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Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please
. . . just when they seem engaged in revolutionizing themselves and things,
in creating something that have never yet existed, precisely in such period of
revolutionary crisis they anxiously conjure up the spirits of the past to their
service and borrow from them names, battle cries and costumes in order to
present the new scene of world history in this time-honored disguise and this
borrowed language.

—Karl Marx, 1852

The dispossessed are people who have been deprived of property, work and
entitlements, but we can also understand them as people who are them-
selves no longer possessed. That is, they are no longer inside the quasi-feudal
corporations, the collective “domains,” which confer a social status on their
members and which in practice are still the key units in disposing property
and people in Russia.

Caroline Humphrey, 1993

During the heyday of its power, the Soviet Union used to devote a great
deal of attention and resources to the protection of its western borders. Fences,
barbed wires, belts of ploughed ground and nuclear military facilities marked
the perimeter of the Soviet empire. KGB-supervised military units protected
the border against foreign attack, infiltration, and westward escapes of Soviet
citizens. After 1991, the dense protection system was dismantled and boundaries
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became highly permeable, giving rise to new borderland economies based mostly
on unregulated cross-border trade.1 Today, the line that once divided the USSR
from the neighboring People’s Republics marks the new eastern boundary of the
enlarged European Union. It separates Poland, Slovakia, Hungary, and Romania
from post-Soviet Moldova, Ukraine, Belarus, and Russia’s Kaliningrad District.
It remains a key site in the geopolitics of Europe, but the nature of insecurity as
well as the directions and objects of the perceived threat have been redefined.
Since 2004, the EU—Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) border has
been one of the critical locations for the combating and prevention of illegal
immigration, trafficking in persons and other unauthorized traffic from entering EU
territory.

In 2005, I set out to study the construction of this eastern flank of “fortress
Europe” between Poland and Ukraine. I considered the transformation of the
postsocialist frontier into a heavily guarded external boundary of the European
Union as an instance of the multifaceted process of creating a new continental
border regime. Drawing on John Borneman’s analysis of how the East–West
German border profoundly organized experience in divided Berlin during and
after the Cold War (1992, 1998), I conceived of the border regime as the entire
system of laws and regulations intended to demarcate political entities, police
inclusion and exclusion, senses of belonging and citizenship itself. I conducted
fieldwork among border guards and immigration officials as well as in migrant
communities and civil society organizations on both sides of the border. I viewed
their debates, experiences, and resistances as illustrative of the emerging tensions
between the mobility of the economically disadvantaged postsocialist populations
and the project of advancing European unity and integration through reinforcing
boundaries.

On the basis of this research, I argue that the continental effort to establish
the European Union as a shared “area of freedom, security and justice” demarcated
by secure borders produces a set of overlapping contradictions.2 The market
demand for migrant workers clashes with the rhetoric and policy of preventing
migrant “flood.” The imperative to protect refugees is undermined by the drive
to curtail “excessive” granting of asylum.3 For inhabitants of the impoverished
Ukrainian side of the border this means that their access to economic opportunities
in Poland and farther west is increasingly contingent on the shifts of this moral and
political pendulum. For those in the borderland who in the decade preceding EU
enlargement came to rely on cross-border opportunities for economic survival, this
new source of uncertainty exacerbates an already precarious situation. In this article,
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I describe engagement with one Ukrainian effort to address such predicaments by
building new worlds on the ruins of old, and doing so in ways that its present-day
planners may not have fully intended.

RUINATION AS DISPOSSESSION

As Caroline Humphrey wrote in the early 1990s, the dismantling of the
Soviet economy created a pervasive condition of exclusion and deprivation that she
described as “dispossession” (1996).4 It connotes the state of being disowned by or
excluded from the collectives (such as for example the farm or the factory) that
under socialism provided persons with a social and economic framework within
which their lives unfolded along relatively structured and predictable trajectories.
With socialism’s demise, these collectives shrunk, were privatized, or altogether
vanished.

Who are the dispossessed in Russia? In some sense, the creation of the dis-
possessed categories of people has been a global or at least an all European
phenomenon in current decades. . . . But the character of the Russian experi-
ence is specific, because it rests on significantly different concepts of political
economy from those used in Western Europe and on a particular Soviet con-
struction of what elsewhere might be called “colonial” relations with other
classes and cultures. The dispossessed in Russia are created by specifically
post-Soviet political domains of which they are no longer a part. [Humphrey
1996:71–72]

This specificity extends to the former republics, such as Ukraine.5 There,
in the aftermath the proclamation of independence in 1991, the unmaking of
Soviet forms of life coincided with nation-building efforts, which trapped Ukraine
in the “paradox of having to constitute itself at the same time [as] nation-states
were increasingly becoming destabilized by globalizing forces” (Petryna 2002:22).
Over a decade later, dispossession remains an existential condition for many of
the same categories of persons originally identified by Humphrey: “refugees . . .

unemployed; economic migrants; demobilized soldiers, abandoned pensioners,
invalids and single parent families; vagrants and the homeless (BOMZhY); and
people living in various illegal ways such as contract laborers without residence
permits in large cities” (1996:70). Although many of the people whose lives were
set off track in the course of systemic collapse over the years have developed viable
strategies of coping (many of which have been ethnographically documented, as in
Dickinson 2007, Petryna 2002, Philips 2005, and Wanner 2005, e.g.), it is also
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the case that for the most vulnerable the advancements of postsocialist laissez-faire
capitalism only compounded the crisis.

In what follows, I discuss an unusual project of revitalization and social rehabil-
itation that addresses the injuries produced by these layered dislocations. One day in
the course of my fieldwork, while interviewing Sofia and Iryna, Ukrainian activists
involved (among their many projects) in raising awareness of human trafficking at
a large, internationally funded NGO, I was told about a former nuclear base near
Brody, a western Ukrainian town of 20,000 located less than 100 kilometers from
the Polish border. The ruined facility, which was once a Soviet border garrison with
rocket missiles directed westward across the border, was leased from the state by a
man named Viktor G. A self-described anarchist with a social worker’s calling, he
turned it into a refuge designed for persons released from prison, victims of human
trafficking and asylum seekers returned after unsuccessful attempts to cross the
border into the European Union.6 Sofia and Iryna thought he was doing something
at once unique and courageous, something that, as Sofia said “was only possible in
Ukraine.”

Ukraine is one of those countries in Europe that over the course of the last
hundred years have been the scene of virtually all of the totalizing political projects
that defined the last century on the continent. The Ukrainian-Polish borderland
has been the place where those projects collided and obliterated one another.7

Nationalism, Nazism, and Soviet communism have all imprinted their mark on
the land and altered such aspects of human existence as the home and experience
of place, family and community, and work and daily economy. As the agents
of subsequent ideologies attempted to fulfill their visions of a new society (e.g.,
through assimilation policies, ethnic cleansing, or collectivization of agriculture
and industrialization), they laid waste, deliberately or through negligence, to lived
and material forms particular to previous orders. Each time a different group of
people was left orphaned and homeless.

These damages were not finite. They continued to unfold even as peo-
ple moved into new places (and into homes that previously were also oc-
cupied by someone else). Personal losses came to constitute an overarching
framework for experiencing and narrating the lives of the wartime genera-
tion.8 Wartime destruction in the borderland was countered with the Soviet
projects of social and material reconstruction in the postwar period. In the fol-
lowing decades, the socialist administration promised (and to some extent de-
livered) new conditions for fostering life, while it simultaneously used terror,
violence and suppression to its political ends. Today, as those schemes have
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dissipated leaving crumbling remnants behind, they contribute to the rough tex-
ture of postsocialist everyday life. In this way human experience in the border-
land has been framed and informed by the dialectic of grand ideologies and their
disintegration.9

I followed Sofia’s and Iryna’s advice and took a short trip to meet Viktor in
Brody. I reflect here on this encounter, because Viktor’s habitation of post-Soviet
ruins revealed itself as an unusual restoration project that is carried out in the
interstices of the postsocialist state and of the changing European border regime.
As such, it is a compelling site for rethinking dispossession and the possibility of
redemption some 15 years after the USSR ceased to exist. What does it entail
to engage in rebuilding and refashioning amidst remnants of the Soviet military
complex that not long ago seemed obsolete? What is at stake in this reconstruction,
what kinds of persons and objects are to be restored?

