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Summary. Drawing on data from a nationally representative quantitative survey of the adult popula-
tion, the article examines the prevailing concept of collaboration in public opinion and the relevance
of collaboration-related issues for various groups in society. Both the general concept and the criteria
for evaluating specific cases of ‘collaboration’ with the Soviet and Nazi regimes are discussed, along
with assessments of the forms of (non-)memorialisation of collaboration. The dominant concept of
collaboration prevailing in public opinion is relatively clear, and the boundaries of its core criteria
(such as links to repression or the repressive apparatus, and work in political-administrative institu-
tions that had real decision-making power) are strict and unambiguous. Greater ambiguity emerg-
es when assessing specific cases of ‘collaboration’, work in lower-level positions with less power,
spreading the ideologies of the occupation regimes, and so on. The article also examines the assess-
ment of certain controversial cases of ‘collaboration’ in public discourse.
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Kolaboravimo su XX a. okupaciniais rezimais samprata Lietuvos visuomenés
nuomoneéje: interpretacijos ir aktualumas

Santrauka. Straipsnyje, remiantis suaugusiy Salies gyventojy reprezentatyvaus kiekybinio tyrimo
duomenimis, aptariama visuomenés nuomonéje vyraujanti kolaboravimo samprata ir kolaboravi-
mo problemy aktualumas jvairioms visuomenés grupéms. Be to, aptariama tiek bendra samprata,
tiek kai kuriy konkrecéiy ,kolaboravimo® su sovietiniu ir nacistiniu rezimu atvejy vertinimo kriterijai,
taip pat kolaboravimo atminimo (ne)jamzinimo budy vertinimai. Visuomenés nuomonéje vyraujanti
bendra kolaboravimo samprata yra gana aiski ir pagrindiniu jos kriterijy (tokiy kaip sasajos su repre-
sijomis ir represinémis strukturomis bei darbas realig sprendimy galia turéjusiose politinése-admi-
nistracinése institucijose) ribos yra grieztos ir vienareikdmés. Daugiau nevienareik$miskumo yra
vertinant konkrecius ,kolaboravimo” atvejus, darba maziau galios turéjusiose pozicijose, skleidziant
okupaciniy rezimy ideologijas ir kt. Straipsnyje aptariami ir kai kuriy vieSajame diskurse priestarin-
gai vertinamy ,kolaboravimo® atvejy vertinimai visuomenés nuomonéje.

ReikSminiai Zodziai: kolaboravimas, kiekybinis tyrimas, kolaboravimo interpretacijos visuome-
nés nuomoneéje.
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Questions of collaboration with occupation regimes have been discussed in most Euro-
pean countries since World War II, as part of broader efforts to reconsider relations with
the totalitarian past and its memory. In Lithuania, these issues have been publicly debated
since the very restoration of the country's independence in 1990, both in relation to col-
laboration with the Soviet regime and in reassessing questions of collaboration with the
Naziregime. Initially, these questions were inevitably raised by the ‘return’ of the memory
of the victims of the Soviet regime, as well as by the practical challenges of state-building.
Over time, questions of collaboration with both the Nazi and the Soviet regimes have been
examined and addressed at various levels — academic, legal, and within public debate and
commemorative practices — and their content and relevance have also evolved. Like in
the other Baltic States, the discussion and perceived importance of these issues in Lith-
uania’s public arena and memory culture were diminished during the first decades by
the dominance of the narrative of heroic resistance and non-conformity under Soviet
rule.! However, these issues were nonetheless examined in scholarly discourse, and
numerous historical studies of collaboration with the occupation regimes were carried
out. There were also recurrent and often highly conflictual public debates related to the
opening of archives, historical research and legal decisions (questions of lustration were
considered, and alongside historical studies, moral questions concerning Lithuanian in-
volvement in the Holocaust, secret KGB agents, and similar issues began to be discussed).
These debates intensified after Russia’s war against Ukraine in 2014, and even more so
following the start of the full-scale invasion in 2022. The ontological insecurity triggered
by these crises not only reinforced the significance of the heroic memory narrative of
‘fighting and suffering’, but also encouraged a rethinking of the memory of the occupa-
tion regimes, drawing attention to collaboration and the crimes associated with it.2 In
the past decade, discussions have mostly taken place in the context of specific events
or decisions related to memory culture and policy. Liucija Verveckiené, who studied the
Lithuanian discourse on collaboration, identifies the dominant issues in the 2011-2021
period precisely as ‘problems of (non-)memorialisation’ The debates concern both the
concept of who should be considered collaborators, as well as the classification of spe-
cific historical figures or groups as collaborators and their (non-)memorialisation; ques-
tions about potential current collaboration with hostile states are also raised.

1 leva Zake, The Exempt Nation: Memory of Collaboration in Contemporary Latvia), in: Secret Agents and the Mem-
ory of Everyday Collaboration in Communist Eastern Europe, ed. by Péter Apor, Sandor Horvath and James Mark, Lon-
don: Anthem Press, 2017, pp. 59-80; Felix Krawatzek, ‘Remembering a Contentious Past: Resistance and Collabora-
tion in the Former Soviet Union, East European Politics and Societies and Cultures, 2022, No. 36(1), pp. 298-327; Nerija
Putinaite, Nenutrukusi styga: prisitaikymas ir pasiprieSinimas soviety Lietuvoje, Vilnius: Aidai, 2007, p. 228-292.

2 Dovilé Budryté, ‘Memory politics and the study of crises in International Relations: insights from Ukraine and
Lithuania’ 2021, p. 22, <https://rdcu.be/ctTfA>.

3 Liucija Verveckieng, Ji buvo politiné kolaboranté" kolaboravimo sampratos Lietuvoje po 1990-yjy, lecture delivered
at the Martynas Mazvydas National Library of Lithuania, 3 September 2025.
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Both the debates themselves and the reactions of various social groups and institu-
tions to specific memory policy decisions (for example, discussions concerning certain
initiatives to erect or remove monuments, or the refusal or delay by some local govern-
ment authorities to implement the law of the Republic of Lithuania that entered into
force on 1 May 2023 and requires the removal of objects representing totalitarian or
authoritarian regimes and their ideologies from public spaces) reveal the considerable
multivalence, diversity and ambiguity of interpretations of the concept of collaboration
within society, as well as the fact that these interpretations are often contradictory and

conflicting. Questions of collaboration in Lithuania have been examined most extensive-
ly in scholarly research, but these interpretations and findings do not always influence
the discussions taking place in society or the decisions made by actors in the field of
memory culture and policy. In these discussions, and to some extent in commemorative
practices, reliance is placed on spontaneously formed criteria of ‘collaboration’, shaped
not so much by academic research as by various narratives and discourses of memory
culture and other forms of collective memory.

Although this concept is used more precisely and with greater nuance in scholarly
research, these studies also reveal the complexity and multivalence of the phenome-
non of collaboration as well as the concept that defines it. In Lithuania, this concept and
manifestations of collaboration with occupation regimes — whether described through
this term or through others such as ‘betrayal, ‘conformism’ and similar notions - have
primarily been examined by interpreting and evaluating the actions and attitudes of
individuals and various structures within totalitarian and authoritarian regimes, es-
pecially during the Soviet period.* These studies reveal the multidimensionality of the
concept (encompassing political, moral and legal dimensions®), the diversity and varia-
bility of interpretations, and the extent to which its application depends on the country
as well as on specific contexts and nuances. Various aspects of collaboration with oc-
cupation regimes have also been revealed in numerous historical studies examining the
actions and attitudes of different institutions, structures and groups, as well as individual
historical figures, intellectuals and others during World War II, the Stalinist period and the
late Soviet era (notable examples include the work of L. Truska, A. AnuSauskas, A. Bubnys,
A. Eidintas, A. Ruksénas, M. Pocius, J. Starkauskas, K. Burinskaiteé, V. Ivanauskas and
V. Klumbys, among others). Intergenerational research has also been conducted on the

4 Nerija Putinaité, Nenutrukusi styga: prisitaikymas ir pasipriesinimas soviety Lietuvoje, Vilnius: Aidai, 2007; Val-
demaras Klumbys, Stoveje po medziu? Lietuviy inteligentijos elgesio strategijos sovietmeciu, Vilnius: Lietuvos istorijos
institutas, 2021; Vilius Ivanauskas, ,Ne uZ tokia Lietuva déjome parasa: istorijos politika posovietinése Lietuvos kultu-
rininky trajektorijose”, Darbai ir dienos, 2014, p. 209-227; Tarp estetikos ir politikos: lietuviu literattra sovietmeciu, ed.
by Dalia Satkauskyté, Vilnius: Lietuviy literatros ir tautosakos institutas, 2015; Kestutis K. Girnius, ,Pasipriesinimas,
prisitaikymas, kolaboravimas', Naujasis Zidinys-Aidai, 1996, Nr. 5, p. 268-279.

