally led the USSR to proceed with extensive semi-forced recruitment (Donald Fitzer, 2007) and the centralised resettlement of rural populations. More generally, a consequence of these policies was that human mobility – forced, guided, or voluntary – across the regions of the USSR reached unprecedented levels.


In an attempt to partly fill this gap in the historiography, I focus in this paper on the tensions between state policies and their local applications in order to emphasise the possibilities and spaces of peasant agency in the face of a supposed overarching and expansive state control. By taking the example of Ukraine and by relying on oral interviews, I attempt to begin to re-write the history of rural relocation in the 1940s and 1950s from the point of view of the rural migrant workers. Consequently, I argue that it is through the activities of local populations resisting or adapting to centrally planned resettlements, and, crucially, arranging their own labour migrations, that important and durable transregional connections within and across different socialist republics were established. Moreover, not only did these geographies of movement and migrant practices emerge during late Stalinism and thrived until the fall the Soviet Union, they also persist in post-Soviet times.


The choice of Ukraine as an example is not innocent. Indeed, Ukraine represents an excellent case study of these processes, since its territory was schematically divided into the “sending” and “receiving” locations of resettlement regarding the density of population and fertility of the lands, were encountered by the Soviet bureaucracy of late Stalinism while undertaking the project of resettlement, and uncovers peasant agencies and solidarities as main engines and obstacles of an ambitious totalizing project. The peasants’ decisions whether to move, to stay, or return, based on the conditions of the settlement in the new place, and whether to advise those who stayed behind – relatives, neighbors, fellow villagers – to join the settlers or not to give any trust to the agitators, impacted the resettlement tremendously.