I arrived in Brody on a Saturday in September, after having been introduced
to Viktor over the phone. Since our first conversation he was very welcoming and
didn’t seem to care much about who I was. He said to me simply, “Just come and
visit, anytime” and promised to get me from the bus station. I arrived with a cold
that I had caught during an overnight train ride from Kiev. Viktor was punctual.
He turned out to be a strongly built man in his late forties with a dense straw-
colored mane and a taste for military clothing. His first concern on picking me up
became getting me into his office and giving me something to drink to remedy my
symptoms. The drive was short, but because of this rush I didn’t get to see much of
the area we entered in his shabby van, except a rusty barbwire fence and a gate that
looked solid, yet was wide open when we approached. We drove for another 200
meters, past a tidy one-story building, some smaller structures, unidentified ruins
and a wall that once must have been part of an interior, decorated by a striking
mosaic with a social-realist military motif (see Figure 1). I asked if I could see it.
Viktor smiled and said, “You will. Later.”

The van was parked in front of a rather small, well-kept barrack with a
slanted roof, surrounded by a flower and vegetable garden enclosed by a low fence
fashioned from sticks. We entered the building and Viktor led me along a clean
corridor to a room which appeared to be his office. It had a desk and a fax machine,
but it also served as a makeshift bedroom (as the corner bed with pillows and
blankets indicated). He insisted first of all I must have some coffee, a shot of herbal
liquor (to combat my cold), and a sandwich, and then there would be time to see
the area.
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FIGURE 1. Mural on the side of a half-collapsed barrack depicting Red Army brotherhood.

Over the next several hours, Viktor told me about the ins and outs of running
his shelter, to which he referred as the commune (komuna). For all practical
purposes it is an NGO, but Viktor takes the conscious approach to conduct his
activities without subsidies and outside of the established circuit of international
grant-giving organizations.

Viktor: When we came everything was already destroyed here, looted. But we
live here without money. We don’t get any funding.

Karolina: None?
V.: None [with emphasis]. We do everything here by ourselves. Our uriad

(local council) would give some money but I don’t want to. I don’t want
foreign money. In Ukraine, and I know not only in Ukraine, but also in
Poland and the Czech Republic it is like this: there’s a project, there’s
some funding. While there’s funding, the project is alive. Theres no
funding, there’s no project. So, if they would just give me money here,
I wouldn’t think how to earn some, how to live. I would know that they
give me now, then maybe tomorrow, may be next year or maybe not. [I
said] no. From the very beginning I did so that we could do everything
here by ourselves.
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Emphasizing his independence from external sources of funding was an impor-
tant point for him. It spoke to what he perceived as an overreliance of the Ukrainian
state and institutions on foreign aid, expert consultancy, and vague promises of
development assistance. He instructed me to turn off my tape recorder as he named
particular organizations that, in his words, “organize useless conferences and print
pamphlets on glossy paper for Western money, while the mafia thrives and people
suffer.” In his staunch commitment to an ethos of self-sufficiency, he was implicitly
distancing himself from the widespread borderland political imaginary that oscil-
lates between a sense of powerlessness vis-à-vis larger economic forces and a hope
that deliverance will come from the outside (i.e., from Europe).

Viktor was not exceptional in discounting the tenuous relationships between
donor agencies and recipients of aid. Such challenges to sustainability of pro-
grams have marred NGO endeavors elsewhere in Ukraine and beyond. As Sarah
Phillips notes in her study of women’s social activism in Ukraine “organizations
that received project grants from international sources such as USAID and US-
NIS Women’s Consortium implemented short term programs, but these fleeting
sources of support did not usually facilitate long-term social reform” (2005:493).10

Over the course of my fieldwork, I met many people (NGO activists, journalists,
and students) who expressed a clear grasp of the limits of foreign assistance. A few
asserted even that projections of financial and political assistance to Ukraine from
the European Union (not to mention future membership) belong “among fairy
tales.” However what was striking about Viktor was that this critique thoroughly
informed his endeavors.

How to account for what Sofia and Iryna saw as Viktor’s peculiar Ukrani-
anness? He clearly displayed a combination of resourcefulness, ingenuity, and a
subversive disregard for authority. This set of qualities is often remarked to be dis-
tinctly “Ukrainian,” borne out of centuries of hardship, dependency, and rebellion
against the neighboring regional powers.11 But interpreting Viktor’s project as a
mere example of transhistorical resilience doesn’t do justice to its spatiotemporal
specificity. As I show in what follows, his statements and actions are about engaging
the residual and the new and he does so in ways that I found politically provocative
and critically significant. He challenges typical modes of nongovernmental social
assistance, but at the same time—not unlike most NGOs—he assumes the work
of the state. While doing so, he speaks to dominant narratives of Ukraine’s past
and present. His activities emerge out of, and intervene into Ukraine’s physical,
social, and political landscape. As both a vision and a practical endeavor they re-
main firmly attuned to the realities of the borderland, here understood doubly as
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a metaphor for Ukraine in general, inscribed in the very name of the country, and
as a particular region adjacent to the border between Ukraine and Poland—EU.12

Thus, as I contend here, recalling Marx (1963): Viktor redeems ruins left behind
by the collapse of an empire he was glad to see go, and reclaims a social space
that, on its transformations, captures a remarkably Soviet air of fully connected
institutions and persons.

This article is inspired in equal measure by Viktor’s unusual habitation of
post-Soviet ruins and by the collective analytic effort to reconceptualize imperial
ruination as an active force in the world.13 I observe that dispossession is a pe-
culiar form of ruination which produces “shattered worlds where nothing can be
presumed to be shared and where the main task is to be recognized and heard at
all” (Humphrey 1996:81). Objects that once embodied military might, political
stature, and economic pursuit have fallen apart, and so have abruptly unmoored
lives. As Ann Laura Stoler argues, “asking how people live with and in ruins” directs
analysis toward “the politics [they] animate, to the common sense they disturb,
to the critiques condensed or disallowed, and to the social relations avidly coa-
lesced or shattered around them” (Stoler this issue). Can ruins be repossessed? Is
repossession a form of recognition? I consider these questions as I address Viktor’s
appropriation of post-Soviet remains as a peculiar and noteworthy instance of what
Stoler calls a “vital refiguration” of imperial debris (Stoler this issue), juxtaposing
his project of revitalizing a ruined nuclear base with the deployment of other ruins
in the area.

CONCEPTUALIZING AFTERMATHS

Wars and breakdowns in the borderland have outlived the states and empires
that caused them. Over the past century the people and territory of the region
have been variously described as postpartition, postwar, and postsocialist or post-
Soviet. Some scholars argue as well that the area can accurately be conceived of
as postcolonial, because of the historical ebb and flow of political, economic, and
cultural domination of Poles over Ukrainians as well as of Russia and Austria over
both of those groups and other minorities (Janion 2006; Riabchuk 2004). This
move to reconceptualize the borderland parallels a broader scholarly project to
study contemporary Eastern Europe and former Soviet Union from a postcolonial
perspective (Buchowski 2006; Carey and Raciborski 2004; Cavanagh 2004; Moore
2001; Verdery 2002). But the extension of notions of empire and the postcolonial
to Eastern Europe and the former Soviet states is not about a mechanical transfer
of categories from different imperial contexts. Rather than constituting a definitive
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framework, it ought to provide a broad interpretive angle that allows one to
appreciate the inherent ambiguity of the postcolonial situation. It should draw
attention to the tensions between repudiating and celebrating the past, between
expectations of a better future and a sense of abandonment and powerlessness,
between “the desire for autochthony and the fact of a hybrid, part-colonial origin”
and “between resistance and complicity” (Moore 2001:112).