5 Vytautas Tininis, ,Kolaboravimo savoka Lietuvos istorijos kontekste, Genocidas ir rezistencija, 2001, Nr. 1(9), p. 71.
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family memory of collaboration during the Soviet period.® In scholarly research, the
concept of collaboration is defined more clearly and precisely than in public discourse,
and considerable debate concerns its definitions and their application when assessing
the actions of various individuals, groups and institutions in specific historical contexts
and situations. Yet here, too, a variety of interpretations persists, and scholars note both
the problematic nature of defining the concept and the insufficiency of existing defini-
tions for characterising the the attitudes and actions of particular individuals or groups
in concrete historical circumstances.”

The multivalence and contextual nature of the concept of collaboration are also noted
in studies conducted in other countries. Scholars note the impossibility of establishing
universal definitions of collaboration, betrayal and similar phenomena, as well as their
dependence on specific historical contexts - the historical period, the political regime,
power relations, politics of memory, and so on. In different contexts, the same action
may be considered a betrayal, a conformity, a way of survival, or even a morally justifiable
choice. According to Eleonora Narvselius and Gelinada Grinchenko, ‘far from being an
archetypal transhistorical scheme transposable in different historical circumstances,
betrayal is rather a flexible construction underpinned by thinking about (im)possible
strategies of [loyalty] boundary transgression’, and ‘the social relevance, significance, and
moral evaluation of betrayal vary according to the symbolic orders and historical contexts
[..] Treason comprises many “shades of grey” and is often a matter of perspective.® This
concept is thus understood as dynamic, multidimensional and contextual.

In the context of the multivalence, ambiguity and diversity of interpretations of the
concept of collaboration visible in public debates and memory practices in Lithuania -
and the often conflictual clashes between them - it is also important to know the quanti-
tative aspects of the popularity of these interpretations in society: which interpretations
of collaboration with the Soviet and Nazi regimes are relevant to and prevalent among
the general public and specific social groups, and which are only significant to small seg-
ments; to what extent the conflictual interpretations visible in public debates are reflect-
ed in public opinion; whether polarising, categorical interpretations or ‘grey zone’ inter-
pretations predominate; which memory policy decisions concerning ‘collaboration’ are

6  Liucija Verveckieng, ,Galjie tikrai buvo kolaborantai ir juos puolé?” Kolaboravimo (ne)prisiminimai ir Seimos kar-
ty atminties darbas’, Tautosakos darbai, 2025, p. 13-31.

7 Kestutis K. Girnius, op. cit; Kestutis K. Girnius, ,I8davysté*, Naujasis Zidinys-Aidai, 2018, Nr. 5, p. 36-42; Vytautas
Tininis, op. cit; p. 71-78; Valdemaras Klumbys, op. cit., p. 71-86; Algis Kasperavicius, ,Kolaboravimas: chronologinés
ribos", Genocidas ir rezistencija, 2001, Nr. 1(9), p. 85-88.

8 Eleonora Narvselius and Gelinada Grinchenko, ‘Introduction: “Formulas of Betrayal” - Traitors, Collaborators and
Deserters in Contemporary European Politics of Memory), in: Traitors, Collaborators and Deserters in Contemporary
European Politics of Memory: Formulas of Betrayal, ed. by Eleonora Narvselius and Gelinada Grinchenko, London:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2018, pp. 2, 10.
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supported or opposed by society; and so like. In this article, these questions are examined
on the basis of data from quantitative research - a representative public opinion survey.
The findings should be regarded as an exploratory overview that reveals only certain gen-
eralised quantitative aspects of the popular concept of collaboration. They do not, however,
capture many of the nuances involved in applying and interpreting the concept in specific
contexts - this would require more detailed, in-depth quantitative and qualitative research.

The aim of the study was to identify the following aspects: (1) the relevance in society of
questions of collaboration with occupation regimes; (2) the content of the concept of col-
laboration prevailing in public opinion (the criteria of definition) and its differences across
the main socio-demographic groups; (3) differences in the assessment of collaboration
across the three periods of occupation - the Stalinist period (1940-1941 and 1944-1952),
the Nazi occupation (1941-1944) and the post-Stalinist period (1953-1988); (4) the ‘strict-
ness' of the boundaries of the concept of collaboration - the balance between unambigu-
ous ‘black-and-white’ assessments and more nuanced ‘grey zone’ interpretations; (5) cer-
tain contextual nuances of the concept - assessments of circumstances and criteria that
may be seen as ‘justifying’ collaboration; and (6) assessments of certain forms of (non-)
memorialisation of collaboration.

Research methodology

Despite the already noted diversity of interpretations of the concept of collaboration in
specific contexts, the concept also has a common core - the connotation of betrayal and
cooperation with the enemy that emerged during World War II in reference to the collab-
oration of French Marshal Philippe Pétain with Nazi Germany, and which after the war
came to be applied to other countries that had experienced occupation.® Alongside this
common core, both theoretical and empirical studies of the phenomenon of collaboration
also highlight more specific criteria describing its content, which are used to analyse and
evaluate particular cases of collaboration. In reviewing numerous scholarly conceptual-
isations of collaboration, Eleonora Narvselius and Gelinada Grinchenko identify several
groups of criteria used by researchers to define the phenomenon of collaboration. These
include the relationship between voluntariness and coercion, distinguishing between vol-
untary from forced collaboration (for example, in cases involving threats to life, violence
and so on); also taken into account are the intentionality of the individual or collective
actor (whether the actions were undertaken consciously), as well as their agency - their
position within power relations and the presence or absence of alternative choices. Moti-
vations for collaboration are also assessed, distinguishing between ideological support for
the occupation regime, motives of material gain or career advancement, ‘neutral’ oppor-

9 Péter Apor, Sdndor Horvath and James Mark, ‘Introduction: Collaboration, Cooperation and Political Participation
in the Communist Regimes’, in: Secret Agents and the Memory of Everyday Collaboration in Communist Eastern Europe,
ed. by Péter Apor, Sandor Horvath and James Mark, London: Anthem Press, 2017, p. 9.
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tunistic adaptation for everyday survival, ‘tactical’ cooperation aimed at reducing harm or
protecting the community, and the so-called ‘horizontal collaboration’, meaning intimate
or other social relationships, and so forth.® A distinction is also made between collective
collaboration (by certain institutions, structures or groups) and individual collaboration. It
is likewise noted that the definition and identification of collaboration is made even more
complicated by questions of the degree of collaboration - the large ‘grey zone’ between
collaboration and resistance, which is particularly relevant in the context of Central and
Eastern Europe.”? Given the considerable duration of the Soviet occupation, Lithuanian
researchers regard this issue as one of the most significant as well, debating the temporal
boundaries of applying the concept of collaboration to different periods of the Soviet era,
as well as the notions that describe the ‘grey zone', such as adaptation, conformism and
similar concepts.’®

In the survey, our aim was not to examine respondents’ attitudes towards a specific
definition of collaboration formulated by scholars, but rather - the aforementioned con-
cept of ‘collaboration’ that is reflected in public opinion and that emerged spontaneously
under the influence of both historiography and scholarly interpretations, as well as vari-
ous memory discourses and narratives. The specific empirical indicators of the concept'’s
content examined in the survey consisted of a list of actions that, in the Lithuanian con-
text, may be attributed to collaboration. This list was compiled on the basis of both the-
oretical and historical literature and the interpretations visible in recent public debates
in the Lithuanian public arena. The list covers a broad spectrum of actions that, in Lith-
uanian historical contexts, may be attributed to collaboration, from participation in re-
pression or genocide to ‘everyday adaptation’. Yet, as noted, identifying collaboration in
specific cases involves numerous concrete historical circumstances and nuances, which
make not only universal definitions, but even more detailed general definitions for specif-
ic countries and specific periods extremely difficult to formulate. In this survey, we there-
fore examined a generalised, partly simplified concept that does not encompass many
specific nuances. A certain degree of simplification is already implied by the very use of
the term ‘collaboration, to the exclusion of other terms (‘betrayal’, ‘conformism’, ‘crime’,
and so forth) which, although used less frequently, also appear in public and especially
academic discourse to describe specific nuances of the phenomenon of collaboration.
Nevertheless, in public debates, the term ‘collaboration’ is most commonly used to denote
the general content of negatively viewed cooperation with occupation regimes. For this

1 Eleonora Narvselius, Gelinada Grinchenko, ‘Introduction..., pp. 8-14.
- Op.cit, p.10.
2 Martin Dean, ‘Where Did All the Collaborators Go?', Slavic Review, 2005, No. 64 (4), pp. 791-798.

B Kestutis K. Girnius, Pasipriesinimas, prisitaikymas..; Valdemaras Klumbys, Stovéje po medziu?.; Nerija Putinaite,
Nenutrukusi styga...
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reason, the survey was limited to this term alone, and the survey data reflect the popular
interpretations associated with it.

In constructing the empirical indicators, we tried to encompass all the main aspects
of the concept of collaboration discussed both in theoretical works and in concrete em-
pirical studies conducted in Lithuania and abroad - particularly in Central and Eastern
Europe - and especially those aspects that, in one way or another, also appear in public
discourse, adapting them to Lithuanian contexts. We also drew on scholarly definitions
that reflect the historically formed common core of the concept - betrayal and coopera-
tion with the enemy - such as the definition adapted to the Lithuanian context by Kestutis
K. Girnius, according to which collaboration is ‘a certain relationship between a citizen of
an occupied country and the occupying power, manifested in assisting it to consolidate its
rule and suppress its opponents, or at least to neutralise them. Alongside others, the fol-
lowing actions are to be regarded as collaboration: (a) actively participating in, or holding
responsible positions within, the structures of the occupier’s government and organisa-
tions; (b) betraying or denouncing individuals to the state security organs; and (c) publicly
justifying the crimes of the authorities.** Yet, as noted, both in research and in public dis-
course, this term is interpreted in different ways, with the same actions and attitudes be-
ing described in some studies as collaboration, and in others as adaptation, conformism
or similar notions. For this reason, studies of these phenomena described in other terms
have also been taken into account.”® Beyond the general theoretical frameworks’, efforts
were made in the formulation of specific survey indicators to also reflect the key criteria
identified in foreign studies of collaboration, especially those conducted in Central and
Eastern Europe,*® and adapted to Lithuania’s historical contexts. The empirical indicators
also relied on Lithuanian historiography examining the activities and attitudes of institu-
tions, groups and historical figures under occupation regimes.” In developing the meth-
odological design, the consultations of the historian Valdemaras Klumbys, a specialist in
the study of the attitudes of the Lithuanian intelligentsia during the Soviet period, were of
particular significance.

14 Kestutis K. Girnius, Pasipriesinimas, prisitaikymas..., p. 269.
5 Kestutis K. Girnius, op. cit; Valdemaras Klumbys, Stovéje po medziu?...; Nerija Putinaité, Nenutrukusi styga...

6 Eleonora Narvselius and Gelinada Grinchenko eds., Traitors, Collaborators and Deserters in Contemporary Eu-
ropean Politics of Memory: Formulas of Betrayal, London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018; Péter Apor, Sdndor Horvath and
James Mark eds,, Secret Agents and the Memory of Everyday Collaboration in Communist Eastern Europe, London: An-
them Press, 2017.

7 Arvydas Anusauskas [et al], Lietuva 1940-1990: okupuotos Lietuvos istorija, Vilnius: Lietuvos gyventojy genocido
ir rezistencijos tyrimo centras, 2007; Artinas Bubnys, Holokaustas Lietuvoje 1941-1944 m., Vilnius: Lietuvos gyventoju
genocido ir rezistencijos tyrimo centras, 2011; A. Bubnys, Lietuviy policijos batalionai 1941-1945 m., Vilnius: Lietuvos
gyventoju genocido ir rezistencijos tyrimo centras, 2017; Kristina Burinskaité, LSSR KGB ideologija, politika ir veikla
1954-1990 m., Vilnius: Lietuvos gyventoju genocido ir rezistencijos tyrimo centras, 2015.
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In constructing the empirical research indicators, the set of interpretations circulat-
ing in the public sphere debates were also one of the key sources. As already noted, pub-
lic opinion reflects an implicit understanding that has become particularly pronounced
over the past decade amid conflicts concerning the (non-)memorialisation of the past. We
therefore examined the debates surrounding the specific cases of (non-)memorialisa-
tion and memory policy decisions that generated the greatest public resonance in recent
years.’® Our aim was to capture the most popular and recurrent criteria used in these
discussions to describe ‘collaboration’.

In addition to the list of actions that, in the Lithuanian context, are understood as con-
stituting collaboration and reflect the concept of collaboration, we also examined oth-
er indicators that are pertinent in the public sphere discussions and serve to refine this
concept or reveal some of the nuances of its application in specific cases - such as cri-
teria that ‘justify’ collaboration, as well as assessments of the ‘collaboration’ of certain
individuals whose actions have generated, or continue to generate, the most extensive
public discussion. Also relevant in the Lithuanian historical context are the differences
in how collaboration is evaluated across the successive periods of the three occupations.
Respondents were likewise asked about the forms of memorialisation - or non-memo-
rialisation - of collaboration that are discussed in the public sphere, often with consid-
erable emotion.

The data discussed here are from a survey® carried out on 18-28 April 2025 that is sta-
tistically representative of the opinions of the adult population of Lithuania (aged 18 to 75).
The sample reflects the proportions of this population by age, gender, education, marital
status, income, place of residence and type of occupation.

The relevance of questions of collaboration in society

Although other terms are also used in public debates to describe actions associated with
collaboration (betrayal, conformism, etc.), the concept of collaboration itself - under-
stood as cooperation with an enemy - appears to remain highly salient in Lithuanian so-
ciety and carries strongly negative connotations. One indication of this is the data from
a representative population survey conducted in 2006, which included an open-ended
question about the most shameful events or phenomena in Lithuanian history. Accord-

® A comprehensive discourse analysis was not undertaken; we only examined the debates related to specific
(non-)memorialisation decisions - such as the installation or removal of monuments and other memorials, or the
decisions of the ‘desovietisation' commission - that generated the greatest public resonance in recent years. The
material published on these issues on LRTIt, Delfi.lt and 15min.It was analysed.

1 The survey was conducted by the market and public opinion research company Spinter Tyrimai on 18-28 April
2025. A total of 1,019 respondents were interviewed in a statistically representative survey of the country’s adult pop-
ulation. The sample reflects the proportions of this population by age, gender, education, marital status, income,
place of residence and type of occupation. The statistical margin of error is 3.1 percent. The sampling method was
quota-based, and the survey was carried out using a mixed-mode approach. For more detailed information on the
survey methods used by Spinter Tyrimai, see: <https:/spinter.lt/metodai/kiekybiniai-metodai/>.
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ing to the responses, collaboration with various occupying powers ranked first, while a
specific form of collaboration - participation in the Holocaust - ranked second.?