The postcolonial perspective supplements the postsocialist optic in two ways.
First, although the latter emphasizes the experience of “actually existing socialism”
shared across places as diverse as Eastern Europe and Central Asia, thinking in terms
of the former is a way to grapple with the layered lived and material effects of earlier
dominance as well. Understanding these long-term effects in turn helps account
for the often stark discrepancies between different postsocialisms.14 Second, as
Katherine Verdery points out, students of the postsocialist stand to learn from
postcolonial studies’ focus on “practices of domination, such as . . . manipulations
of time and space [and] modes of inscribing the colonial system on the bodies
of its subjects” (2002:17). In the Ukrainian—Polish borderland most ruins—of
manors, churches, and garrisons—can also be read as an ambivalent record of the
specific forms of exercising power practiced by a succession of overlords. Thus, I
stress a view of the borderland as a palimpsest where new modes of living overlap
with material and mental residues of old systems of rule and suppression. Viktor’s
commune is thus no odd implant into the local social fabric but, rather, organically
a part of this palimpsest. Its physical substance—the strategic borderland location,
the austere barracks, the social-realist decor—is a direct product of Cold War
geopolitics and Soviet military governance. The base’s current denizens (the ex-
convicts and other dispossessed) are persons who, bereft of the entitlements of
Soviet citizenship, are forced to reconstitute their senses of self. Their plight might
represent a near-universal condition of abandonment (after all every society, not
only the postcolonial ones, has its vulnerable populations whose needs require
special attention). At the same time, under Viktor’s guardianship their particular
circumstances are being addressed in a historically and culturally specific manner.

REFIGURATION AS REPOSSESSION

The town of Brody sits on a flatland, approximately 140 kilometers from Lviv
and has a population of about 20 thousand. For most of its modern history it has
been a quintessential border town. Until 1914, it was an important transportation
hub located on the Austrian side of the frontier between the Austro-Hungarian and
Russian empire. After World War II, the border shifted farther east. Despite that,
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Brody retains the aura of a historically and culturally significant site, often cast in a
local variety of post-Hapsburg “imperial nostalgia” (Ballinger 2003b).15

In Soviet times, Brody had a strong chemical industry owing to the town’s
location on the Soviet oil pipeline Druzhba (Friendship), built in the 1960s to
transport Siberian oil to Central Europe. As elsewhere in the former Soviet Union,
the industry’s decline in the early 1990s led to high unemployment that yielded
multifarious dislocations and hardship for the majority of the local population.
Today, Brody has a renewed potential for accelerated development and enhanced
geopolitical significance owing to the completion of the Odessa–Brody pipeline
(2001), which connects Druzhba to the Black Sea. Odessa–Brody was initially
planned as the first section of a new channel for transporting Caspian oil to the
EU via Poland, but Polish–Russian political tensions and the unstable situation
in Ukraine have stalled the project (Baran and Tuohy 2006).16 At the time of
my fieldwork in 2005, doubts concerning the pipeline’s future and prospects for
development only contributed to the overall sense of uncertainty, which people
from the town and vicinity often expressed—by comparing the possibilities and
benefits of emigration to the opportunities at home, for example. Like elsewhere
in the borderland, there has been a large exodus of younger people who have gone
to work in larger cities and abroad. Cross-border trade, small business, plots of
land on the outskirts of town and remittances from family members were the main
sources of livelihood. The men who left were primarily working in construction in
the European Union or Russia, and women as caregivers, housemaids, and nannies
in Poland, Italy, Russia, or Spain.

Brody is surrounded by forests. The military base that once stored nuclear
missiles to be used in the event of a conflict with the West is situated there, in
what once was a top-secret location. It was demobilized in 1992. In 1994, Viktor
persuaded the local representatives of state authorities to grant him permission
to revitalize the already dilapidated property. He promised to establish a center
for social rehabilitation of ex-prisoners that would serve the entire Lviv oblast
(province) and, as he says today, he did the authorities a favor. As he recounts it, he
requested no investment of the state, merely access to a “pile-up of scrap metal” that
the Red Army had left behind. At the time, he was only beginning to get involved
in the provision of social services to the dispossessed. Drawing on what he was
given, he built a social program that responds to what he considers to be the most
urgent needs of the community. His seizing of ruins was surely an act that fulfilled
a pragmatic vision. But the remnants of the nuclear base were not mere matter.
While reassembling them, Viktor did not relinquish the past, but neither did he
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engage in its nostalgic invocation. Rather, he developed a historicized sense of his
own agency, firmly grounded in the layered temporalities and in the complexity of
the borderland space he inhabits.

Viktor describes his former occupation as “journalist and private detective.”
Today, however, he is the head of a formally registered NGO. In the former
nuclear base he runs a shelter where he cares primarily for persons released from
prison (approximately 40 clients at any given time), but lately also for asylum
seekers who have been apprehended on the border during their journeys through
Ukraine to EU territory. He also welcomes would-be labor migrants who became
victims of trafficking and whom he actively assists in their return from western
European, Polish, or Turkish brothels.17 When asked how he got drawn into his
present activities he replies with a curt “It was a work that had to be done,” and
avoids further dwelling on the matter.

When I visited the commune and chatted with Viktor over coffee in his office,
our conversation unfolded unhurriedly. He was a calm and thoughtful interlocutor;
his speech was marked with frequent pauses and idiosyncratic shifts between the
borderland languages of Ukrainian, Russian, and Polish.18 Viktor emphasized self-
sufficiency and the central importance of work by saying,

we all work here. I work and my people work. We have cows, they give us
milk. From this milk we make cheese, cream, we have goats, they too give
milk, for cheese and simply [to have] milk. We have 400 hens, geese, and
turkeys. We have eggs and meat. We have beehives, bees, and honey. We
have fields. In these fields we grow sugar beets, we have sugar, red beets,
and carrots to make borscht and beets for animal feed. We have also pigs,
a special pen for pigs, we have gardens, in the gardens we grow potatoes,
onion, garlic, everything we need. Then we have tomatoes, cucumbers,
peppers. And we make preserves. Besides, there’s the forest. It gives us
mushrooms, raspberries, blackberries, everything we need. Everybody here
works. Everybody knows how to do something.

According to rules that Viktor established himself, every newly arrived ex-
prisoner is allowed to stay for two years, as long as he or she agrees to refrain
from violence and drinking alcohol and work for the commune (in the field,
with livestock, or however they can productively contribute). They can also work
on neighboring farms in exchange for goods or a small pay. Some train as auto
mechanics and carpenters in the commune’s facilities, others learn how to bake
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bread or produce honey. Refiguration entails recultivation, a laborious process of
cleaning up a wasteland and returning it to human service.

As Viktor spoke about his disdain for state and municipal institutions he
mentioned his self-identification as an anarchist. Lightly, though not without certain
pride, he brought up the 1917–21 anarchist movement led by Nestor Makhno as the
model for his political thinking. Makhno (1888–1934) was the leader of Ukrainian
peasant anarchist partisans during the Russian Revolution. In his time he fought
simultaneously against all of the political actors engaged in the struggle for Ukrainian
territory: the aristocratic landowners seeking to preserve the status quo, Bolsheviks
aiming to install Soviet rule, as well as Ukrainian nationalists striving to establish an
independent state. His political agenda was to establish free communes, “without
masters and slaves, with neither rich and poor” (Skirda 2004:86).19 For two years
(1919–20) Makhno managed to maintain a substantial chunk of territory in southern
Ukraine along the banks of Dnieper before he was crushed by the Bolshevik party
state. His political domain, known as Makhnovia, was the site of an anarchist
experiment where militant revolutionary forces guarded a territory governed by
decentralized committees of peasants and insurgents (Skirda 2004:152–162; see
also Zhadan 2005).