The data from the 2025 survey indicate that issues of collaboration with both 20th-cen-
tury occupation regimes are regarded as relevant by the vast majority of society (see Fig.
1). Issues of collaboration during both periods of Soviet rule are regarded as the most rel-
evant: in 2025, slightly more than half of respondents considered them to be relevant or
very relevant, while only 22-27 percent of the population regarded issues of collaboration
across all three periods examined as not relevant.

Collaboration with the
Soviet authorities during the 26 16 7

Stalinist period (1940-1953)

Collaboration with the
Soviet authorities during 27 16

the post-Stalinist period

Collaboration of the
Lithuanian population with 17 24 32 20 7
the Nazis during World War I

[ Veryrelevant [l Relevant [ | Moderately relevant Notrelevant [l Completely irrelevant

Figure 1. Assessment of the relevance of questions of collaboration (%). Question: In your opin-
ion, to what extent are issues of collaboration currently relevant to Lithuanian society?

Questions concerning collaboration during the Nazi occupation are regarded as some-
what less relevant: 41 percent of respondents consider them relevant or very relevant,
and a larger share than in the case of collaboration with the Soviet regime regard them as
moderately relevant. The greater relevance attributed to collaboration during both peri-
ods of Soviet occupation, compared to collaboration with the Nazi regime, is likely linked
not only to the shorter temporal distance separating this occupation from the present,
but also to the sense of insecurity arising from the geopolitical situation, which has effec-
tively re-activated the memory of the Soviet occupation - both the narrative of ‘fighting
and suffering’ and the memory of ‘collaboration’ with the occupation authorities.? This is
supported by the fact that the relevance of collaboration in both Soviet-era periods - one
during Stalinism and the other after - was assessed in almost identical terms.

20 Responses to the open-ended question (with no predefined answer options) ‘What should Lithuanians (citizens
of Lithuania) be most ashamed of from their past?' In their answers, respondents most frequently used the term ‘col-
laboration  and occasionally ‘betrayal, at times referring to specific periods (mostly in the 20th century) and at times
to ‘all occupations’. Source: Irena Sutiniené, ,Socialiné atmintis ir lietuviy tautiné tapatybé”, in: Lietuviskojo identiteto
trajektorijos, ed. by Vytis Ciubrinskas and Jolanta Kuznecoviené, Kaunas: Vytauto DidZiojo universitetas, 2008, p. 131.

2t Dovilé Budryté, Memory politics and the study of crises in International Relations: insights from Ukraine and
Lithuania’, 2021, p. 22, <https://rdcube/ctTIA>.

108



2026 1(59)
Genocidas ir rezistencija

Irena Sutiniené

The Concept of Collaboration with 20th-Century Occupation Regimes in Lithuanian...

Criteria defining the concept of collaboration in public opinion

In the concept of collaboration prevailing in public opinion in 2025, several common
groups of criteria defining it can be identified that are applied across all of the occupation

periods examined (see Figs. 2-4).

People who directly organised Stalin's repressions
(deportations, arrests) or participated in them (from
Communist Party leaders to members of the destruction
battalions, militsiya officers and informers)

Active secret agents of the occupiers’ security services
(NKVD/KGB) who provided information

All secret agents (informers) of the occupiers’ security
services (NKVD/KGB) who
signed an agreement to cooperate

Employees of the highest government institutions
who held real decision-making power
(the nomenklatura, etc.)

All employees of the repressive apparatus
(members of the destruction battalions,
security officers, militsiya officers, etc.)

Soviet partisans (‘red partisans) and soldiers of the
16th Division of the Soviet Army who fought against the
Nazi occupiers for the restoration of Soviet rule

Everyone who worked in the highest government
institutions (the Central Committee of the Lithuanian
Communist Party, the Supreme Soviet

of the Lithuanian SSR, etc.)

Local-level administrative and party officials
who carried out the occupiers’ orders
(e.g. district and collective farm chairmen, etc.)

Everyone who created and disseminated the
occupiers' ideology at the time (writers, journalists,
ideologically aligned scholars, teachers, lecturers, etc.)

All members of the Lithuanian Communist Party
(LCP) of that period

Everyone who followed the orders of the Soviet
authorities (paid taxes, fulfilled quotas, took part in
Soviet elections and demonstrations, etc.),

with the exception of those involved in the resistance

Everyone who lived with the occupiers
from the USSR, including spouses

68 3 15
66 3 17
53 5 16
45 8 16
43 7 18
30 17 24
28 17 18
28 14 18
20 24 19
18 28 18
13 42 20
10 48 20

Yes [ Tosomeextent [l No [ Don'tknow

Figure 2. Assessment of people who collaborated with the occupation authorities during the
Stalinist period. Question: Which people who cooperated with the occupation authorities during
the Stalinist period should be regarded as collaborators?
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People who directly participated in the killings of Jews
and people of other nationalities

Those who took part in the occupiers’ repressive
actions (killings, arrests, forced labour round-ups, etc.)

Secret agents of the occupiers’ security services
(the Gestapo, etc.)

All employees of institutions involved
in the occupiers’ actions

Everyone who publicly praised the Nazi regime and
propagated Nazi ideology

Allmembers of pro-Nazi parties

Administrative staff who had real power at the time
(county governors, police chiefs, general councillors, etc.)

All members of military formations subordinate
to the Nazis

All employees of the Lithuanian administration
during the Nazi occupation

Everyone who worked for the Nazi occupiers and paid
taxes, thus supporting the occupiers, unless they
participated in the resistance

All participants in the June Uprising

Lithuanian women who lived with, or married,
German occupiers (soldiers, etc.)

Yes [ Tosome extent
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67 4 16
64 3 17
62 5 17
50 6 19
36 9 21
34 12 i

w
N

29 13 22
22 19 21
19 30 22
18 21 36
15 37 23

B nNo

I Don'tknow

Figure 3. Assessment of people who cooperated with the occupation authorities during the Nazi
occupation. Question: Which people who cooperated with the occupation authorities during the
Nazi occupation (1941-1944) should be regarded as collaborators?
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People who directly participated in repressions and
persecutions (arrests, surveillance, etc.) and the
employees of the above-mentioned repressive and
other state structures who issued orders for such actions

Active secret agents of the occupiers’
security services (KGB) who provided information

All full-time employees of the
security services (KGB) of that period

All secret agents (informers) of the
occupiers’ security services (KGB) who signed
an agreement to cooperate

Representatives of the highest government
institutions who held real decision-making
power (the nomenklatura, etc.)

All employees of the highest political and adminis-
trative institutions of the Lithuanian SSR (the Central
Committee of the Lithuanian Communist Party, the
Supreme Soviet of the Lithuanian SSR, etc.)

Local-level administrative and party officials who
carried out the occupiers’ orders (e.g. district and
collective farm chairmen, enterprise management,
local party leaders, etc.)

All full-time employees of other power structures of
the period (militsiya and Soviet Army officers, etc.)

Everyone who created and disseminated Soviet
ideology (writers, journalists, ideologically aligned
scholars, teachers and lecturers

who propagated this ideology, etc.)