By claiming this anarchist lineage, Viktor subverted the entire trope of postso-
cialist democratic transition and instead called upon a distinctly different historical
framework. In place of the familiar theme of Europe, and promises of Ukraine’s
purported integration with international structures within the global world (both
of which were prominent motifs in the victorious camp’s rhetoric during the 2004
Orange Revolution, staunchly upheld in the borderland), he drew on the trope of
resistance against larger forces and colonizing powers.20 He brought up a significant
(although subsequently for the most part forgotten) historical episode when during
the Russian Revolution of 1917–21 a loosely organized army of approximately 50
thousand peasant fighters rose against the Reds, the Whites, and the nationalists. At
stake in Makhno’s uprising was Ukraine’s survival as a detached and autonomous
space in-between greater powers and political movements. He was a staunch anti-
Leninist and at the same time a proponent of revolutionary methods and radical
social reform. His military pursuit and political vision fit neither the nationalist
nor the Bolshevik project. In bringing him up as an inspirational figure, Viktor
represented himself as a latter-day Makhnovite folk hero, defender of the people
trapped, like early-20th-century peasants, between competing political projects
and social schemes.
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But does this anarchist self-identification warrant reading Viktor’s intervention
as a wholly new and radical endeavor? It is tempting to pursue a romantic-anarchist
interpretation of his actions as a peculiarly Ukrainian form of anticapitalist grassroots
activism. In the way Viktor set up his commune one can indeed see a rebellion
against mainstream privatized (or, so to speak, “nongovernmentalized”) welfare.
But it is even more illuminating to note how he reproduces precisely that which
has been lost in the process of the “unmaking of Soviet life” (Humphrey 2002), that
is the all-embracing domain of collective work and life.

Viktor appropriated the former nuclear base together with its dilapidated
infrastructure. The initial purpose was to establish a place for former prisoners
where they could move past incarceration and begin their return to civic life. He
perceived this to be a problem in his region because, as industries collapsed in the
1990s and western Ukraine was experiencing the consequences of the economic
downturn, many people turned to petty crime and shady dealings subsequently
landing in prison. In Ukraine, Viktor told me, persons released from prison are left
to their own devices. On incarceration, their identity papers are taken away, never
to be returned. Without them, one’s status resembles that of an undocumented
migrant: a noncitizen in their own country. In a direct continuity with the Soviet
period, Ukrainian national ID is called a passport. John Torpey notes that in the
aftermath of the initial introduction of internal passports in the Soviet Union in
1932,

[It was very hard] for Soviet citizens to find food or housing unless they were
properly registered and domiciled—which registration, in turn, was vital for
receiving a passport for movement within the USSR. Because these documents
constituted a backbone of a system of controls that linked employment,
residence and access to goods, the internal passport would come to constitute
an essential part of everyday life of a Soviet citizen. [2000:131]

Although independent Ukraine maintained the internal passport as a primary
identification document, it is no longer an instrument for the restriction of internal
travel and residency. Nonetheless, it has retained its role as a key bureaucratic
device for the recognition of identity after the USSR dissolution. Humphrey ob-
served that “the dispossessed come in many categories . . . signaled by deprivation
of one or another document; but what is important is that the loss of one of-
ficial status threatens the unraveling of the who edifice, that is descent into the
wilderness of having no entitlements at all” (1996:75). Despite the loosening of
control over movement, in contemporary Ukraine the passport is still necessary
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to register at a permanent address and to be employed. To obtain a new doc-
ument, one needs an address. To find housing, one needs an ID. So the circle
closes, effectively blocking off ways out of social nonexistence. “If they [former
prisoners] don’t come to me,” Viktor explained, “they end up on the street. From
the street, straight back to prison, do you understand?” Viktor’s base provides the
ex-prisoners with the much needed physical address. All newly arrived persons are
supplied with forms necessary for obtaining new documents and with assistance
in filling them out.21 Thus, Viktor provides former prisoners with the means to
reestablish their suspended citizenship. In that, however critical he might be of
the state, he helps mend his clients’ ties to it. By engaging them in work on the
farm, with livestock, or in the workshops he returns them to meaningful person-
hood. He does so by embedding them in an all-encompassing social enterprise,
where in a kolkhoz-like manner everyone has their place and their specific work
task.22

A similar logic governs Viktor’s extensive efforts on behalf of women returned
from foreign brothels. He not only provides them with shelter and means to
reacquire lost identity papers but also (with the help of his brother) arranges
clandestine rescue missions to free them—an effort that might be read as an
embrace of the paternal role, in the Soviet Union embodied not just by heads of
state but also by authority figures of its constitutive collectives (Borneman 2004).
He has, by his own account, so far returned 26 women who were subsequently
able to move on. At the time of our meeting he was plotting his next rescue
operation.23 Beyond that, his most recent idea was to admit to the base Chechen
and other asylum seekers who were not able to secure entry into any of the EU
countries that share borders with Ukraine. He was working on getting the word
out (to his NGO contacts and local migration officials) that his komuna could be an
alternative to state-run detention facilities.24 Taking on the problems of trafficked
women and rejected asylum seekers was a way to actively respond to some of the
most acute ways in which people in the borderland experience the emergence of a
new border regime and the condition of “contingent mobility” (Blank 2004:351).
The particular answer to their plight however (as in the case of ex-convicts), is
revolutionary only at first glance, only in the limited context of the now. When
considered in the longue durée, it reveals itself as articulated in what Marx called
“the mother tongue” of revolutions past (1963:15). Dispossession gets countered
by repossession, a redeeming of the forsaken through enabling them to share and
be recognized.
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Viktor’s political stance was marked by an unusual indifference toward the
debate on his country’s future that unfolded in the aftermath of the Orange Revo-
lution in the Fall of 2004. The vast majority of western Ukraine’s voting population
passionately supported the pro-EU candidate Viktor Yushchenko (and his agenda
of democratization and restoring national dignity) against Viktor Yanukovych who
advocated closer ties with Russia. In placing himself outside of the two readily avail-
able political narratives, Viktor implicitly expressed a sense that the layered and
interlocking effects of competing ideologies, empires, and modernizing projects
produce irresolvable contradictions that cannot be addressed by one or the other
international alliances (which, in any case, he would interpret as a renewed depen-
dence).

Viktor developed this skepticism through a lifetime spent in the borderland
amidst traces of various pasts (he was born and raised in postwar Lviv) and through
his emphatic and empathetic commitment to addressing the dispossessions of the
present. His stance was realized in the act of appropriating post-Soviet ruins as the
old order receded and had not yet been replaced by anything new. The location
of the base marks the vanished boundaries of the USSR and its violence apparatus.
Its dilapidation stands in for the demise of the Soviet Union. At this juncture, in
articulating the connection with Makhno’s anarchism, Viktor historicized himself as
an agent and suggested that the ethos of self-sufficiency and independence provides
a viable compass for the present. His explicit disinterest in the current political
tensions seemed unusual at the time of popular investment in politics heightened
by the Orange Revolution. In hindsight, however, it appears that he anticipated the
problems that have unfolded since: ongoing political deadlock, disillusionment with
politics, the contingent nature of EU alliances with Ukraine and other members of
the CIS.

BORDER AS INTERTEXT

The borderland that I write about here was split between the Russian and
the Austro-Hungarian empires until 1914. After World War I, it became a site of
a fierce national struggle between the new Polish nation state and the emerging
Ukrainian one. Until World War II, it was governed by the Poles, who for the 20
interwar years experimented with a set of approaches (ranging from conciliatory
to violent) toward the area’s “national minorities,” that is primarily Ukrainians
and Jews (who in fact in many districts constituted the majority).25 After 1939,
this borderland was occupied by the Soviets, then by the Nazis, then again by the
Soviets, until eventually it was split along the line that today is the Polish–Ukrainian
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border. Territories to the east were incorporated into Soviet Ukraine and those
to the west became part of socialist Poland. Populations were resettled according
to ethnonational criteria to match the new borders. Thus divided to conform to
their “national forms,” they were simultaneously united within the larger territory
dominated by the Soviet empire.26 Following the Cold War, which preserved the
status quo for almost 50 years, the border itself did not shift but the bordering
political entities changed radically. In 1989, Poland fell out of the USSR orbit; in
1991, the latter’s collapse paved the way for Ukrainian independence.27

Today, there are more tourists, entrepreneurs, and development consultants
coming to the Ukrainian–Polish borderland than ever before, but at the same time
many inhabitants of towns and villages feel increasingly powerless and trapped.
As the shaky and largely unchecked market economy captures more ground, it
causes growing disparities between the relatively empowered urbanites and the
small town and rural populations left behind in economic transformations. The
eastward expansion of the European Union created the welcome subjective sense
of being “closer to Europe” at the same time bringing about the experience of a
stark division represented by the reinforced border of Europe itself. Tatiana, a
woman in her late fifties who was my travel companion on a bus from Brody to
Lviv has a 29-year-old daughter who works on the other side of the border. As she
described how she misses her child, she captured her own sense of inertia vis-à-vis
the massive shifts around her by saying: “Europe has moved closer, the children
escaped and we [the older people] stayed here in this mess [bezlad].”

Shortly after EU expansion, Ukraine’s Orange Revolution in 2004 spurned
a frenzy of political activity in the whole country. Today, three years later, much
of the political uncertainty that animated the events persists.28 But in 2005 and
2006, when I set out to trace the emergence of the new EU border regime, the
memory of the Orange Revolution’s political triumph and paroxysms of collective
effervescence were fresh. Many of my interlocutors in the borderland displayed
significant enthusiasm for Ukraine’s new, pro-European direction and expressed
cautious, but heightened, expectations for the future. Optimistic were also the
commentaries from the outside. But amidst the current of this future-oriented
discourse, it was remarkable that particularly passionate investments centered on
the half-vanished traces of various pasts.

Viktor’s project of transforming a nuclear base into a place of refuge for
vulnerable members of society is an idiosyncratic intervention not only into western
Ukraine’s system of social services but also into this field of discourse and practice.
His peculiar domestication of Soviet ruins is emblematic of the tension between the
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two visions of the region and the two realms of experience that they correspond
to. In his habitation of an old nuclear base he takes on and challenges at once the
optimistic narrative of Europe-bound development and the one of forsakenness.
Through his speech and actions he enters into a creative dialogue with both of them.
In so doing, he neither relinquishes the past nor becomes susceptible to conventional
forms of nostalgia. Thus, he develops a locally embedded and historically grounded
stance from which he articulates a critique of the postsocialist Ukrainian state and
addresses the postcolonial ambivalence infusing life in the borderland.

BORDERLAND NOSTALGIAS

How is Viktor’s commune different from other restoration projects and more
common ways of relating to ruins in the borderland? As I traveled back and forth
across the border, I was incessantly drawn toward the ubiquitous remnants of
factories and cemeteries, churches and fortifications, and ghost train stations and
abandoned collective farms. I learned that these objects are selectively cherished
or loathed and the people who live among them willingly share these sentiments.
Although I was continuously asked to imagine ruined objects in a different time,
I observed that newness was awkward. Edifices of a recent vintage inspired little
excitement and were snubbed as pretentious, ugly, or charmless at best. Meanwhile,
older neglected structures inspired a great deal of affective investment. They
were called on to stand in for an array of different things, all commanding strong
emotions: a bygone social order, a once-current vision of modernity or the barbarity
of destruction which followed a golden age.

When guided by my local hosts through crumbling urban neighborhoods,
remnants of the collective farms (sovkhozy) or old graveyards, I was repeatedly
encouraged to engage my senses and imagination in a time journey. My mind’s
eye was called on to complete the picture suggested by ruins and to conjure
images corresponding to their past splendor. Thus, when strolling past neglected
Jugendstil buildings in Lviv in the company of a local journalist, I was asked to
envision Hapsburg bourgeois stability. When visiting villages and being guided
through the ruined farm structures, I was told to picture a humming agricultural
collective. A couple of times I was shown the remnants of Polish rural mansions
of the interwar period. Sofia, the activist who first introduced me to Viktor and
who strives to rebuild one such property into an NGO-run center for special needs
children took me around on a tour of the grounds. She lamented the “barbarian”
destruction resulting from decades of purposeful abandonment during Soviet times
and admired the vast gardens, orchards, and overgrown ponds that testified to the
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affluence of former proprietors. But even as she did so, she recognized them at the
same time as vexing signs of class difference (“It was good to be the man of this
house. Not so good to plough those fields!”).

But not everyone could or cared to express a balanced view. To Jerzy, a Polish
man in his sixties whose family escaped resettlement after the war and remained
in Ukraine, ruined Polish mansions evoke the memory of a whole other history
of destruction. He told me that he cannot bear to visit Volhynia, his family’s
home region to the north of Lviv, because seeing devastated Polish property
only reminds him of the violence that the Ukrainian “bandits” inflicted on the
Poles. To him, the key moment in the genealogy of his family’s displacement was
neither the Nazi or Soviet occupation but the fierce wartime struggles between
Ukrainians and Poles and the killings perpetrated on the Polish in Volhynia in
1943.29

Jerzy (from whom I was renting a room for a short time in the summer of 2005)
is far from being alone in his sentiment. He combines a sense of victimhood with
a distrust and hostility toward “Ukrainians” thought of as a generalized category.
(This is quite independent from his relations with individual Ukrainian neighbors,
which, as I witnessed, were quite cordial indeed.) His mode of apprehension
is a rather common outlook among the Polish community in western Ukraine
composed of those who for various reasons avoided postwar resettlements and
stayed behind while the borders shifted.30 Their situation resembles what transpired
in the borderlands between Italy, Slovenia, and Croatia when Italy and Yugoslavia
partitioned the region in the aftermath of World War II. In her account of life
among the ruins as it is experienced by the rimasti (Italians who remained on the
Yugoslav side of border), Pamela Ballinger shows that “empty houses (or ones
reoccupied by ‘foreign’ peoples like Bosnians) prove powerful metonyms for the
exodus, particularly the ‘destruction’ (through division and dispersal) of the Italian
‘family’ in Istria” (2003b:220). Analogously, material traces of the once-strong
Polish rootedness on the Ukrainian side of the border serve as powerful triggers of
renewed pain on the one hand and of resentment toward the new proprietors of
the land on the other.

But such emotions belong not only in the realm of individual remembrance
or collective memory—they can also be put to ideological use or packaged for
consumption.31 In Poland, a specialized branch of the tourist industry caters to
travelers for whom Ukraine, with its crumbling churches and mansions, is first
and foremost a lost territory of Poland. Tour guides associated with this enterprise
unabashedly extol the beneficent role of “Polish culture” in the region. Remnants
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of pre-World War II Polish estates and churches in Ukraine provide grounding to
their narratives and to the affective responses of their audiences.32 The sentiments
that converge around ruins can be problematic or benign. Theirs is nostalgia at its
most divisive, an emotion that at once fuels and thrives on discord and resentment.

Nostalgia connotes a specific relationship to time and place. The word comes
from the Greek: nostos means “return home,” algia means “longing.” But people’s
homes are nestled in different pasts. For some the imaginary return is about
smoothing out the rough surface of memory and appropriating the past for one—
their own—nation. This type of nostalgia, as Svetalana Boym cautions, can engender
an abdication of historical responsibility while it “proposes to rebuild the lost home
and patch up the memory gaps” (2001:41).

Other people—notably young Lvivians, many visiting Poles and other Central
Europeans no longer encumbered by their grandparents’ war—inhabit multiple
ruins at once and engage in a different nostalgia, one that enables a sense of
shared historical ownership. Such more inclusive projections concern Hapsburg
ruins. Like many other provinces located at the outer edges of the Hapsburg
Empire, the Ukrainian–Polish borderland is marked by the enduring myth of
the diversity and tolerance that supposedly flourished under the benevolent rule of
Kaiser Franz Josef.33 Today’s Lviv, Brody, Drohobych, Ivano-Frankivksk, and other
towns are repeatedly described and advertised (by local authors, foreign visitors
and purveyors of tourist services) as “magical places” rendered special by the
nostalgic charm of their 19th-century architectural wonders and the melancholy
of its 20th-century decline. Pre-World War I infrastructure and fortifications,
dilapidated townhouses and odd architectural details incite longing for the last
decades of the Austro-Hungarian empire. In this history both Poles and Ukrainians
feel comfortable and unthreatened, as though it was a respite from the nationalist
struggles of more recent past and from the intractable politics of the present.
Thanks to the growing body of cultural production drawing on and exploiting
the trope of the multicultural borderland, they are able to call on this period
as a lost paradise of cultural flourishing which preceded subsequent decades of
destruction.