All members of the Lithuanian Communist
Party (LCP) of that period

Everyone who followed the orders of the Soviet
authorities (paid taxes, took part in Soviet elections
and demonstrations, etc.), with the exception

of those involved in the resistance

Everyone who lived with the occupiers from
the USSR, including spouses

Yes [ Tosome extent
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61 4 17

60 4 17

25 17 19

23 20 19

19 24 20

18 27 19

14 41 21

14 43 20

B o

I Don'tknow

Figure 4. Assessment of people who cooperated with the occupation authorities during the
post-Stalinist period. Question: Which people who cooperated with the Soviet occupation au-
thorities during the post-Stalinist period (1953-1988, when there were no mass repressions)

should be regarded as collaborators?
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The first group of criteria defining collaboration consists of direct and indirect links to
repressions orkillings, such as taking part in them, or belonging to and assisting the struc-
tures that carried them out (secret agents, people involved in arrests or in establishing
and guarding ghettos, etc.). These criteria defining collaboration are the most important
for an absolute majority of respondents and are applied almost equally across all three
occupation periods: 61-68 percent regard people directly involved in repressions in any
of the periods as collaborators unconditionally, and a further 13-18 percent regard them
as collaborators to some extent. Some 60-66 percent of respondents regard active secret
agents of the occupiers’ security services (MGB-NKVD-KGB or the Gestapo) who provided
information as collaborators unconditionally, with a further 16-26 percent regard them as
collaborators to some extent. A large proportion of respondents also regard all employees
of the repressive apparatus as collaborators (43-51 percent, with a further 25-32 percent
regarding them as such to some extent), as well as all secret agents. When collaboration
is directly linked to genocide or repressions, indirect administrative involvement through
work in the relevant structures is considered almost equally important.

A clear pattern is visible here: in all three periods, secret agents are judged more harshly
than regular employees of the repressive apparatus, even though it was precisely the latter
who organised and carried out the repressions, while the role of agents was generally aux-
iliary. Although in Lithuania, as in other post-communist countries, all security structures
are judged severely — as an unquestionable ‘embodiment of evil?? - because of their direct
association with repressions, secret agents are nevertheless evaluated more harshly than
other employees of the repressive apparatus. When assessing agents in public opinion,
the degree of collaboration is also an important criterion, with more people considering
those who collaborated actively to be collaborators. Such assessments may be linked to
the generally negative image of agents that prevails in Lithuania. As Liucija Verveckiene
observes, ‘hypothetical affiliation with, or assistance to, the former KGB, whether prov-
en or merely assumed, is a more general label used today when referring to individuals
or groups perceived as anti-state or unpatriotic’?® The assessment of secret agents may
also be influenced by moral considerations, as betraying people within one’s own social
environment may be judged more harshly on moral grounds. Secret agents of various co-
ercive structures are judged more harshly in other post-communist countries as well. For
instance, in Hungary, from as early as 1989, the secret agents of the security services have
been judged more harshly than the police who had directly supported the regime since

2 Florin Abraham, ‘To collaborate and to Punish: Democracy and Transitional Justice in Romania), in: Secret Agents
and the Memory of Everyday Collaboration in Communist Eastern Europe, ed. by P. Apor, S. Horvath, J. Mark, London,
2017, p. 139.

2 Liucija Verveckieng, op. cit., p. 26.
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1957%Inthis case, the opening of archives and historical research became ‘an instrument
forunmasking alleged wrongdoers, treating them as among the most despicable collabo-
rators'? One of the most important reasons for such evaluations, alongside other factors,
is considered by researchers to be moral judgement, whereby the ‘betrayal of one’s own' is
assessed more harshly. Peter Apor and Sandor Horvath illustrate this by quoting a Hun-
garian MP: ‘the policemen wore a police uniform, but the “brick” [the synonym for secret
agent] didn't wear a ‘brick”?¢ In Romania, secret agents of the security services were also
assessed more harshly, with the public only showing greater leniency towards agents who
had confessed.”

In Lithuania, the more unfavourable evaluation of secret agents compared with other
‘collaborators' may be largely linked to moral judgement, since not only Soviet-era but also
Nazi-era secret agents are regarded as collaborators by more people than the employees
of the repressive apparatus of those periods. The harsher assessment of Soviet-era se-
cret agents may be partly related to the uncertainty created by missing documents, which
makes the process of identifying KGB agents difficult or even impossible.? This reinforces
feelings of ambiguity and suspicion. The issue is further brought to the fore by the repeat-
ed demands of various political forces to disclose the names of agents who confessed and
whom the state has committed to keeping classified (even though they constitute only a
small share of all agents who operated during the Soviet period). However, a considerable
proportion of respondents also regard all regular employees of the repressive apparatus
as collaborators, which demonstrates the severity of the criterion concerning links to re-
pressions.

The second most important group of criteria concerns employment or participation in
party-administrative structures or the corresponding parties. People differentiate this cri-
terion according to the position of the institution or individual within power relations -
that is, the degree of decision-making power held. Across all three occupation periods,
those who held positions with real decision-making power in the highest government

2 péter Apor and Sandor Horvath, ‘Closing the Past - Opening the Future: Victims and Perpetrators of the Commu-
nist Regime in Hungary), in: Secret Agents and the Memory of Everyday Collaboration in Communist Eastern Europe,
ed. by P. Apor, S. Horvath, J. Mark, London, 2017, p. 107.

% Op.cit, p.110.

2 Op.cit, p.107.

27 Florin Abraham, ‘To collaborate’, pp. 141-143.

28 A large share of agents’ personal files were destroyed or removed to Russia at the end of the Soviet period. Ac-
cording to data from the Lithuanian Special Archives, 33,760 LSSR KGB agent files and 2,477 operational files were de-
stroyed during 1989 and the first three months of 1990, while approximately 5000 personal files of the same agency
and 169 operational files were transferred to the USSR KGB Omsk Oblast Archives. In 1990, a substantial part of the
information about these files was also destroyed - 73 registration journals of KGB agents’ personal and operational
files, as well as lists of 15,000 destroyed KGB agent files. See Kristina Burinskaite, Slaptieji KGB bendrininkai, Vilnius:
Lietuvos gyventoju genocido ir rezistencijos tyrimo centras, 2022, p. 23-24.
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institutions - the nomenklatura (bureaucratic elite) during the Soviet period and
the county governors, police chiefs and general councillors during the Nazi occupa-
tion - are more frequently regarded as collaborators, with 34-45 percent of respond-
ents classifying them as collaborators unconditionally, and a further 33 percent - to
some extent. By contrast, fewer people regard other employees of these institutions
or officials at the local level as collaborators. Slightly more than half of the population
classify all members of the Lithuanian Communist Party (LCP) in both Soviet periods
as collaborators, either unconditionally or to some extent, while an even larger share
do so in the case of members of pro-Nazi parties during the Nazi occupation (34 per-
cent unconditionally, with a further 33 percent to some extent). The assessment of the
participants in the controversial June Uprising® stands out for the high proportion of
respondents who have no opinion: 36 percent. Meanwhile, 43 percent of respondents
regard its participants as collaborators at least to some extent, and 21 percent do not
regard them as collaborators.

In the first two groups of criteria, consideration is also given to the individual's person-
al involvement and level of activity. Personal involvement in certain actions (including
the activities of secret agents) is regarded as a more important indicator of collaboration
than collaboration mediated through institutions - that is, participation in the repressive
or party apparatus. However, the differences between them are not large (8-10 percent),
and the collective responsibility of all members of repressive or other power-holding
structures is also considered important.

The third most important group of criteria is related to participation in the creation and
dissemination of the ideologies of the occupation regimes. Some 56-57 percent of the pop-
ulation regard everyone who created and propagated the occupier’s ideology during both
Soviet periods (writers, journalists, teachers, lecturers and others) as collaborators, either
unconditionally or to some extent. Those who propagated Naziideology are assessed even
more harshly, with 36 percent of the population regarding them as collaborators uncondi-
tionally, and 34 percent - to some extent.

The fourth group of criteria is more often referred to by researchers not in terms of
collaboration, but of everyday conformism - the opportunistic, routine adaptation under-
taken in order to survive. The smallest proportion of respondents classify such attitudes
as collaboration. Only 14 percent agree that, in both Soviet periods, everyone who followed
the authorities’ orders, with the exception of those involved in the resistance, collaborated;
a further 25 percent regard such behaviour as collaboration to some extent. For the Nazi

2 Aimed at restoring Lithuania's independence, the June Uprising took place on 22-28 June 1941, following Nazi
Germany'’s attack on the USSR. The uprising was unsuccessful, and it is assessed controversially due to manifes-
tations of anti-Semitism in its documents and the that time or later connections of some of its participants to Nazi
crimes.
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occupation period, the figures are slightly higher: 19 percent and 29 percent respectively.
A similar pattern is seen in assessments of ‘horizontal collaboration’* 14 percent of re-
spondents believe that, across all periods, ‘everyone who lived with the occupiers, including
spouses’, collaborated, with an additional 25 percent agreeing that they collaborated to
some extent.