The ruins of Soviet modernity prompt another set of emotions. They may have
long ago ceased to give credible evidence to the coherence of the socialist project.
They may be kept from complete ruination by the combined forces of inertia
and necessity. But they still stand, flawed and damaged yet reliable resources that
continue to serve people’s basic needs. Giant stadiums that look like their own
skeletons still host soccer games. Parks of culture and recreation today might be
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hardly tended, but dotted with crumbling concrete fountains and half dried swan
ponds, they still serve as places where children play and couples look for privacy
in the shade. Thus far they have not been replaced by newer equivalents. The
very fact of their enduring functionality often inspires a longing for more forgiving
times when, as one of my itinerant interlocutors put it, “they built apartments
and kindergartens, not new banks on every corner.”34 The continued relevance of
these objects (the habitation of blockhouses, the reliance on old infrastructure, the
ongoing use of sports facilities, etc.) stimulates the widespread sense that capitalism
neglects important aspects of social well-being. In so doing it bolsters the nostalgic
memory of the supposedly caring state of the Soviet times and opposes it to the
ruthless “everybody-for-themselves” reality of a market economy.

With the great variety of original builders and demolishers, as well as the
high stakes and complex schemes involved in the development of cultivated space,
ruins in the borderland, like history itself, lend themselves to a range of selective,
strategic, and creative uses. Memory practices and nostalgic narratives centered
on the material effects of ruination can—in their malignant forms—hurt feelings,
foment distrust, and deepen divisions. Perhaps at their most inclusive they can
also bring about a measure of reconciliation and mutual recognition, when people
across a divide can see each other’s pasts as more alike than different. But ulti-
mately nostalgia consigns ruins to their status of objects that provoke and sustain
affect, but rarely life itself. The nuclear base in Brody is being reused in a way
that disengages from nostalgic narratives by reconstituting ruins into vital, usable
resources.

RESTORATION AND REDEMPTION

After we spent a few hours talking, Viktor decided that it was time for a tour of
the grounds. The barrack that we were in had served as the administrative building
of the base and was completely dilapidated when Viktor took over the property.
He renovated it himself with the help of a couple of his first clients. Today, aside
from his office where he also sleeps on the three nights a week when he stays in
Brody (his permanent home is in Lviv), it houses another office—bedroom that
belongs to Nadia, a female social worker in her late twenties who is the only other
full-time employee of the center. Besides that, there are two more small rooms
where former trafficking victims can stay incognito until they are ready to return
home.

Other buildings in usable condition include a long barrack which used to
serve as a dormitory for the soldiers. Today, in modestly furnished and cheerfully
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decorated four- to five-person male and female bedrooms it houses the 40 ex-
prisoners who compose the main client body of the center. Next we saw what
seemed to once be a storage facility. It has now been converted into a workshop.
Residents skilled at carpentry make plywood there, which is subsequently sold in
Brody to generate income for running the commune. Another small building with
a wreck of a van sitting next to it is a car mechanic’s workshop. As Viktor explained
to me, “Local people bring us cars that no one else would want to work on. Those
old Soviet wrecks should have ended up in junk yards a long time ago. We have
no choice, so we fix them. It’s like that with everything here.” The skeleton of a
car was invoked as a metaphor representing the entire venture of fixing people and
things in the post-Soviet ruins.

As Viktor and Nadia walked me around the property they drew my attention
to the ongoing reassembling of objects. The carpenter’s workshop was a bricolage
of scoured material recovered from other remnants. What today is the kitchen,
not long ago had no roof. The complex and ingenious heating system, involving an
incinerator that burns organic refuse was also constructed out of odd fragments:
scrap metal and what was left of an old boiler. The incomplete objects and structures
that now served Viktor’s vulnerable clients were once miniscule building blocs
from which the Soviet empire (or, more precisely, its apparatus of violence) was
fashioned. This fact wasn’t lost on Viktor who’d joke, “No wonder it all fell apart,
if it was all made so poorly.” He took pride in the efficacy of his recycling system
and in how it allows his entire operation to remain independent of both the state
and other external agencies. But even as he eschewed any notion of nostalgia for
the Soviet Union, he seemed to recognize the power of Soviet-style collective as a
redemptive device.

Not all structures on the base’s grounds were in usable shape. Again, like so
many times before, I was asked to picture the surroundings in a different time. In
this instance though, my imagination was called on to travel into the future and
not, as it has usually been the case, into the past. The recycling of ruins didn’t end
in the here and now. Viktor had bigger plans and used the devastated objects as a
canvas for sketching his vision. A metal skeleton with some shattered glass would
become a dining hall for the entire complex. From the foundations of another
barrack one more dormitory would be erected; this one to house ex-prisoners
who are in an age too advanced to reenter the work force. The entire projection
of how the material base of the center was going to develop and how the life of
the commune was going to unfold would have sounded utopian, if it wasn’t for
the sheer presence of material proofs of Viktor’s actions. I could watch people
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working in the workshops making wooden doors and fixing cars. Others were
feeding livestock or maintaining order in the dormitory. (One of them, Halyna,
said to me that since coming to Brody she’s had a “new life” and a “new family”
consisting of other residents and the staff.)

The imperative driving Viktor and Nadia was to take charge of ruins and make
them usable for the benefit of a community that suffered a rapid disintegration of
their lifeworld in the recent past. The vulnerable people they cared for were also,
as they saw it, left to their own devices in the present. “People had work, then
they didn’t have work,” Viktor said referring to the rapid closing of factories in the
region in the early 1990s, “they stole something or cheated somebody, didn’t have
the money to pay a bribe. [They went] to prison for ten years!” He lamented the
lack of social assistance to ex-prisoners and the high rate of recidivism. But he did
not suggest that things would have been different had the Soviet Union endured.
Rather, he conjured an image of disorder brought about by the expected death of a
decrepit tyrant—an image reflecting the postcolonial tension that, as David Chioni
Moore points out, emerges at the intersection of “the desire for autonomy and a
history of dependence” (2001:112).

The ongoing reconstruction was not a project designed to foster historical
remembrance, nor was it about the symbolic satisfactions of commodified nostalgia.
It was rather about fashioning new conditions for fostering life for the benefit of
the dispossessed whose vulnerability has been produced or exacerbated by the
massive shifts around them. Viktor addresses needs that emerged in the course of
the ruptures and dislocations that followed the Soviet Union’s collapse. According
to him the nexus of responses embodied by state and internationally funded NGOs
has been inadequate. The reappropriation of the former military base is an ongoing
intervention into imperial ruination, that is into the long-term effects of grand-
scale projects that outlive the entities that plotted them. Viktor embraced enduring
remains of the Soviet military venture and reassembled them in a way that made
this “vital refiguration” both unusual and at the same time uniquely and organically
of its time and place. He resisted the more traveled paths of developing NGOs
based on generic imported models. He took up a ruined military base as his
platform more by chance than by choice, but with time he came to identify with
its rough quality. His reassembling and recycling of ruins and the recultivation
of former military grounds became an inherent element of his ethos of self-
sufficiency, that quality recognized as distinctly Ukrainian by my women activist
interlocutor whose opinion I invoked in the opening section of this article.35 It
was anarchism, however, an old Ukrainian political tradition, rather then the
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refrain of “democracy” and “civil society” so common in the postsocialist world,
that provided the ideological reference points for Viktor’s actions. His emphasis
on independence was borne out of the disorder of a transitional state. But the
specific shape which the commune took—the totalizing collective organized around
work—emerged as an unexpected testimony to the durability of imperial forms.
In Viktor’s case, he was reaching out to what he understood as the best of Soviet
social connectivities. It was informed by distrust in political and social imperatives
of Ukraine’s would-be neoliberal reforms and the vague possibility of European
integration.