Comparing assessments of collaboration across different occupation periods, it can be
seen that, according to all criteria, respondents evaluate collaboration in the two Soviet
periods in virtually identical terms, even though historical research assesses the nature
of the regime’s activities in these periods differently. Collaboration during the Nazi occu-
pation, although regarded as somewhat less relevant to contemporary society, is evalu-
ated in much the same way and, in some respects, even more harshly than collaboration
during the Soviet period. This is likely linked to the Holocaust - the largest mass killing
in Lithuania’s history. Given the involvement of some Lithuanians in this crime, the more
severe assessment of collaboration with the Nazi regime also indicates that society ac-
knowledges the collaboration of ‘its own’, including their links to the crimes.

We can see that there is a high degree of consensus in society regarding the main cri-
teria for assessing collaboration. This is reflected both in the very small share of respond-
ents who disagree with the key criteria (4-10 percent) and in the predominance of uncon-
ditional assessments compared with the relatively small proportion of assessments ‘to
some extent’. The overall concept of collaboration in contemporary society is therefore
fairly clear, and there is broad agreement on its core criteria: links with repression are
indisputable, and participation in the highest political and administrative structures of
the occupation regimes - especially in positions with decision-making power - is also of
major importance. Differences between the two Soviet periods do not affect the general
criteria used to evaluate collaboration under Soviet rule.

However, there are also less stringent criteria in public opinion that fewer people en-
dorse unequivocally. The response option ‘to some extent’ made it possible to distinguish
how strictly the criteria are applied - between clear-cut ‘black-and-white’ assessments
and more ambiguous ‘grey zone’ evaluations. As noted above, people most often apply un-
equivocal criteria to individuals and repressive structures that were directly or indirectly
associated with Stalinist repression or the Holocaust, and, to a large extent, to those who
held real decision-making power in the highest government institutions and to active se-
cret agents of the repressive apparatus. Thus, the boundaries of the first two groups of
criteria of the general concept of collaboration prevailing in public opinion appear fairly
strict and are seldom questioned. As the power of an institution or the position held with-
in it decreased in the governing structures of the time, assessments become less cate-

30 Narvselius and Grinchenko, ‘Introduction’, p. 11.
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gorical and more ambiguous, giving rise to considerable debate about how these criteria
should be applied in specific cases. Assessments by those who consider all members of
lower-level institutions or parties to be collaborators are less strict - the ‘grey zone' is
larger, and ‘to some extent’ responses predominate. When ordinary membership in the
LCP or participation in local-level party and administrative structures during the Soviet
period are viewed as collaboration, the ‘grey area’ is roughly twice the size of the cate-
gorical assessments; analogous participation in Nazi structures is evaluated in a similar
way, albeit somewhat more strictly. Ideological collaboration - participation in the cre-
ation and dissemination of the occupiers’ ideology - is likewise assessed in a lenient and
ambiguous manner. In the fourth group of ‘everyday conformism’ attitudes, which most
of society does not regard as collaboration, ‘grey-zone’ assessments also predominate.

Thus, when evaluating the criteria that define collaboration, people draw fairly cate-
gorical and strict boundaries around the core criteria, on which the absolute majority of
society agrees. These include links torepression, as well as participation in the highest po-
litical and administrative structures of the occupation regimes that held decision-mak-
ing power. More reservations are applied to those who were involved in structures and
positions with less power, as well as to those who disseminated the occupiers’ ideology.
The strictness of public assessments is shaped by criteria such as the position within the
regime’s power relations - the degree of decision-making authority held - and, to some
extent, personal or institutional (collective) involvement and the level of active participa-
tion. The nature of the activity is also important, with political and administrative coop-
eration being judged more harshly than ideological cooperation. Even more reservations
emerge when evaluating the ‘grey-area’ attitudes between resistance and collaboration -
namely, ‘everyday conformism'. Next, we will discuss other criteria that are seen in public
opinion as ‘softening’ the boundaries of the concept of collaboration.

Criteria that ‘soften’ assessments of collaboration

As already noted, the nuances and multivalence of the concept of collaboration become
apparent when examining specific cases in specific contexts, and the application of clear-
cut definitions to particular situations is often uncertain, conditional and nuanced.® A
study of family memory conducted in Lithuania likewise reveals a significant gap between
the clearly understood, strict categories defining collaboration at the structural (collec-
tive) level and their ambiguity and indeterminacy in specific cases.?? The boundaries can
be questioned in two ways - either by challenging the very notion of the boundaries, or
by accepting them but disputing the attribution of specific cases to a particular group.>

3t L Verveckiené, Galjie tikrai buvo.., p. 25-26; Narvselius and Grinchenko, ‘Introduction, pp. 8-12.
32 Liucija Verveckieng, op. cit.,, p. 24.

3 Narvselius and Grinchenko, op. cit,, p. 14.
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Based on the main criteria, the general boundaries of the concept in Lithuanian public
opinion are fairly strict. However, the attribution of particular cases or individuals to ‘col-
laboration’ can, at times, give rise to considerable debate in the public sphere.

In this survey we also examined several criteria that ‘soften’ general assessments of
collaboration in specific cases, asking respondents to evaluate various circumstances
that might justify’ collaboration (see Fig. 5).

When individuals collaborated in pursuit of goals
deemed important to society or the nation, but without 32 1
directly resisting the occupation or risking their lives
and well-being (A. Brazauskas, ]. Marcinkevicius, etc.)

In situations involving coercion, torture or threats to
the individual's own life or that of close relatives 31 3

Soviet-era collaboration may be justified by a person’s 1
later contributions to restoring the independent state of 31
Lithuania and participation in Sajudis

(A. Brazauskas, C. Jursénas, L. Sepetys, G. Kirkilas, etc.)

-
0o N

When those who collaborated apologise or at least 29 1
acknowledge their actions (V. Krévé, C. Juriénas, etc.)

When the collaborator saved at least
one person from repression 28

When the person who collaborated had made
significant contributions to the independent 27 1
interwar Republic of Lithuania (S. Rastikis, L. Gira, etc.)

When a person who collaborated with the Nazis took
an active part in the anti-Soviet resistance
(J. Noreika, K. Skirpa, etc.)

26 1

When the person who collaborated had made substan-
tial contributions in fields such as art, literature 24 24
or science (S. Néris, J. Baltusis, etc.)

N N -
(] (o))

When a person who collaborated with the Soviet occu-
piers had participated in the anti-Nazi resistance 16
(M. Sumauskas, H. Zimanas, M. Melnikaité, etc.)

Yes [ Tosomeextent [l No

Figure 5. Attitudes towards circumstances that ‘justify’ collaboration. Question: In which cases
can collaboration be justified or assessed more leniently?

There are certain cases where it is more common for respondents to feel that collabora-
tion may be justified: when individuals collaborated in pursuit of goals deemed important to
society or the nation, but without directly resisting the occupation or risking their lives and
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well-being (32 percent); in situations involving coercion, torture or threats to the individu-
al's own life or that of close relatives (31 percent); and, in the case of collaboration during the
Soviet period, in view of later contributions to restoring the independent state of Lithuania
and participation in Sgjudis (also 31 percent).