EPILOGUE

Our walk among the unfinished elements of the commune concluded by the
decorative wall on the side of a half-collapsed barrack, which I had spotted on
my arrival and which Viktor called simply freska (the mural). The wall used to be
inside the garrison’s common room, where the soldiers would gather for meetings
and official functions. Now its striking colorful mosaic with an allegory of the Red
Army brotherhood was on full display in the open air. To the right it depicted
an abstract urban–rural landscape, a visual representation of the synergy between
country and city that the Soviet model purportedly generated and promoted. In
the middle it featured the profiles of four uniformed soldiers, each representing a
different regiment of the Red Army: infantry, space navigation, air force, and the
navy. In the background there was a rocket missile and another unidentified object
that could have been an aircraft wing or a fragment of a battleship. To the left there
were three overlapping flags (Soviet Navy, Soviet Air Force, and the Red Flag).

Viktor shrugged knowingly when he noticed the spontaneous awe that I
expressed at the sight of the mural. I read his gesture as expressing something
to the effect of an impatient, “I know, everyone gets excited when they see this.”
Indeed, my initial reaction was sign of a common sentiment that attaches the notions
of carnivalesque absurdity to socialist artifacts. After losing the context of solemn
propaganda they became sought after as comical props in a dadaistic recreation of
an epoch that continues to puzzle and defy closure. Soviet atrocities might still seek
adequate articulation, but memories of socialist daily life preserve such longed-for
experiences as stability, community, and predictability of the future. This yearning
meets the warm remembrance of how little things inspired great joy (a sensation
that is all but missing in the capitalist consumer paradise). In the context of these
memories socialist material culture and everyday iconography continues to inspire
a nostalgia that attempts to reclaim, dignify, and (all at once) profitably market
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a lost way of living. As Daphne Berdahl insightfully argues, postsocialist memory
practices centered on now-obsolete objects “both contest and affirm the new order
of a consumer market economy” (Berdahl 1999a:206).

“I’ve had German journalists visit me” Viktor recalled, as we stood in front of
the mosaic and I asked what did he intend to do with it. “They offered me lots of
money for it. They wanted to take to it Germany. You wouldn’t believe for how
much things like that go there.” After expressing my naive conviction that such a
unique object would surely be worth keeping, I asked why didn’t he sell it after all.
“I’ll wait till it accrues more value and sell it to the highest bidder. We can always
use the money here.”

Postsocialist nostalgia was the last thing Viktor was interested in. But, paradox-
ically, his practices of repossession recoup those aspects of the socialist enterprise
that remain acutely longed for: paternal authority, official recognition of belonging
and collective working and living. He was happy to rid his place of this and any other
objects that might have sentimental value to anyone, if only that could bring profit
and in this way aid the enterprise he was running. At stake was his imaginary vision
of the base transformed from an imperial ruin into a functioning and self-sustaining
commune. It was a projection of hopes and desires, and in that, to be sure, it was
not entirely unlike nostalgic visions of past completeness which converge around
other debris on the borderland. In the process of imagining wholeness, however,
Viktor, Nadia, and their social outcast communards developed a unique vantage
point not only for the active challenge and critique of the postsocialist state but
also for advancing reconstructive change—measured not by wholesale reforms and
political transformations, but by fixed roofs and mended lives.

ABSTRACT
This essay is an ethnographic account of the use of post-Soviet military ruins in western
Ukraine. I describe an encounter with the founder of a commune for persons released
from prison, victims of human trafficking, and asylum seekers established in a former
nuclear base in Ukraine’s western borderland. The commune is an unusual restoration
project that is carried out in the interstices of the postsocialist state and of the changing
European border regime. As such, it is a compelling site for rethinking dispossession
and the possibility of redemption some 15 years after the USSR ceased to exist. The
protagonist of this account redeems ruins left behind by the collapse of an empire he was
glad to see go, and reproduces precisely that which has been lost in the process of the
unmaking of Soviet life, that is the all-embracing domain of collective work and life.

Keywords: ruins, borderland, postsocialism, welfare, political critique,
Ukraine
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1. In the past years, these economies have been a key source of livelihood for many borderland
populations, whose condition of inhabiting state peripheries made them particularly vulnerable
to deprivation after Soviet collapse (Blank 2004; Dickinson 2007; Pelkmans 2006).

2. Creation of the common “area of freedom, security and justice” was accepted as an EU
objective in the Treaty of Amsterdam of 1997. The full paragraph reads: “The Union shall set
itself the following objectives: . . . to maintain and develop the Union as an area of freedom,
security and justice, in which the free movement of persons is assured in conjunction with
appropriate measures with respect to external border controls, asylum, immigration and the
prevention and combating of crime” (Article 1:5).

3. As Didier Fassin observes in his analysis of the values and norms by which immigration and
asylum are thought and acted on in France, the political treatment of aliens “oscillates between
sentiments of sympathy on the one hand and concern for order on the other hand, between a
politics of pity and policies of control” (2005:366).

4. Caroline Humphrey’s article “Mythmaking, Narratives and the Dispossessed” in Russia was
first published in 1996, but as the author states in its opening, it was written in 1993, that is
very much in the immediate aftershock of the Soviet Union’s breakup in 1991.

5. Dispossession affected of course other postsocialist countries as well. However the specific
domains which were dismantled as a result of systemic change differed from country to
country and so did the particular experiences of the dispossessed. For a compelling account
of reworking personhood in the context of a privatized factory in Poland see Dunn 2004.

6. Despite the fact that the protagonist of my account authorized me to use his real name, to
protect him and his enterprise I opted for changing it, along with some small details concerning
the location.

7. In that it has not, of course, been unique. The border zone between former Yugoslavia and
Italy (Ballinger 2003b), the Hungarian–Romanian borderland in Transylvania (Kurti 2001),
and—in a different manner—the area adjacent to the now gone German–German border
(Berdahl 1999b; Borneman 1998) are all Central European regions that have been “profoundly
shaped by [their] interstitial position between competing empires, states, religions and political
ideologies” (Ballinger 2003b:261).

8. For an overview of long-term consequences of resettlements for the affected populations,
see Rieber 2000. For an current (and contentious) discussion of the appropriation of Jewish
property after World War II, see Gross 2006.
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9. Compare with Michael M. J. Fisher’s account of the early and mid-1990s discourses animated
by ruins of Polish, Jewish, and Ukrainian habitation in the southern part of the Polish–
Ukrainian borderland and in Poland in general (1993, 1997).

10. For earlier analyses of the politics of Western aid after socialism see Sampson 1996 and Wedel
1998.

11. For a useful introduction to the formation of Ukrainian national identity and notions of
“Ukrainianness” see Plokhy 2005, especially part 1, “Nation and Empire” (2005:17–212).

12. “Ukraine,” as most authors writing about the country note, means “borderland” (Reid 2000;
Subtelny 1988; Wanner 1998). But there is another way to translate it. The term derives from
the verb kraı̈ty, “to cut.” It literally means “a piece that is cut.” Depending on one’s location,
whether outside or inside of that piece that has been “cut,” one can refer to it, respectively, as
“a borderland” or “a land.” This ambivalence is illustrative of the equivocal nature of Ukrainian
national identity. I am grateful to Prof. Yaroslav Hrytsak, who read a draft of this article for
pointing out this notable ambiguity.

13. The imperative to approach post-Soviet ruins in this manner came from the questions posed by
the organizers of the Graduate Student Conference entitled “What Remains: Living through
Ruins, Thinking through Empire” held at the New School for Social Research on May 11,
2006.

14. A pertinent example is that of the differences in identifications, political choices, and socioe-
conomic models that exists between western and eastern Ukraine. Parts of western Ukraine
were subject to Polish, Austrian, Hungarian, and Czech influences before they became Soviet.
Therefore, west Ukrainian intellectuals and politicians often eagerly claim a central European
identity and choose alliances that help advance the cause of EU integration. Eastern Ukraine
had longer experience of belonging to the Russian zone of influence. These tensions continue
to be reflected in contemporary Ukrainian politics (cf. Riabchuk 2004).

15. Brody was an important center of Jewish life in the borderland, with Jews making up over
70 percent of its total population at the turn of the 20th century (Magocsi 2002:109). Today
the town features prominently in the historical memory of their descendants. An additional
reason for its enduring place on the cultural map of central Europe is the fact that the Austrian
Jewish novelist and journalist Joseph Roth (1894–1939) was born and grew up there. The
author of Radetzky March and many short stories set in the twilight of the Austro-Hungarian
empire, Roth could be considered one of the early voices of Hapsburg nostalgia.