The data show that very few respondents regard any of the listed circumstances as ful-
ly exculpatory; among those who consider collaboration justifiable, most are inclined to
justify it only to some extent. These assessments reveal the influence of communicative
memory - the memory transmitted through informal communication between genera-
tions living today. People are most inclined to ‘justify’ the opportunistic attitudes common
among cultural and other elites in the late Soviet period, when individuals collaborated in
pursuit of goals deemed important to society or the nation, but without directly resisting
the occupation. The influence of this memory is also evident in the fact that, among the
criteria seen as ‘justifying’ collaboration, later contributions to restoring the independent
state of Lithuania and participation in Sgjudis carry greater weight than their contributions
to the interwar Republic of Lithuania. A person’s stance towards their past cooperation is
also important (acknowledging one’s collaboration and expressing repentance), as is ‘dual
loyalty’ - contributions to one’s own community while collaborating (saving people from
repression and so on). The participation in the anti-Soviet resistance of people who collab-
orated with the Nazis is considered a slightly more important extenuating circumstance
than participation in the anti-Nazi resistance by people who collaborated with the Soviet
occupiers. Fewer respondents regard contributions to culture as justifying collaboration
than contributions to independence or participation in anti-Soviet resistance, suggesting
that political activities carry greater weight in assessments of collaboration.

Even more nuances in the application of the concept of collaboration prevailing in pub-
lic opinion are revealed by assessments of the ‘collaboration’ of specific individuals whose
actions have been, or continue to be, debated in the public sphere. These assessments re-
flect both the general criteria of the concept outlined earlier and several of the ‘justifying’
criteria (see Fig. 6).

Unlike in the descriptions of the general criteria for collaboration, collaboration during
the two periods of the Soviet regime - the Stalinist and the post-Stalinist - is assessed
differently in specific cases. Among the listed figures, the largest share of respondents
regard individuals from the Stalinist period as collaborators: First Secretary of the Com-
munist Party Antanas Snieckus, and, to a somewhat lesser extent, writers and poets of the
time who engaged in collaboration — Kostas Kubilinskas, who was also an NKVD agent,
and Petras Cvirka, a writer who held positions of power within the political structures of
the time. The poet Saloméja Néris, who propagated communist ideology but had limited
involvement in political activity, is regarded as a collaborator by slightly fewer respond-
ents - 15 percent, with a further 36 percent considering her a collaborator ‘to some ex-
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Figure 6. Trends in the classification of Lithuanian historical figures as collaborators. Question:
In your opinion, should these individuals be regarded as collaborators?

tent’; the assessment of the Soviet-era writer Juozas Baltusis is similar. Even fewer people
consider Algirdas Brazauskas - the secretary of the Communist Party of Lithuania during
the late Soviet period who also played an active role in Lithuanian politics after the resto-
ration of independence - to be a collaborator. The smallest share of respondents view the
late-Soviet poet Justinas Marcinkevic¢ius, who also took an active part in the restoration of
independence, as a collaborator (5 percent, with a further 33 percent judging him to have
collaborated ‘to some extent).

It is noteworthy that a substantial share of the public (35-51 percent) are not familiar
with some of the figures whose collaboration and commemoration have prompted rath-
er contentious and emotionally charged debates in the public sphere. These are people
associated with the Nazi period and the first Soviet occupation (1940-1941): 51 percent of
respondents said that they did not know of Juozas Krikstaponis (KriStaponis);* 48 percent

34 Juozas Krikstaponis (Kristaponis) collaborated with the Nazi regime during the German occupation. In October
1941, he was commander of the 2nd Company of the TDA Battalion in the mass killing of prisoners from the Rudzyensk
ghetto and of inmates of Stalag No 352, the Minsk prisoner-of-war camp. At the end of the war and in the postwar
period, he took an active part in the armed anti-Soviet resistance, serving as commander of the Vytis Military District
partisans. He was killed in 1945. See Mindaugas Pocius, ,Juozas Kristaponis (KrikStaponis) - dalyvavimo Holokauste
ir istorinio atminimo problema’, Genocidas ir rezistencija, 2022, Nr. 1(51), p. 7-36.

11

©



2026 1(59) Irena Sutiniené
Genocidas irrezistencija ~ The Concept of Collaboration with 20th-Century Occupation Regimes in Lithuanian...

did not know of Petras Kubilitinas;** 44 percent did not know of Jonas Noreika;3*¢ 39 per-
cent did not know of Stasys Rastikis;*” and 34 percent did not know of Kazys Skirpa.?® An
equally small share of the public — 7-8 percent - regard these individuals as collabora-
tors unconditionally, while between 23 and 33 percent consider them to have collabo-
rated to some extent. This would indicate that some of the public debates surrounding
particular figures are of little relevance to the wider public. There is also no significant
polarisation in public opinion regarding their assessment: among those who are famil-
iar with these figures, the majority — roughly 60 percent - classify them as collaborators
at least to some extent. At the same time, the biographies of most of these individuals
reflect the contradictory loyalties (or lack thereof) resulting from the history of Lithua-
nian occupations during successive periods of occupation, the combinations of collab-
oration and resistance or multiple loyalties and other problematizing unambiguous as-
sessment options. Therefore, different criteria and memory narratives sometimes col-
lide even in the evaluation of a single individual's collaboration - the heroic narratives of
post-war armed anti-Soviet resistance, as well as the narratives of anti-Nazi resistance,
of cooperation with the occupying power, and of victims of repression. The collision of
these different assessments gives rise to a range of evaluative outcomes. For example,
anti-Soviet resistance, imprisonment or death - although they do not negate the fact of
collaboration — may soften the assessment criteria for some people on a symbolic scale.
The assessments of certain figures show that even the strictest criteria - links to repres-
sions - are, in specific cases, applied with reservations. For example, a share of those
familiar with Juozas Krik$taponis (Kri$taponis), who took part in mass killings, do not
regard him as a collaborator (37 percent). In these respondents’ views, his involvement
in anti-Soviet activity, his imprisonment and his death ‘for Lithuania’ appear to symbol-
ically offset his links to the crimes.

35 General Petras Kubiliinas was the head of the institution of General Councillors established by the Nazis from
1941t01944.1n 1944, he fled to Germany, where he was abducted by agents of the Soviet counterintelligence services
and taken to Moscow. He was executed in Moscow in 1946.

36 Jonas Noreika worked within the Nazi administrative structures at the beginning of the occupation in 1941. As
county governor, he signed orders establishing the Jewish ghetto and authorising the confiscation of property. In
1943, he was imprisoned in the Stutthof concentration camp for involvement in anti-Nazi activities. After the war, he
returned to Vilnius, where he took an active part in the anti-Soviet underground. He was eventually arrested by the
Soviet authorities and executed in 1947.

37 Former Commander of the Lithuanian Armed Forces General Stasys Rastikis opposed the proposal to resist the
Soviet Army by force in 1940. After the USSR occupied Lithuania that same year, he was appointed deputy chair of the
Ministry of National Defence Liquidation Commission. When he was dismissed, he fled to Germany.

38 Colonel Kazys Skirpa was a Lithuanian military officer and diplomat who contributed to the creation of the
Lithuanian Armed Forces. While in Germany, he organised the 1941 June Uprising, which was aimed at restoring
the Lithuanian state in the first days of the German-Soviet War. When Germany did not agree to their demands,
the uprising collapsed just a few days later. Some of the documents Skirpa had distributed in connection to the
uprising contained anti-Semitic statements.
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Thus, when concrete individuals are assessed, both the criteria for identifying collabo-
ration and the criteria that may be seen as ‘justifying’ it are applied in a more individual-
ised manner. Unlike abstract assessments of actions deemed to constitute collaboration,
specific figures from the late Soviet period tend to be judged somewhat more favourably
than collaborators from the Stalinist period. Literary activity during the Stalinist period,
when accompanied by limited political engagement (as in the case of Saloméja Néris), is
regarded as a lesser degree of collaboration than literary activity combined with active
political participation (as in the case of Petras Cvirka). In this context, contributions to
contemporary Lithuania carry more weight than contributions to the interwar republic. A
substantial share of the public are unfamiliar with some of the controversial figures from
the Nazi and interwar periods whose collaboration and memorialisation have generated
contentious debate in public discourse; hence, these discussions are only relevant to a
small segment of society.