16. The pipeline was not in use until 2004. Since it has been launched it transports oil in an
opposite direction than was originally planned; rather than supplying it to Poland and farther
west, it moves it from Druzhba to the Black Sea and from there to other trading destinations.
For a general overview of oil politics between Europe and the Caspian Sea region, see Crandall
2006.

17. In addition to the base in Brody, from an office in Lviv he runs (with the help of his wife) a
community center for street children.

18. Galicia and other regions of western Ukraine are places where largest percentage of people
speak Ukrainian. However, all adults are fluent in Russian, which was the official language of
the Soviet Union. Many continue to speak it, often as a matter of political choice. Polish is
spoken on an everyday basis only among the small Polish minority; however, many Ukrainians
are fluent in it as well, mainly because of its similarity to Ukrainian and its role as a vehicle
for the transmission of information and foreign cultural production during the Soviet period
(e.g., via Polish television, which could be received on the other side of the border, or via
the coveted popular magazines considered more “free” than what was available locally). For
a detailed account of Ukrainian language politics, see Bilaniuk 2005.

19. Makhno in turn claimed the Cossacks as his political ancestors. The Cossacks (from the
Turkish word kazak, “free man”) were frontiersmen who from the 15th through the 19th
century formed self-governing military communities in the borderland and other parts of
today’s Ukraine and at different times fought Tatars, Polish nobles, and Muscovites. For a
discussion of Makhno’s reliance on Cossack methods and tactics, see Skirda 2004:311–314.

20. The Orange Revolution was wave of mass demonstrations in Kyiv and other cities organized
in response to the rigged presidential elections in November of 2004. The protests, which
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united people of three generations and of various political outlooks, resulted in a second vote
on December 26, and in the ultimate victory of the opposition candidate Viktor Yushchenko.
Yushchenko ran on a unambiguously pro-Western and reformist platform. His opponent,
Viktor Yanukhovych was supported by the unpopular incumbent Leonid Kuchma, by the
industrial magnates and their constituents from the southeast, and by the Russian President
Vladimir Putin (Wilson 2005; Krushelnycky 2006).

21. Such services in theory are provided also by specialized units of the criminal justice system.
However, in the context of high levels of crime and increased hostility toward offenders
rehabilitation has not been a priority and relevant institutions remain notoriously underfunded
and deficient (see Canton 2006).

22. I am grateful to Bruce Grant for this insight.
23. This aspect of Viktor’s work is the subject of a separate paper (Szmagalska 2006) and planned

follow-up research.
24. Ukraine is a signatory of the Geneva Convention and has an apparatus in place for the

adjudication of asylum. It is however a common practice to detain asylum seekers for the
duration of the procedure, partially because of a lack of alternative facilities, and partially
because of security rationales (cf. Human Rights Watch 2005).

25. A discussion of the practices of the interwar Polish government vis-à-vis Ukrainians in the
borderland in the context of the emergence of stateless people in Europe is contained
in the Origins of Totalitarianism (Arendt 1951:267–304). Important new English-language
contributions to the historical literature on this subject include Brown 2004, Hann 1998, and
Snyder 2007. See also Fisher 1993 for a discussion of layering of the conflicting historical
memories held by the different ethnic groups in the region.

26. This according to the Stalinist principle which categorized Soviet-dominated peoples as
“national in form, socialist in content.” Relative freedom of practicing such elements of
cultural identity as folklore and language was the “national form,” which did not challenge or
alter the socialist content (Verdery 1996:83–103).

27. Some of the sources on the history of the region where the borderland is discussed at length
include Davies 1982, Hrytsak 2000, Redlich 2002, and Wilson 2000.

28. In Western media, Ukraine’s future continues to be portrayed as alternatively one of an
affiliate of the expanded EU or a client state of the reborn imperial Russia. Within the
country, hopes for achieving stability are marred by conflicts within and between political
camps. The aftermath of the 2004 upheaval resembles that of other “color revolutions,” notably
the Georgian case recently described by Paul Manning (2007). Manning notes that the 2003
Rose Revolution in Georgia “seemed to be not merely a circumscribed political revolution,
but a social one as well” (2007:200). It was believed that in its aftermath “culturedness and
civilization” would return to public life. As he shows in his analysis of Georgian cartoons,
the extent to which it did or didn’t is the subject of an ongoing play of ambivalent and
ironic interpretations (Manning 2007:204). In Ukraine, there is similar ambiguity. Civic
enthusiasm for the protests receded into the background and a mild cynicism is widespread
(Wojciechowski 2007).

29. See Hrytsak 2000:243–257.
30. Official Ukrainian census data (from 2002) states that Poles make up 0.3 percent of Ukraine’s

total population (ca. 148 thousand people) of whom between 20 and 30 thousand live in the
borderland (depending which districts are counted as part of it). Polish consular authorities
however question this data. According to an official I spoke to in Lviv, the total number
might be as high as 1.3 million. The causes of the discrepancy are manifold: being of Polish
ancestry was cause of discrimination in the Soviet Union; legacies of Polish-Ukrainian enmity
account for the fact that especially in the borderland people are reluctant to admit their
minority status; many of those whom the consulate considers ethnically “Polish,” no longer
speak the Polish language and identify neither with prewar nor contemporary Poland (data
made available by the Polish Consulate in Lviv, on file with author).

31. This aspect of memory politics is discussed in Huyssen 2003.
32. Meanwhile, to most Ukrainians, Polish nostalgia for the region is a deeply disturbing phe-

nomenon.
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33. Austria-Hungary relied on a policy of regional autonomy for the diverse groups that made
up its imperial domain. Education in the vernacular was sanctioned, as were the activities of
multifarious cultural and political societies representing various groups. This in itself however
does not allow us to conclude that the Hapsburg empire was an oasis of tolerance (see also
Ballinger 2003a; Bechtel 2006; Bialasiewicz 2003; Hrytsak 2000).

34. In Life Exposed: Biological Citizens after Chernobyl Adriana Petryna notes that the legacies of Soviet
welfare played an important role in shaping the way in which support for independence in
Ukraine was won (2002:23). The justification and promise of Ukrainian statehood included
an enhancement of the Soviet-style welfare state, not its abolition. The dire economic reality
however exerted strict limitations on what the state could in fact deliver. This contributed
to the enduring longing for more predictable (if limited) access to basic life necessities and to
the expectations vis-à-vis the state expressed in the practices of what Petryna terms biological
citizenship.

35. Viktor’s self-styled persona and the way he is perceived by women active in the field of
countertrafficking is of course rooted also in the dominant notions of gender roles in Ukraine,
with the man being a defender of women. An interesting counterpoint is the analysis of
women’s activism in Sarah Phillips’s work (2005).

Editor’s Note: Cultural Anthropology has published many articles on postsocialism. See,
for example, Paul Manning’s article on media and student protest in postsocialist Georgia
(2007), Jessica Winegar’s account of the global art economy and changing cultural policy in
Egypt (2006), and Ralph Litzinger’s article on ethnicity in postsocialist China (1998).

Cultural Anthropology has also published extensively on differing modes of political
critique. See, for example, Iris Jean-Klein’s “Nationalism and Resistance: The Two Faces
of Everyday Activism in Palestine during the Intifada” (2001), Orin Starn’s “To Revolt
against the Revolution: War and Resistance in Peru’s Andes” (1995), and Alejandro Lugo’s
“Cultural Production and Reproduction in Ciudad Juarez, Mexico: Tropes at Play among
Maquiladora Workers” (1990). Cultural Anthropology has also published a number of articles
on humanitarian intervention. See, for example, Illana Feldman’s “Difficult Distinctions:
Refugee Law, Humanitarian Practice, and Political Identification in Gaza” (2007) and Peter
Redfield’s “Doctors, Borders, and Life in Crisis” (2005). A more extensive list of CA essays
on humanitarianism can be accessed here at http://culanth.org/?q=node/21.
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