Assessments of certain forms of (non-)memorialisation of collaboration

As previously mentioned, many of the public debates on issues of collaboration over
the past decade have centred less on the historical evaluation of particular individuals
or events, on which specialists (though not always the general public) largely agree, and
more on their public memorialisation or, conversely, the removal of memorials. These de-
bates are usually linked to specific memory policy decisions, events or figures. Some of
the evaluations of these forms of (non-)memorialisation were also examined in our sur-
vey (see Fig. 7).

Publicly disclose their collaboration 5

Assess each case individually, taking into account not

only collaboration but also merits 43

Remove memorials only for those linked to crimes 30
against humanity

Leave their memorials in place, accompanied by 24
appropriate contextual information

Remove all memorials of collaborators

from public spaces 20
Hold open discussions about figures viewed controversially 20
by society, without rushing to make a decision
Leave memorials unchanged; 16

they are part of our history

Forget questions of collaboration

and focus on the future 15

Figure 7. Attitudes about the forms of (non-)memorialisation of collaborators. Question: In your
opinion, how should the memory of people who collaborated with the occupation regimes be han-
dled today? (select no more than the three top options)
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In responding to the question about the forms of (non-)memorialisation of collabora-
tors in contemporary society, the largest share of respondents - 45 percent - supported
publicly acknowledging their collaboration, while 43 percent favoured an individualised
assessment that also takes account of their merits. In the absence of consensus, 20 per-
cent of respondents supported public discussions without rushing to make a decision. A
further 20 percent of respondents supported categorical measures - removing all me-
morials of collaborators from public spaces — while 16 percent suggested leaving existing
memorials unchanged. Thus, most people advocate more moderate and individualised
approaches to memory policy decisions.

Socio-demographic factors and their influence

Socio-demographic factors only differentiate assessments in a limited number of re-
spects. Variables such as respondents’ income, level of education and age have almost no
impact on evaluations of collaboration. The strongest influence is that of gender: men are
more likely than women to regard questions of collaboration in all periods as relevant,
and men also tend to assess collaboration more categorically. Collaboration in both Soviet
periods is considered relevant or very relevant by 59 percent of men and 43 percent of
women, while for the Nazi occupation period, the corresponding figures are 45 percent of
men and 38 percent of women. Men also express higher levels of agreement than women
with all the criteria used to define collaboration, more frequently classifying all the groups
and individuals mentioned in the survey as collaborators, and supporting more categor-
ical memory policy measures (such as removing all memorials of occupation regimes).
Women, by contrast, are more likely than men to favour more moderate assessments and
to support individualised evaluations of collaboration and decisions on (non-)memoriali-
sation, as well as the view that, where society is divided on matters of (non-)memorialisa-
tion, there should be public discussions without rushing to make a decision.

Residents of the major cities are somewhat more likely than those living elsewhere to
regard employees of the Soviet repressive apparatus and active secret agents as collab-
orators, as well employees of the highest Soviet government institutions and local-level
officials who had real decision-making power. They are also more inclined to classify in-
dividuals who propagated Nazi ideology as collaborators.

People with higher levels of education are somewhat more likely to regard employees of
the highest government institutions in both Soviet periods who held real decision-mak-
ing power, as well as all secret KGB agents during the post-Stalinist era, as collaborators.
They also attribute ‘everyday conformism’ to collaboration more often than respondents
with lower levels of education, considering everyone who followed the orders of the Soviet
authorities, with the exception of those involved in the resistance, as collaborators. In ad-
dition, people with higher levels of education view questions of collaboration during the
Nazi period as somewhat more relevant.
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Incomelevels only have a statistically significant effect on attitudes towards individuals
who created and propagated Soviet ideology in the late Soviet period - people with higher
incomes are more likely than others to regard them as collaborators.

The influence of age on the attitudes towards collaboration studied is also negligible.
Younger residents are more likely to consider employees of the highest government in-
stitutions of the post-Stalinist period and individuals who spread Nazi ideology as col-
laborators. Older respondents (aged 56 and over) are more likely than younger people to
view contributions to interwar Lithuania and participation in the anti-Soviet resistance as
circumstances that justify’ collaboration.

The comparatively limited influence of socio-demographic factors on attitudes to-
wards collaboration confirms that, on the one hand, there is broad societal agreement on
many of the criteria for the concept of collaboration, both general and specific, that prevail
inpublic opinion. On the other hand, the concrete interpretations of this multidimension-
al and complex concept have many nuances and aspects whose differences appear to be
linked less to socio-demographic characteristics than to other forms of societal division.

Conclusions

Questions concerning collaboration with the occupying powers during the Soviet and
Nazi occupations are quite pertinent in present-day Lithuania - slightly more than half
of the country’s adult population consider them relevant or very relevant, and a further
quarter regard them as moderately relevant. Thus, issues of collaboration in society are
important and, unlike in the first decades of independence, are not overshadowed by a
narrative of resistance and nonconformity.

Public opinion reveals a fairly clear overarching understanding of ‘collaboration’ with
these regimes, and there is broad societal agreement on its core criteria. For most peo-
ple, the key factors in defining collaboration are involvement in the repressive actions and
structures of the occupation regimes, and work in political-administrative institutions
and positions that held real decision-making power. In public opinion, the boundaries of
these criteria are relatively strict and unambiguous. There is more reservation and ambi-
guity when assessing work carried out in positions or structures with less power, or the
dissemination of the ideologies of occupation regimes; however, only a small share of the
population (10-25 percent) disagree with these collaboration criteria altogether. The ab-
solute majority of respondents do not associate the opportunistic adaptation or ‘everyday
conformism’ with collaboration.

Public opinion indicates that the strictness of the assessment is also shaped by criteria
such as the position within the regime’s power relations - the degree of decision-making
authority held - and, to some extent, personal or institutional involvement and the level
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of active participation. The nature of the activity is important as well, with political and
administrative cooperation being judged more harshly than ideological cooperation. The
more severe assessment of collaboration with the Nazi regime compared to collaboration
with the Soviet authorities, as well as the harsher evaluation of specific Stalin-era collab-
orators relative to figures from the late Soviet period, indicates that society acknowledges
the collaboration of ‘its own’, including their links to the crimes.

The study also revealed other criteria that ‘soften’ the boundaries of the concept of col-
laboration. People are most inclined to justify’ the familiar opportunistic attitudes of the
late Soviet period - when individuals collaborated in pursuit of goals deemed important to
society or the nation, but without directly resisting the occupation. Later or earlier merits
to the country also serve as important justifying’ criteria: the contributions of collabora-
tors to the restored state, with participation in Sajudis carrying slightly more weight than
contributions to the interwar Republic of Lithuania. An individual's acknowledgement of
their collaboration and expressions of remorse are important as well. Participation in the
anti-Soviet resistance of people who collaborated with the Nazis is considered a slightly
more important extenuating circumstance than participation in the anti-Nazi resistance
by people who collaborated with the Soviet occupiers.

Assessments of concrete individuals are more nuanced and individualised, yet there
is no marked polarisation of opinion here either. Compared with the general criteria,
there are more differences in how collaboration in the Stalinist and post-Stalinist periods
is evaluated, and later contributions to Lithuania after the restoration of independence
have a considerable justifying’ effect. Literary activity during the Stalinist period is judged
as more fjustifiable’ than participation in political life. A substantial share of the public
are unfamiliar with some of the controversial figures from the Nazi and interwar periods
whose ‘collaboration’ has generated many emotionally charged debates in the public are-
na; hence, these discussions are only relevant to a part of society.

Socio-demographic factors have comparatively limited influence on assessments of
collaboration. The clearest influence is that of gender: compared to women, men find
these questions more relevant and are harsher in their assessments of all forms of collab-
oration. Education and place of residence only affect certain individual dimensions, while
age differences have little impact. The concept of collaboration is complex and has many
nuances and aspects whose differences appear to be linked less to socio-demographic
characteristics than to other forms of societal division.
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